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Bodhisattva-gocara-upāyaviṣaya-vikurvan. a-
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It is a well-known fact that the fi rst of all the commandments of the 
Buddhist creed is “Thou shalt not kill” [but] Chinese books contain 
various passages relating to Buddhist monks who freely indulged in 
carnage and butchery and took an active part in military expeditions 
of every description, thus leaving no room for doubt that warfare was 
an integrate part of their religious profession for centuries.

—J. J. M. de Groot, 1891

Violence is found in all religious traditions, and Buddhism is no 
exception. This may surprise those who think of Buddhism as a 
religion based solely on peace. Indeed, one of the principal reasons for 
producing this book was to address such a misconception. Within the 
various Buddhist traditions (which Trevor Ling describes as 
“Buddhisms”), there is a long history of violence.1 Since the inception 
of Buddhist traditions 2,500 years ago, there have been numerous 
individual and structural cases of prolonged Buddhist violence. This 
book explores instances in which Buddhist ideas and religious leaders 
have been related to structural violence in one of its most destructive 
and public form: warfare. The motivations for this volume are many, 
but chief among them is the goal of disrupting the social imaginary 
that holds Buddhist traditions to be exclusively pacifi stic and exotic. 
Most religious traditions, whether Judaic, Christian, Buddhist, 
Islamic, or Hindu, is quintessentially social in nature; and because 
religious traditions are social, they suffer from the negative elements 

Introduction

Michael Jerryson
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inherent in the human condition. The chapters in this volume investigate this 
dark underbelly of Buddhisms, with particular attention to the monastic inter-
play with warfare.

This investigation is conducted by means of both textual and ethnographic 
approaches. The fi rst of these chapters is Paul Demiéville’s article “Buddhism 
and War,” which was initially published in French in 1957 as a postscript to 
G. Renondeau’s “The History of the Warrior Monks of Japan.” Demiéville sur-
veys East Asia’s history of soldier-monks and the Buddhist principles applied 
in times of war. As a Buddhist studies scholar, Demiéville’s training was simi-
lar to the training of the other contributors to this volume who were educated 
in and/or teach religious studies. The second chapter is by Stephen Jenkins, 
who bases his analysis on South Asian texts; Jenkins’s focus is more on Bud-
dhist philosophical stances toward violence. The subsequent fi ve chapters rely 
on textual analyses, refer to specifi c regional and historical events, and the-
matically follow in chronological order. Derek Maher reviews the development 
of just-war ideology during the Tibetan-Mongol war in 1642. Vesna Wallace 
examines the historical development of corporal punishment in theocratic 
Mongolia from the early sixteenth century to the late twentieth century. Brian 
Victoria offers a critique of Japan’s wartime soldier-Zen during the fi rst half of 
the twentieth century. The role of Buddhist monks during the Korean War of 
the 1950s is related by Xue Yu. Then, two chapters use ethnography to examine 
contemporary confl ict zones in South and Southeast Asia. Daniel Kent inves-
tigates the Buddhist sermons given to Sri Lankan soldiers between 2004 and 
2006. Michael Jerryson traces the Thai state’s militarization of Thai Buddhism 
in an area under martial law between 2004 and 2008. The concluding chap-
ter is by Bernard Faure, who reviews the arguments in this volume and then 
paves the way for larger subsequent discussions on the topic of Buddhisms and 
violence.

While most of the contributors locate violence within Buddhist traditions, 
Brian Victoria’s chapter disavows a relationship between Buddhisms and vio-
lence. For Victoria, Buddhists who perform acts of violence are not acting as 
Buddhists; Buddhisms, in this scenario, remain unsoiled by the trappings of 
human frailty. Victoria’s stance is shared by other Buddhologists and Buddhist 
studies scholars, many of whom (like Brian Victoria) are current or former 
monks. An example of this comes from the Sri Lankan Buddhist monk and 
religious studies scholar Mahinda Deegalle, who raises a similar argument in 
his article “Is Violence Justifi ed in Theravada Buddhism?” Deegalle confronts 
a diffi cult passage in the Mahāvam. sa, one in which a Buddhist monk consoles 
the Sinhalese king Duttagamani (Pāli: Dutṭạgāmaṇī, Sinhala: Dutụgämuṇu) for 
killing “evil unbelievers”; the monk explains that the acts carry no more weight 
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than killing animals. Deegalle argues that this passage is not a Buddhist justifi -
cation for violence—rather, that it is heretical to the teachings of the Buddha.2

Indeed, there are scholars of other religious traditions that take a similar 
position when facing violent acts in the name of their religion. In other reli-
gious traditions, some adherents have also been adamant that violence has no 
legitimate place in their faiths. Christian pacifi cists have often argued that the 
injunction of Jesus to “turn the other cheek” rather than to fi ght is a mandate for 
absolute nonviolence. In the Hindu tradition, Mohandas Gandhi thought that 
Hindu scriptures gave no room for religiously sanctioned violence, even going 
so far as to reinterpret the traditional battle scenes in the Mahābhārata and 
Rāmāyaṇa epics as allegories for the struggle between truth and falsehood.

Can people, as Buddhists, commit acts of violence? It is ultimately up to 
the reader to decide which of these perspectives to adopt. Beyond these dif-
fering perspectives on authenticity lie two questions that demand attention: 
(1) how can Buddhist scripture be interpreted for warfare? and (2) how is it 
interpreted for warfare?

Before exploring the relationship between Buddhisms and warfare, it 
is critical to defi ne these two terms. For the purposes of this volume, “Bud-
dhisms” is a web of interconnected cultural entities predicated on the teachings 
of the Buddha, whether he is conceived as historical and/or cosmological. This 
defi nition is deliberately broad in order to encompass the fl uid and polythetic 
characteristics found in self-ascribed Buddhist traditions, specifi c beliefs, texts, 
and leaders related to Buddhist organizations. There is an enormous diversity 
in Buddhist principles and followers, which raises the question of whether we 
should use value-laden terms that are all-encompassing, such as “Buddhism.” 
This is similar to the concern that religious studies scholar Jonathan Z. Smith 
poses in regard to Judaisms. Smith calls on scholars to dismantle old theologi-
cal and imperialistic impulses toward totalization and integration, explaining 
that the “labor at achieving the goal of a polythetic classifi cation of Judaisms, 
rather than a monothetic defi nition of early Judaism, is but a preliminary step 
toward this end.”3 It is this totalizing impulse found in the term Buddhism that 
demands change, if not critical refl ection.4

Although virtually every Buddhist tradition holds the Four Noble Truths 
(Pāli: cattāri ariyasaccāni)5 as its core principles, there is no unifying canoni-
cal scripture that interprets and explains them in detail.6 One can easily fi nd 
variegated descriptions of the Noble Truths when comparing the Sinhalese, 
Thai, Burmese, Sanskrit, Pāli, and Khmer canonical scriptures (and there are 
geographical variations within each linguistic category). In addition, each Bud-
dhist tradition contains unique practices and doctrines (which constitute the 
very nature of a tradition): for example, Mongolian Buddhists circumambulate 
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cairns made of rock and wood; Thai Buddhists believe that people have two 
different spirits, the winyan and kwan;7 and monks from the Jogye school initi-
ate their followers to Korean Buddhism by placing fi ve incense sticks on the 
initiate’s arm. Although each tradition contains unique practices and beliefs, 
Buddhists associate these variegated beliefs and practices with the teachings of 
the Buddha.

Warfare is another term that encompasses a plethora of actions and mean-
ings. For the purposes of this volume, warfare refers to the processes and 
activities affi liated with war, and specifi cally for the purpose of defeating an 
enemy or gaining property. Wars are not simply physical confl icts in our cos-
mos, they can manifest in the spiritual dimension as well.8 One example of this 
dual nature of warfare is found in Vesna Wallace’s chapter “Legalized Violence: 
Punitive Measures of Buddhist Khans in Mongolia.” Mongolian khans subju-
gated shamans and believers in different schools in their attempts to convert 
the populace. When Wallace examines Buddhist state-sanctioned violence, she 
fi nds that it is motivated by both physical wants (i.e., the confi scation of prop-
erty) and the spiritual desire to create a religiously and politically harmoni-
ous nation. Indeed, throughout this volume, nationalism is found embedded 
within different forms of warfare. Nationalism is also a contested term. For the 
purposes of this book, we will use Mark Juergensmeyer’s defi nition of national-
ism, by which he means “not only the xenophobic extremes of patriotism but 
also the more subdued expressions of identity based on shared assumptions 
regarding why a community constitutes a nation and why the state that rules 
it is legitimate.”9

The topic of warfare introduces the larger category of violence. Violence is 
a slippery term to defi ne, as many astute scholars such as Walter Benjamin, 
Emmanuel Levinas, and Jacques Derrida have shown. The act of “violating” 
another person can take many subtle forms. Bruce Lawrence, for instance, 
regards violence as a “process” of domination that is endemic in the human 
condition.10 A similar breadth is found in the Sanskrit term for violence, 
hiṃsa. Hiṃsais the root of ahiṃsa, the word for nonviolence made popular by 
Mohandas Gandhi. The literal defi nition of hiṃsa means “to desire to harm.” 
In this volume, however, the authors will confi ne themselves to the simplest 
defi nition of violence—infl icting physical injury or death on another person—
whether portrayed symbolically or as part of a social act, such as punishment 
or warfare.

Buddhist violence is by no means limited to the scope of warfare. For 
instance, the ethical justifi cation for killing animals for food is much debated 
throughout Buddhist traditions; there have been and continue to be differ-
ing opinions on this issue. Whereas most Chinese Buddhist traditions have 
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prescribed a vegetarian lifestyle, Tibetan and Mongolian Buddhist traditions 
wholeheartedly have embraced the practice of slaughtering animals for sus-
tenance. Aside from splinter groups such as Santi Asoke that prohibit their 
monks from eating meat, Theravādin Buddhist monks in countries such as 
Sri Lanka, Burma, and Thailand are required to accept any food offered to 
them, meat or otherwise.

Other instances of Buddhisms’ relationship with violence relate to recent 
technological and medical developments. The issue of abortion is a case in 
point. In Tibetan Buddhism, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama has tacitly condoned 
abortion in specifi c circumstances, rationalizing the need for this form of 
violence.11 In Japan after an abortion, Buddhist women participate in the cer-
emony Mizuko Kuyo in order to appease possibly wrathful spirits. Medical 
advances also have introduced the topic of euthanasia. The ethics of euthanasia 
is debated among Buddhist scholars, many of whom equate it with suicide. 
According to the Vinaya (monastic guidelines), people commit a sin if they 
encourage another person to commit suicide; however, the action of the person 
who commits suicide is much more ambiguous and doctrinally debated.

Suicide as a form of martyrdom for political purposes is particularly con-
troversial within Buddhist circles. Some of the most well-publicized examples 
of this type of Buddhist suicide occurred during the U.S. war in Vietnam, when 
Vietnamese monks immolated themselves, sacrifi cing what they regarded as 
their impermanent bodies to trigger a change in social consciousness. While 
their intentions were nuanced by a unique context, monastic suicides are not 
uncommon in the Buddhist traditions. One infamous example of monastic 
suicide occurred following the Buddha’s lecture on detachment and meditating 
on the loathsomeness of the body. Shortly after the lecture, the Buddha went 
into seclusion for fi fteen days and then returned to fi nd that over a hundred 
monks were dead, either by suicide or by asking a local recluse, Migalandika, 
to kill them. In this instance, only those who deprived others of life were con-
demned to excommunication.12 Suicides abound in the Buddha’s birth stories 
(Skt. jātaka), when the Buddha sacrifi ces himself for the greater good; they 
also exist in the biography of the historical Buddha, Siddhārtha Gautama (Pāli: 
Siddhattha Gotama). It is said that Siddhartha was fully aware of his eventual 
demise when he accepted ill-prepared pork.

Thus, issues of violence have been part of the ethical choices of Buddhists 
as individuals throughout history. These issues have also been part of the struc-
tural and systemic patterns of political organizations and institutions for many 
centuries. The present-day proponents of these forms of organized Buddhist 
violence often refer to Buddhist mythohistories that justify violence, histories 
that are rife with tales of warfare.
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In Buddhisms, as in every religious tradition, warfare is related to religion 
in several different ways. Some wars are conducted to defend a Buddhist com-
munity against enemies from a different faith. In other instances, it is two 
different schools of Buddhists that clash with each other over which version 
of the faith is valid and which community is stronger. In yet other instances, 
Buddhist ideas and monastic leaders have lent their legitimacy to wars that 
otherwise might have been characterized simply as wars of defense, conquest, 
or vengeance. In Sri Lanka, for instance, members of the Buddhist political 
party Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) were alleged to have blurred the lines 
between sacred duty and murder; they traced their justifi cations back to the 
Sinhalese mythohistorical chronicle called the Mahāvaṃsa. In this work, the 
Buddhist king Dutthagamani wages a sacred war against foreign invaders led 
by Tamil king Eıạ̄ra in the second century BCE. In the contemporary Bud-
dhists’ view, the killing of Tamil heathens did not constitute murder because 
Tamil warriors were neither meritorious nor, more important, Buddhist.13

Chinese Buddhist revolts during the sixth century framed the fi ght as 
between the Buddha and his legendary nemesis Māra, the god of desire and 
illusion. Under the leadership of Faqing, Chinese Buddhist monks murdered 
barbarians as part of the larger cosmic battle against Māra. In some accounts, 
Faqing is labeled as the messianic fi gure Maitreya.14 There are also military 
activities relating to the millenarian accounts of Buddhism, which often revolve 
around the buddha-to-be, Maitreya (Pāli: Metteya). Between 1699 and 1959, 
in eight revolts against Siamese and Thai governments, Buddhist revolution-
aries held to a belief in imminent catastrophes that were to be followed by 
material bliss. Half of these revolts centered on the coming of Maitreya (Thai: 
Si Ariya).15

Buddhist messianic violence persists in contemporary times, with the latest 
violent outbreak occurring in Japan. In 1995, Asahara Shōkō’s Aum Shinrikyō 
unleashed Sarin nerve gas into the Tokyo subway, killing a dozen people and 
injuring many more. Part of Aum Shinrikyō’s ideology is based on the Lotus 

Sūtra, one of the most popular and infl uential sūtras (scriptures) in Mahāyāna 
Buddhism.

Buddhist battles also have occurred due to ideological differences between 
Buddhist traditions. This is especially evident in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, 
whose history includes battles between different schools of Buddhist thought 
over issues of political and ideological supremacy. Derek Maher’s chapter in 
this book, “Sacralized Warfare: The Fifth Dalai Lama and the Discourse of 
Religious Violence,” explores one of these moments. Examples may also be 
found in other Buddhist traditions of wars that were fought in order to spread 
Buddhist beliefs. The Indian Kālacakratantra describes an eschatological war 
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in which the army of the bodhisattva king of Shambhala conquers and annihi-
lates Muslim forces and reestablishes Buddhism.16 And in Japan, Zen became 
a mechanism of the state and a motive to fi ght—to convert the heathens. Japa-
nese Buddhist military objectives in the early 1900s were to kill unbelievers 
and to convert their state to Buddhism. In accordance with Mahāyāna prin-
ciples, people who were not enlightened would be reborn; therefore, there was 
no true destruction of life. Once the state became Buddhist, unbelievers would 
be reborn in a Buddhist country. Brian Victoria writes that, in this context of 
Buddhist war, murder becomes a form of upāya (skillful means), since sentient 
beings are ultimately saved.17 When Buddhist states have attempted to preserve 
Buddhist principles and values, popular forms of Buddhist nationalism and 
fundamentalism have been simultaneously elicited.18

Thus, the chapters in this book contain examples that span both centuries 
and countries. All of these cases of bloodshed counter the popular (and also 
exoticized) notion that Buddhism is an entirely pacifi st—and, in this sense, 
mystical—religion. In fact, these chapters reveal that, in regions where Bud-
dhism is part of the ideology of statecraft, there is a pervasive tendency for 
Buddhists to sanction state violence. For instance, in this volume, Michael Jer-
ryson’s and Daniel Kent’s ethnographic works on Buddhist monastic practices 
highlight the important distinction between how Buddhism is lived as opposed 
to how it is taught or perceived. This distinction reveals that, in some cases, the 
practices of Buddhist monks have become inextricably intertwined with mili-
tary exercises and charged with violent rhetoric.

This insight into the violent side of Buddhist monastic practices has been 
confi rmed by some of the most distinguished scholarly observers of Buddhist 
culture. For instance, the violence was noted by the Chinese Buddhist scholar 
J. M. M. de Groot in his article “Militant Spirit of the Buddhist Clergy in China,” 
written in 1891 (an excerpt of which appears in the epigraph of this introduc-
tion). While Demiéville rightly critiques de Groot’s textual evidence, the value 
of de Groot’s insight into the militancy within the Chinese Buddhist traditions 
remains. This insight and those of other scholars tend to have been neglected in 
the general discourses on Buddhist studies. The historical examples of monks 
participating in violence force the question that Brian Victoria addresses in his 
chapter: does the foundation of Buddhisms forbid violence, or does it provide 
a space for it? This question is prompted especially in Paul Demiéville’s “Bud-
dhism and War” and in Bernard Faure’s “Afterthoughts.”

The early period of South Asian Buddhism provides an understanding 
of the politicized nature of Buddhisms and, more important, of Buddhisms’ 
ambiguous platform concerning violence. As Stephen Jenkins, Derek Maher, 
and Xue Yu discuss in this volume, early ambiguity toward violence could 
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explain how Buddhist practices reached the point of advocating compassionate 
killings. Buddhist doctrine and practice, from their nascency, grew within a 
state-supported politicized environment. This political climate deeply affected 
monastic decisions and ultimately affected the Buddha’s discussions and judg-
ments on state (kingdom) violence.

Some scholars speculate that the militant side of Buddhism can be traced 
to its founder, Siddhārtha Gautama, purportedly born between 500 and 400 
BCE in what is now Nepal. A common epithet for Siddhartha Gautama is 
Śākyamuni—Sage of the Śākyas. According to Romila Thapar, the Śākya 
clan—although having a ruler—was part of a greater governmental network 
called gaṇa-sanghas.19 Siddhārtha, prior to the spiritual enlightenment that 
transformed him into the Buddha—the Awakened One—was a member of 
the warrior caste. He was raised to be the ruler of his clan and had an intimate 
knowledge of statecraft, particularly of the gaṇa-sanghas. It was this govern-
mental structure that deeply affected the construction of Buddhist monasti-
cism, later called the sangha. As a prince growing up, the future founder of 
Buddhism was inculcated in an environment imbued with practices of diplo-
macy and warfare. He was well aware of the regional gaṇa-sanghas, oligar-
chies that lacked a monarch. These regional oligarchies had a joint council of 
princes or local dignitaries who made decisions for the collective states. These 
governmental systems were usually wrought through fi nancial successes, i.e., 
 merchants-cum-rulers, and were adverse to the Brahmanical system of sup-
port. Uma Chakravarti and Thapar note that, by the time Siddhartha founded 
Buddhism, the powers of the gaṇa-sanghas were waning in North India.20 
Eventually, they would fall before the might of two expanding monarchies: 
Magadha and Kosala.

While early political structures informed and helped to construct Bud-
dhist monasticism, the fi rst Buddhist sangha affected the early polities around 
it. One example of this is in the relationship between state and sangha laws 
within the kingdoms of Magadha and Kosala. Bridging the notion that the 
Buddhist sangha was adapted from the political structure of gaṇa-sanghas, Bud-
dhist sangha monks (Pāli: bhikkhu; Skt. bhikṣu) acted like foreign diplomats and 
were thus accorded immunity to state laws. There are documented cases in 
the Vinaya of state offi cials appealing to either the Magadhan or Kosalan ruler 
to intervene and punish monks for various incidents; yet, in all accounts, the 
ultimate decisions were deferred to the Buddha. In one instance, a king’s guard 
was suspected of thievery by Buddhist monks, and the Buddha tried the case. 
His verdict was then accepted by the king.21

This political infl uence was not one-sided, however. State laws and state 
pressure made an enormous impact on Buddhist interdictions. The resulting 
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tension between advocating morality and maintaining positive state relations 
became a constant presence in Buddhist societies. In Kent’s chapter in this 
volume, “Onward Buddhist Soldiers: Preaching to the Sri Lankan Army,” he 
carefully assesses the actions of Buddhist monks as they preach to Sinhalese 
soldiers. The situation he describes exemplifi es the resulting tensions between 
advocating morality and maintaining positive state relations—and how they are 
still evident in the twenty-fi rst century. While many of the monastic codes of 
conduct (Pāli: Vinaya) pertain to internal issues of purity, many were the result 
of tensions generated through the Buddha’s diplomacy with Magadha and 
Kosala. In another chapter in this volume, “Militarizing Buddhism,” Michael 
Jerryson discusses contradictions between the Buddhist interdiction against 
ordaining soldiers and the reinterpretations that are necessary to support state 
needs. During the time of the Buddha, a high rate of soldiers abandoned their 
posts. In order for the sangha to continue to enjoy the critical fi nancial support 
of the Magadha and Kosala kingdoms, it was crucial that it prevent derelict 
soldiers and criminals from fi nding refuge in the sangha.

Thus, the interdictions placed upon the sangha during the time of the Bud-
dha can be seen as the result of compromises necessary in order to maintain the 
monks’ immunity to state rules. Subsequent confl icts did arise in Theravāda 
history between the sangha and state. In circumstances such as in Ceylon, 
where kings had the power to banish monks from the island, this immunity 
has been redrawn. During the time of the Buddha, there had been a shift in 
the strengths of political systems. Previously, gaṇa-sanghas had been the more 
powerful system in northern India (as in the Licchavis), but by the time of Bud-
dhisms’s institutional growth, they were being replaced by centralized monar-
chies. The expanding kingdoms of Magadha and Kosala turned to the Buddhist 
sangha for support and guidance, particularly with respect to issues of morality. 
For instance, the Magadhan ruler Ajātasatta asked the Buddha’s advice before 
invading the neighboring kingdom of Kosala.22 This instance demonstrates not 
only the important infl uence of the Buddha and the sangha upon state deci-
sions, but also the high regard in which they were held by the state. The ruler 
of Kosala (Pasenadi) was an avid supporter of the Buddha; in seeking the Bud-
dha’s advice, Ajātasatta might have wanted to reduce or avoid angering the 
Buddhist sangha. The implication is that the sangha had political leverage and 
power similar to that of a kingdom.

From Buddhisms’s inchoation, we fi nd that kingdoms were important 
stakeholders in supporting the sustenance and growth of Buddhist monasticism, 
and Buddhist doctrine refl ected the importance of state relations. One political 
infl uence that brought together the sangha and the state was the Buddhists’ 
promulgation of a social contract. In the Dīgha Nikāya, the Mahāsammata goes 
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into a great deal of detail over the rights of citizens and their rulers. Similar to 
Hobbes’s Leviathan or even the political ideas of John Locke, the Dīgha Nikāya 
stresses the intertwined obligations of citizens and their ruler. The ruler was 
morally bound to protect his citizens and to maintain a civilized society. If the 
ruler failed to uphold these responsibilities, the citizens were justifi ed in disre-
garding the ruler’s legitimacy. This is explicitly detailed in a dialogue between 
the Buddha and King Pasenadi. As if to illustrate the ruler’s motivations for 
following this social contract, the Buddha explains the systematic degradation 
of society, starting with the ruler. A celestial society that upholds the dhamma 
(in this case, the “rule”) begins to break down when the ruler disregards the 
teachings of the Buddha and fails to protect the civility of his kingdom. When 
poverty arises, it in turns brings about criminality, and fi nally there is absolute 
chaos throughout the kingdom.23 As described in Brian Victoria’s “A Buddho-
logical Critique of ‘Soldier-Zen,’ ” the Japanese used and extended this ratio-
nale for preserving the kingdom in order to justify their empire building.

Though the social contract bound Buddhist rulers to a civic obligation, it 
also conceded to them certain rights to violence. There are detailed references 
to this in “Legalized Violence,” Vesna Wallace’s account of Mongolian state-
sanctioned torture. Anthropologist Stanley Tambiah has written extensively 
on Buddhist traditions in Thailand and Sri Lanka; he indicates that texts on 
Buddhist civic obligations predominantly emphasize their application when the 
king is ruling, rather than in how the king reaches the throne and assumes 
power.24 The most famous of these cases is the Mauryan emperor Aśoka who, 
after massacring thousands of people and conquering most of South Asia, con-
verted to Buddhism and then enjoyed a peaceful, stable reign. Buddhist monks 
and texts often herald Aśoka for his peaceful rule, yet few focus on the bloody 
prequel to his rise to power. Balkrishna Gokhale points out that Aśoka never 
disbanded his army after his Buddhist epiphany. Gokhale notes that “history 
knows of Buddhist kings who have waged wars, often very devastating, against 
other Buddhist kings.” This leads one to conclude that, while Buddhist ideol-
ogy was adopted by states, the ideology did not preclude the states from perpe-
trating violence. Gokhale hypothesizes, “Buddhists recognized that they had 
little infl uence in the matter of war and territorial acquisition and felt that the 
most they could do in these matters was to infl uence the minds of kings to keep 
the horrors of wars within reasonable limits.”25 This hypothesis became actual-
ized in the thoughts of twenty-fi rst-century Sri Lankan monks who, according 
to Daniel Kent’s account, rationalized their sermons to the Sinhalese military 
in similar terms.

There is no consistent platform from which the Buddha propounds on 
state violence. Even in situations in which a king is ruling, violence has been 
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ambiguously noted within the texts. As Stephen Jenkins states as the main 
theme of his chapter in this volume, “Making Merit through Warfare According 
to the Ārya-Bodhisattva-gocara-upāyaviśaya-vikurvāṇa-nirdeśa Sūtra,” dhamma 
(in this context, “order”) becomes an issue requiring compromise: it permits 
the ruler the right to rule—and to enforce his rule through violence. At the 
same time, any transgression of Buddhist dhamma (in this case, the “social 
contract”) would result in a fall from grace and would lead the ruler as well as 
his kingdom into unfolding chaos and political delegitimation.

Scholars may debate the interpretation of the offi cial Buddhist doctrinal 
stance on violence, but history confi rms a widespread propensity among states 
to adopt Buddhisms as the offi cial religion and for Buddhisms to provide the 
rationalization for the state’s sanctioned use of violence. State applications of 
Buddhisms were so pervasive in ancient India that they became an assumed 
practice. One of the leading scholars of early Buddhisms, Balkrishna Gokhale, 
has argued that early Buddhist thinkers always took for granted the power of 
the state, and that this “organization of force or violence” was “largely restricted 
to the king.”26 The implicit Buddhist understanding of state and violence is 
such that, as it says in the Vinaya, “those who administer torture and maiming 
are called kings.”27 Uma Chakravarti argues that Buddhist ideas on power are 
invariably expressed through the medium of the king. Buddhists, she writes, 
“do not seem to envisage a political and social system without the institution 
of kingship.”28 Numerous Buddhist canonical texts stress the intrinsic relation-
ship between Buddhism and the state. One of these is “The Lion’s Roar on the 
Turning of the Wheel” (Pāli: Cakkavatti-Sīhanāda sutta) in the largest collec-
tion of discourses, the Dīgha Nikāya. In discourse, the Buddha explains to his 
retinue of monks the importance of a just rule. He tells the story of a monarch 
named Dalhanemi, who is unable to preserve order in his realm because he 
fails to correctly administer the dhamma in his state policies—in this particular 
instance, by not giving property to the needy. Thus, one incorrect policy by the 
king catalyzes a concatenation of events that result in depravity and disorder.29

The inability to conceive of a state without Buddhism alludes to a kind of 
religious nationalism. Religious nationalism thus becomes a way of conceptu-
alizing the state and its society as necessarily Buddhist. This concept was actual-
ized in such Buddhist societies as sixteenth-century Tibet. After examining the 
relationship between the Fifth Dalai Lama and Gushri Khan, the Mongol ruler, 
Derek Maher in this volume offers a cogent example of how the interests of the 
state and of religion coalesce. Buddhist nationalism becomes a way of thinking 
and a rationale for justifying warfare, either to defend the nation or to extend 
the power of the nation. The phenomenon of soldier-Zen and the just-war ide-
ology in support of the Japanese in World War II is addressed in Victoria’s 
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chapter. Another chapter in this volume, Xue Yu’s “Buddhist Monks in China 
during the Korean War (1951–1953),” provides a more recent example of Bud-
dhist nationalism. He reveals Chinese Buddhist justifi cations for engaging in 
the Korean War. In Paul Demiéville’s chapter, we fi nd reoccurring Buddhist 
justifi cations for warfare in Chinese, Korean, and Japanese societies.

The fi nal chapters herein relate Buddhist warfare to other aspects of vio-
lence. Michael Jerryson’s chapter notes that violence is often associated with 
the role of a Buddhist monk as a political symbol in Buddhist countries. He 
theorizes that one catalyst for Buddhist violence might be an attack upon a 
Buddhist monk, which would then lead to violent acts of retaliation. Jerryson’s 
observations are based on the Buddhist-Muslim confl ict in Thailand, but the 
pattern may hold true throughout Buddhist societies. In “Afterthoughts,” Ber-
nard Faure urges us to look beyond the popular associations of violence with 
war and to consider more nuanced aspects of violence. This intellectual nudge 
puts into context the self-immolation of Vietnamese monks during the U.S. war 
in Vietnam, the Spivakian category of epistemic violence, and even Buddhist 
perspectives on anorexia and bulimia. Hence, this volume on Buddhist warfare 
in such countries as Tibet, India, China, Mongolia, and Sri Lanka counters the 
pervasive illusion that Buddhism is a pacifi stic religion and raises the issue of 
the relationship of violence to spirituality in Buddhisms. Hopefully, in a wider 
sense, this volume will help to bring Buddhist examples to the discourse about 
sacred violence in general. The problematic idea of religious war is an intellec-
tual challenge not only for historical refl ection, but also for understanding the 
social tensions of the contemporary age.
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General Renondeau’s superb text on Japan’s warrior-monks (sōhei) 
precedes this. In it, the thrice-endowed expert of Japanology, 
Buddhism, and military history presents a few observations and 
musings that go further than usual; these I would now like to 
summarize.1 Is Buddhism’s militarization just a phenomenon found 
in Japan, or do we see other examples in the general history of 
Buddhism? How is this explained, how was it explained, this 
departure from a doctrine whose main cardinal precept is to refrain 
absolutely from killing any living being? What might the social, 
economic, and political motives of this phenomenon have been? 
What logic do the guilty parties use to ideologically justify their 
deviation from the prescribed doctrine? Such are the questions I am 
given the opportunity to consider, thanks to Renondeau, in this 
Chinese-style postscript.

When the Hieizan monks took up arms to go off to war their 
faces were veiled. Their heads were wrapped in a cloth that left only 
their eyes uncovered. It can surely be said that they were in bad faith, 
and for good reason. Murder, harming living creatures, as is said in 
Sanskrit (prānātipāta), the act of killing (cha-cheng) or cutting short 
life (touan cheng-ming) as the Chinese say, are all in fact the subject of 
the fi rst of the fi ve precepts (pañca-śīla), which every practitioner in 
the Buddhist community must observe, laypersons as well as monks. 
Within this not inherently Buddhist pentalogy,2 the precept of 
not-killing comes before stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and the 
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taking of intoxicants, all of which war also exploits, in addition to murder. Yet, 
there is nothing more worthy than not-killing. The canonical tradition is unani-
mous on this: “Murder is the most serious of all sins.”3 It is also ranked number 
one in the ten major sins that we call “negative paths of karma” (akuśala-karma-

patha) and which are forbidden to the clerics, beginners, catechumen, monks, 
and nuns. No other precept is followed so strictly by all Buddhists, even now. 
Not-killing is a characteristic so anchored in Buddhism that it is practically 
considered a custom.4

It has its distinctive quality. My reverend friend Bhikkhu Walpola Rahula has 
often told me that, until her death, his mother (a simple peasant from Ceylon) had 
never killed a living creature, not even an insect. In the Vinaya, the set of rules 
regulating the monastic community, the killing of any being (animal or plant) is 
considered a sin requiring purifi cation. Hence, the clergy were required to take 
precautions such as using fi lters, abstaining from nightly walks or walks soon after 
rainfall, etc., as a measure to protect the lives of even the tiniest sentient beings. 
For monks and nuns, killing a human being is one of the four transgressions 
that are grounds for excommunication and defi nitive expulsion from the monas-
tic community (pārājika). On the canonical list of transgressions that qualify for 
excommunication, murder is ranked third, after sexual misconduct and stealing, 
but before lying. Yet, the Chinese interpreters of the Great Vehicle insist that this 
classifi cation must be rectifi ed and that murder must be placed fi rst.5

Buddhist pedagogy was observed when it came to the sin of killing. This 
sin is defi ned as more than the act of killing itself, it includes simply provok-
ing or even approving of a murder committed by someone else, or likewise 
contributing in any way to one. Hence, it follows that with war, responsibility 
is collective in nature:

When soldiers join together toward the same goal, they are all equally 
as guilty as the one who does the actual killing. In fact . . . communally 
they egg each other on, if not with words, then in the mere fact that 
they are all there together to kill. . . . Even [if ] it is out of duty that they 
have joined the army, they are guilty, except if they have made this 
pledge: I will not kill a living being, even to save my own life.6

On this point, the Buddhist logicians concur with every antimilitarist logician, 
from Mö-tseu to Tchouang-tseu, from Pascal to La Bruyère:7 “If a man steals 
a buckle, he’s put to death; yet if a man steals a principality, he becomes a 
prince”8; or like the French proverb states, “If a man steals money, he’s con-
demned. If he steals a nation, he’s crowned.”

They go even further, and not without pushing the logic of their own 
dogma to its near limits, it seems: better to die than to kill, they teach; better 
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to observe the taboo on someone else’s life than to preserve one’s own life.9 
With this, we are touching on one of the fundamental paradoxes in Buddhist 
doctrine (the other one concerning us is the antinomy of karma and the nega-
tion of all personality, nairātmya), paradoxes stemming no doubt from the 
confl ict between the Buddhist reformation’s innovations and old, immemo-
rial principles that were anchored in the collective unconscious.10 The Bud-
dhist axiom is that everything is suffering, but that there is a way to end this 
suffering: this path leads to nirvana, which principally consists in the end 
of rebirth. The condemnation of life is evident, and naïve logic would favor 
these eleventh-century Chinese sectarians who massacred their contempo-
raries while declaring that, since life is suffering, killing one’s neighbor is 
doing him a favor.11 This is a simple-minded heresy for there is karma which 
cannot be extinguished by death.12 The most misleading of all temptations 
therefore would be using suicide as an option. Dually noted in various texts 
of the Vinaya is the condemnation of suicide as preceding that of murder or 
which serves as the preliminary opportunity for it.13 Certainly suicide is not 
as serious as murder:14 it is only a wrong action (duskṛta) or a serious misdeed 
(sthūlātyaya) and is not, like murder, cause for excommunication (pārājika) or 
for purifi cation (pāyantika).15 The common monk is no less formally coun-
seled against suicide, for it prevents him from continuing the cultivation of 
pure conduct (brahmacaryā), in other words good karma (kuśala-karman), and 
therefore from his salvation.16 Certainly, we notice on many occasions in Bud-
dhist texts where suicides have not been condemned;17 but it usually concerns 
the saints of the Lesser Vehicle who were ready for nirvana and, “having done 
what there was to do” (kṛta-kṛtya), no longer have to accumulate redemptive 
karma. Or it concerns the bodhisattva[s] sacrifi cing their lives for the good of 
others. As La Vallée Poussin notes, the example of a saint like Vakkali—who 
attains nirvana while slicing his own throat (with the Buddha’s approval)—
is completely different from the example of the average suicide victim who 
covets non-existence, and for whom suicide is an act of passion and not the 
result of a supreme peace of mind.18 Vakkali was “beyond reproach, without 
remorse”; he was ready for deliverance (vimukti); Vakkali was mature.19 As 
for the Great Vehicle, we read in the Treatise on the Great Perfection of Wisdom 
attributed to Nāgārjuna that suicide is not a sin of killing, because it does 
not destroy the life of another.20 Further, is not the other’s life more precious 
than my own life? Certainly, according to the Great Vehicle, whose moral is 
essentially altruistic. So why do the Lesser Vehicle texts like those referenced 
earlier, teach that in war it is better to let oneself be killed than to kill? Admit-
tedly, Buddhist altruism is not an innovation of the Great Vehicle; it only 
develops it.
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The saint of the Great Vehicle, the bodhisattva, must “contribute to the life 
of everything that exists.”21 But, what is this thing called “me”? What is the “me” 
of another living being? Why compassion, why altruism, why would I sacrifi ce 
myself out of respect for another living being if it does not exist in itself, if it 
is only an aggregate of continually changing aggregates, as Buddhism asserts? 
“Why combat suffering if the suffering being does not exist?”22 And as for kill-
ing, what is it really, since the aggregates (skandha) are short-lived (kṣaṇika)?23 
“The destruction of things is spontaneous,” states a well-known treatise from 
the Lesser Vehicle. “[T]hings perish on their own, because it is in their nature 
to perish. As they perish with no help from the other, they perish in being 
born; perishing in birth, they are short-lived.”24 What then is the role of the 
murderer? We are told that he puts an end to the vital breath (prāṇa) by inhib-
iting it to continue to recur. What is more, he annihilates the very organ that 
houses the life force ( jīvitendriya), by obstructing the birth of a new “moment.” 
However, if there is no person, no entity endowed with breath (prāṇin) who is 
killed: what dies, as what lives, [is] simply a material body complete with sense 
organs.25 Therefore, killing is allowed to be defi ned as “cutting short the series, 
of a predetermined duration, of a sentient being.”26 Mahāyāna doctors do not 
hesitate to jump to the conclusion:

[S]ince the living being [sattva] does not exist, neither does the sin 
of murder. And since the sin of murder does not exist, there is no 
longer any reason to forbid it. . . . In killing then, given that the fi ve 
aggregates are characteristically empty, similar to the visions of 
dreams or refl ections in a mirror, one commits no wrongdoing.27

Not surprisingly with such defi nitions, the Buddhism of the Great Vehicle was 
able to engender a reasoning which the clergy only had to draw upon to jus-
tify its warrior aberrations. The Lesser Vehicle, which tends to condemn life, 
remains fi rm in its interdiction of killing; the Great Vehicle lauds life, and it 
is the Great Vehicle that will in the end fi nd excuses for murder, and will even 
glorify it.

We will discuss these ideas in even more detail than the Buddhists from 
the Far East have done, though they have had numerous opportunities to bring 
them to the fore. Among the treatises on discipline in which the Great Vehicle 
devises to thwart the Vinaya of the Lesser Vehicle, none has had more success, 
in China, as well as in Japan, and in neighboring countries, than the work 
entitled the Brahma Net Sūtra (Brahmajāla Sūtra). This was purportedly trans-
lated from the Sanskrit at the beginning of the fi fth century, but its authenticity 
is, to say the least, dubious. For instance, we have found no evidence of it out-
side China. Nevertheless, this text strongly insists upon the responsibility that 
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befalls the children of the Buddha; in other words, the follower who has taken 
his bodhisattva vows in line with the Great Vehicle is to take no part whatsoever 
in war. It forbids them to possess arms, to “stockpile” any object destined for 
the killing of other living beings, such as knives, sticks, bows or arrows, spears, 
axes, fi shing nets, or hunting lassos.28 When armies come into contact with one 
another, they are to refrain from getting involved with each other, from going 
back and forth between camps, and especially from participating in any armed 
combat against the state, all while following their missions.29 They will not 
attend battles wishing ill on the other.30 They will not kill. They will not make 
the other kill. They will not attain the means for killing. They will refrain from 
praising killing and from approving of it when they fi nd themselves witness-
ing it. They will abstain from being accomplices of murder through the use 
of black magic, etc.31 For all intents and purposes, their mind must always be 
fi lled with charitable and submissive thoughts, thoughts of the other’s salva-
tion; for them, killing will lead to their excommunication (pārājika).32

This was a long insistence on warlike temptations that most assuredly 
were assailing the Buddhists at the time this text was written, a time in Chi-
na’s history when peasant uprisings were rife with Buddhist inspiration.33 Per-
haps in other parts of its vast and expanding domain Buddhism contributed 
to softening, if not eliminating war. I recollect having read that a king from 
Indianized Indochina had the tips of soldiers’ arrows rounded. Even in India, 
I don’t believe Buddhist monks ever took up arms; they left that to the yogin 
and sannyāsin ascetic orders which were still overrunning the countryside in 
the eighteenth century and which the British administration had to suppress.34 
The emperor Aśoka seems to have been converted to Buddhism through his 
experience of the horrors of war:

Eight years after his coronation, the King Piyadasi, the Beloved-of-
the-Gods, conquered Kalinga. One hundred thousand people were 
deported; one hundred thousand were killed; this number many 
times over perished. Then, once Kalinga was taken, his fervent 
 supporters were for the Beloved-of-the-Gods the enforcement of the 
Law, the love of the Law, the teaching of the Law. Regret took hold 
of the Beloved-of-the-Gods after he conquered Kalinga. Seeing that 
conquering an independent country is murder, it means death or 
captivity for its people.35

Also, Buddhist nonviolence (avihiṃsā) most certainly contributed to the weak-
ening of the lamaist, Tibetan, and Mongol military. As early as the eighth cen-
tury a Turkish khan was advised to be wary of Buddhism (and of Taoism), for it 
was said that these doctrines “make one good and weak, and are usually against 
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using war or forceful confl ict as an option.”36 Likewise, in the thirteenth cen-
tury, Khubilai [Qubilai] had to use Buddhism to politically neutralize Tibet.37

Yet we do not see Buddhism making the people it came in contact with (be 
it in China, nor Japan, or even in countries of Chinese development) more paci-
fi stic. In these countries, it was contending with “closed-minded,” well-estab-
lished nations, built mostly on Confucianism. Here, the relationship between 
church and state was posing problems the likes of which history has scarcely 
seen except in Europe.38

So many different solutions! It is signifi cant that in the history of China 
the question of Buddhist monks serving in the military was never discussed 
in ideological terms, only in economical ones. Buddhist clergy maintained 
a privileged status with regard to the state that exempted them from paying 
taxes and exempted them from any state-required civic duty, such as military 
service.39 In exchange for these privileges, the state expected religious ben-
efi ts for its welfare, the welfare of the dynasty, and all its citizens. Rites were 
performed against natural calamities, such as droughts, as well as against 
human calamities, such as war or enemies. Subsequently, most notably in 
Tantric liturgy, we see Buddhist rituals used toward military ends continu-
ously throughout the Far East. For this, they used such apocryphal manu-
scripts as the well-known text from the Perfection of Wisdom, the Diamond 

Sūtra.40 As the fi rst Christian rulers in Europe relied on Christianity to win 
wars, so it was with the barbarians in northern China, and later in Japan: 
one of the principal reasons for adopting Buddhism was the hope of gaining 
some military advantages.41

Nevertheless, the exemption from civic duties, principally military service, 
attracted among the clergy ranks a group of retractors who were escaping their 
military service. In the beginning of the Tang dynasty, approximately 621–626, 
this burgeoning dynasty was in mid-military expansion. The famous Fou Yi, in 
his anti-Buddhist memoirs, scolded Buddhist clergy not only for being sworn 
to celibacy (which diminished future available manpower), but especially for 
dodging military service in favor of its special status.42 In addition, he proposed 
the marrying of monks and nuns and the massive enlistment of the empire’s 
entire clergy, which he said would have generated no less than six armies.43 
Again a century later, circa 706, another critic of Buddhism, Li Xiao, expressed 
criticism in these terms:

The national defense depends on those required to fulfi ll civic duties. 
If all of these citizens became monks, and if all the soldiers went 
into religion as a profession, how will military campaigns be assured 
 success? And who will pay the taxes?44
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During the Tang dynasty, the same antiphon returns chronically under the 
pen[s] of statesmen. However neither in their diatribes nor in the retorts of 
either the Buddhists or their supporters, was the moral or religious argument 
condemning war (found in Buddhist doctrine) invoked.45 Much to the contrary, 
and it is biting to state this, at the end of the Tang dynasty militarism had bro-
ken down internally; with the weakened central power, the soldiers recruited by 
the statesmen of the provinces threatened the dynasty.

In the Confucian bureaucrats’ missives, the Buddhist parasites are seen 
associated with the factious military. A writer from the period, Yuan Tchen 
(779–831), a friend of the poet Po Kiu-yi, did not hesitate to put the two in the 
same category:

Far from cultivating purity which eliminates luxury and renounces 
the world, Buddhists take advantage of their preferential treatment 
thanks to which they balk at civic duties and shirk pain and suffering. 
On the other hand, soldiers, far from demonstrating bravery, jump-
ing on their tank, deploying their military force, exhibit an arrogance 
that makes them commit acts of violence indiscriminately and to 
mistreat civic administrative personnel. And so, nine out of ten men 
in the empire are parasites with neither hearth nor home.46

Then, in the fi rst half of the ninth century, the Emperor Wen-tsong declared 
to his cabinet:

Not long ago there were three consumers for the production of one 
farmer; now we must add to that a Buddhist monk and a soldier. But 
it is especially the monks who bring nothing but unhappiness to my 
people.47

At the end of the eighth century, there was collusion among the eunuchs 
of the imperial guard (sworn enemies of the Confucian hierarchy) and the Bud-
dhists under their control. This collusion ranged within the scope of imperial 
metropolis and possibly further. It contributed gravely to compromising the 
church and to preparing for the great proscription of 845. This proscription 
marked the triumph of the state over the church, a triumph from which Bud-
dhism in China has never been able to recover; collectively this assured the 
state’s upper hand on the central military power and on the Buddhist church.48

If Buddhism had played a role in the deterioration of the Chinese empire 
at the end of the Tang dynasty, a deterioration that would have opened the door 
to new barbarian invasions, it seems to have had only an economic and social 
impact. Its pacifi stic doctrines had no bearing on historical texts and were of no 
infl uence in the empire’s demise. It goes without saying that these historical 
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texts emanated from civil servants who saw the church only from the state’s 
and from the Confucian perspective; they were keen on attaching only self-
interested, sordid motives to Buddhist draft dodgers. Even in Buddhist texts, 
rarely to my knowledge, are there references to ideological confl icts. One such 
case was that of an offi cer from the Leang dynasty, who was descended from 
a long lineage of civil servants. In 536, at the age of twenty, as he was about to 
leave for war in the northwest, he deserted the army to enter religion, invoking 
the Lao-tzu quote on “arms, these instruments of destruction,” which prevent 
us from ever attaining enlightenment.49

In his piece against Buddhism, Fou Yi mentioned more than ten Buddhist 
monk uprisings against the secular authority “since antiquity”;50 the details 
of these events unfortunately have been lost.51 Although in China they never 
became noted (as they did in Japan), essential historical facts, the seditions, 
insurrections, or uprisings directed, fomented, or inspired by the Buddhists 
were never lacking throughout history. As was also the case in Japan, these 
periods seem to coincide with the breakdown of a centralized government. 
Whether or not religion has been incorporated within a societal feudal sys-
tem, whenever the centralized power relaxes its control the same actions occur. 
We see monks from the community either forming armed gangs or leading a 
peasant uprising, often while partly connected to factious nobility, or to local 
government offi cials lacking autonomy.

One of these periods occurred during the reign of the Turkish Mongol Wei 
Tabgatch, whose dynasty was in control in northern China from 386 to 534. 
Tabgatch was the third emperor from this dynasty under which Buddhism was 
to know various fortunes. In 445, the Emperor T’ai-wou infi ltrated Tch’ang-
ngan to suppress an uprising that for appearance’s sake had nothing to do with 
Buddhism. However, in a convent he discovered a large quantity of bows and 
arrows, and spears and shields, that local government offi cials and statesmen 
of the region had stored there.52 Concluding that these objects had nothing to 
do with Buddhism, he suspected the monks were collaborating with the rebels. 
In any case, he had the Tch’ang-ngan clergy put to death and had all Buddhist 
icons destroyed. This was a tactical stance he maintained for the duration of 
his empire.53 This marked the fi rst of the four Buddhist persecutions that are 
traditionally enumerated in the history of Chinese Buddhism. Without a doubt 
the Emperor T’ai-wou erred in mistrusting the Tch’ang-ngan monks.

During the Tabgatch Empire throughout the fi fth and sixth centuries, Bud-
dhist-inspired revolts increased in number. In his work on Buddhism in this 
period, M. Tsukamoto Zenryū counts no less than six between the years 402 
and 517.54 In 515, the monk Faqing commanded the last and most typical upris-
ing. This occurred in what is now the province of Ho-pei, where the population 
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number at that time was very dense. It was a characteristic uprising; according 
to M. Tsukamoto it was due principally to the continual warfare that had rav-
aged the region, to the Tabgatch dynasty’s recruits against the Leang Chinese 
dynasty, to the barbaric acts that the central administration ordered the Tab-
gatch prefects to commit, and to the sumptuary ventures involving the court 
and the Buddhism-obsessed Tabgatch nobility.

The court and the Tabgatch nobility raised taxes and increased the amount 
of civic duties owed them by the people. We can undoubtedly add to this, with-
out risking anachronism, the Chinese reaction to the barbarians. Faqing took 
the title of “Great Vehicle,” and declared the arrival of the new Buddha. His 
lieutenant was a Chinese aristocrat and a friend of the people, to whom he 
granted the titles “King Who Pacifi es the Land of the Han, Commander of the 
Demon-Vanquishing Army, Tenth-Stage Bodhisattva” (there are ten succes-
sive “stages,” in Sanskrit vihāra, in the spiritual hierarchy of the bodhisattva). 
Faqing had under his command more than fi fty thousand men who do not 
seem to have been monks. When a soldier killed a man, he earned the title of 
fi rst-stage bodhisattva. The more he killed, the more he went up the echelon 
toward sainthood; with the tenth killing he advanced to the tenth stage. Murder 
was a charitable act in the crusade against Māra; the insurgents were given an 
alcoholic drug that made them crazy to such an extent that fathers and sons, 
older and younger brothers no longer recognized one another and didn’t think 
twice before killing each other; “the only thing that mattered was killing.”55 The 
recruits had to have been illiterate peasants who became crazed by such ideas. 
They were convinced that they were killing for a “new Buddha,” which they 
seemingly identifi ed as the messiah Maitreya, the cult of which was booming 
in China. The texts do not specify precisely if Faqing referred to himself as the 
Buddhist bodhisattva Maitreya, one of his precursors, or one of those universal 
sovereigns who accompanied his arrival.56 Faqing married a nun named Houei-
houei. We know that at this time, most notably in Serindia, monastic celibacy 
was not observed. This shift did not spare conventional Buddhism, now com-
pletely under the control of the government of the Wei [and] ensconced in the 
hierarchy. The monasteries had been ravaged. The ecclesiastic authorities were 
sponsored by the government. The regular clergy, which was placed under 
its control and its protection, was decimated and sacred texts and icons were 
burned: “A new Buddha has come to the world, to conquer the old Māra(s)!” 
The Wei needed to assemble an army of a hundred thousand foot-soldiers and 
cavalrymen against those crazed armed men. The army was placed under the 
command of a Tabgatch prince who also devastated the region. Faqing and his 
nun were decapitated. Their lay lieutenant was publicly executed on the capital 
steps. The carnage was only fi nally suppressed in 517.57
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Most of the other Buddhist revolts at this time were quite similar. They 
involved peasant insurgences not only against the authority of the state but 
also against the authority of the offi ciating church. The Maitreyan messianism, 
the belief connected to the advent of a “Son of God” or to a utopian cakravartin, 
fueled the rebels.58 They do not seem to have been recruited directly from the 
clergy or even from an unorthodox clergy, but rather from the peasantry at 
the instigation of an inspired monk who claimed to be the incarnation or the 
precursor of the bodhisattva Maitreya, or that he’s the originator of a dynasty 
destined to establish the Great Peace on Earth and the reign of the Real Law.

These are aspects found in many of the armed revolts that Buddhism must 
have been provoking in China for centuries. Here are a few random examples, 
taken from various texts.59 At the beginning of the Tang dynasty, in one of his 
memorials from 621–626, Fou Yi let it be known that in his time there were 
monks so inclined to rebel. He added that, if the barbarians were threatening 
China and debasing themselves with the two hundred thousand monks and 
nuns of the empire in order to “conquer the hearts of men,” this would result 
in a crisis which should be guarded against.60 Was he possibly alluding to a 
military threat presented by the clergy?

These were troubled times, as was each change of dynasty; the Tang had 
just recently taken power and their regime was already under threat. The fall 
of the Sui (581–617), in which the Buddhists had assuredly played a role, had 
been marked by chaos even though this dynasty had ardently protected them. 
The offi ciating clergy seem to have supported the Sui dynasty against the 
Tang dynasty. In 613 two uprisings are noted. One took place in Tang-hien 
(present-day Ho-pei), where every fi ve years a certain layperson named Song 
 Zixian, who “excelled in black magic and knew how to metamorphose into the 
 Buddha,” took advantage to recruit troops at these large Buddhist gatherings 
celebrating the advent of the bodhisattva Maitreya.61 The other uprising was in 
Fufeng prefecture, near Tch’ang-ngan, where a monk named Xiang Haiming, 
who also claimed to be an incarnation of the bodhisattva Maitreya, took the title 
of emperor and the name “The White Raven.” He acquired followers in the 
tens of thousands up to the highest classes from the capital. They even had to 
send an entire expedition out against him.62

At the beginning of 619, shortly after the ascension of the Tang dynasty, 
a banquet was organized in Houai-jong (present-day Chahar), not far from 
Peking in the northwest. It was during this Buddhist banquet, organized by 
the local magistrate and with many in attendance that fi ve thousand monks 
under the command of the monk Kao T’an-cheng, revolted.63 They massacred 
the local magistrate and his military colleague[s]. The monk prepared to repeat 
the heroic deeds of the rebel monk Faqing of the Wei dynasty. Similarly, he 
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declared himself emperor with the same title of “Great Vehicle,” bestowed on 
a nun the title of “Empress Yashodhara” (this was the name of the Buddha’s 
wife, who became a nun after bodhi or enlightenment), and decreed the inau-
guration of an era named “The Wheel of Dharma.” He then formed an alliance 
with Kao K’ai-tao, a general in the region who turned to crime and took the 
title of the prince of Yen. Soon this henchman turned against the Buddhist 
“emperor” and assassinated him ignominiously.64

At this time, the founder of the Tang dynasty, Li Che-min (then the prince 
of Ts’in), was dealing with more serious insurgencies, one of which was in 
Ho-nan, commanded by the veritable general Wang Che-tch’ong, who had 
taken the title of prince of Tcheng, and who aspired to the empire. Wang Che-
tch’ong surrendered on June 4, 621. The following day Li Che-min invaded 
Lo-yang, the capital of the Sui. He had the palace destroyed, the capital’s prin-
cipal edifi ce as well as the main door to the palace confi nes and the one to the 
imperial city.65 Additionally, and in our opinion of much more signifi cance, he 
decreed the elimination of every Buddhist monastery and the secularization of 
every monk and nun in Lo-yang. The only exception was the thirty monks and 
thirty nuns particularly renowned for their virtues.66 This tactical measure can 
clearly be understood, not as hostility against Buddhism in principle, but as a 
fundamental distrust that the Lo-yang clergy must have inspired. They were 
most likely aligned with the Sui in the dynastic confl ict. Even outside Lo-yang, 
there were other instances of the Buddhist clergy opposing the Tang dynasty’s 
endeavors. When, in 619 the “rebel” general Lieou Wou-tcheou infi ltrated the 
Kiai prefecture in the Chan-si, he scaled the surrounding wall with the use 
of Buddhist prayer fl ags that the monk Tao-teng hung out for him.67 In 621, 
a character from the Sui prefecture in the Chen-si and a “malefi cent monk” 
named Tche-kiue together wove a plot against the Tang dynasty.68

No doubt Fou Yi was alluding to these sorts of factions in his memoir. 
They no longer had anything to do with peasant insurrections. They were more 
likely the result of Buddhists’ involvement in the political battles of the times.

Epigraphy fi lls us in on another of Buddhism’s involvements which, as 
far as I know, is not documented in any historical text. The monastery of the 
woods near the Shaoshi peak, on the Song-chan or central peak in the province 
of Ho-nan, not far from Lo-yang, is known among all the Buddhist monasteries 
in China as one of the original locales of the Dhyāna school. This is where, in 
the fi fth and sixth centuries, Bodhidharma stayed and practiced “mural con-
templation” for nine years; it subsequently became a center for the art of box-
ing. We know that the Boxers who rose up against foreigners at the end of the 
nineteenth century, and besieged the Peking delegation in 1900, were part of 
a secret society with more or less Buddhist origins. And yet, Chao-lin sseu, the 
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monastery in the woods near the Shaoshi peak, houses an inscription from 
the Tang dynasty with a reproduction of Li Shemin’s signature, believed to 
be actually by the engraver.69 It was a message left by the prince of Ts’in, the 
future Taizong (627–649). He left it for the community of Chao-lin, its eldest 
member, its superior, and also its military and civic leaders who, along with 
the monks, were obviously found to be involved in the affair, the subject of Li 
Shemin’s message. This message is dated the thirtieth day of the fourth moon, 
which can only be May 26, 621. In it, Li Shemin disparages the unrest affl ict-
ing the world; anarchy and disharmony are compromising even the existence 
of Buddhism. This message glorifi es the huge undertaking of the pacifi cation 
of the Tang dynasty and faults Wang Che-tch’ong, the rebel general who the 
message urges its addressees to catch. The message also praises the addressees 
for all they already know how to do for the good cause, and promises them 
abundant rewards in exchange for their services.

On June 4, 621, as noted above, Wang Che-tch’ong surrendered to Li 
Shimin, who was invading Lo-yang. Li Shimin did not wait long to extensively 
reward the Chao-lin sseu monks. They were truly gifted in knowing exactly 
when to side with the Tang dynasty and, seemingly before his victory, had 
regained control over a strategic point known as the Cypress Valley Estate, 
located fi fty li northwest of Chao-lin sseu. This is where Wang Che-tch’ong’s 
troops must have set up camp. Immediately after his victory, Li Shimin gave 
them 1,000 pieces of silk fabric. Then, in 624, he exempted them from the 
general method of Buddhist clergy secularization and from [the payment on] 
taxable goods that he decreed in 621 or in 622.70 In the end, in 625, he granted 
them forty k’ing (some fi ve hundred acres) of land located in the Cypress Val-
ley Estate. It was designed to be a private prefecture with a water-mill for the 
Chao-lin sseu (exempt from taxes). Further, in order to acknowledge their good 
conduct in Cypress Valley and also the land they had taken during the Lo-yang 
invasion in 621,71 the monks were awarded offi cial titles. This leaves us with no 
doubt as to their abilities as soldiers. T’an-tsong, who stormed the Cypress Val-
ley Estate, was named great general, as was the elder of Chao-lin sseu, Chan-
hou, his superior, Tche-ts’ao, and his acting-general, Houei-tch’ang.72 What’s 
more, they seem to have refused these titles, which hardly went with religious 
status. Without them, they were not any less illustrious in history; they were 
examples of military merit which Chao-lin sseu acquired in the centuries that 
followed, as we will see below.73

Around the end of the Tang dynasty, when the dynasty was beginning 
to falter, government offi cials were inciting unrest on all sides to arrogate 
regional power. Another monk from the Song-chan monastery (we are not told 
if this is an offshoot of the Chao-lin sseu or not), Yuan-tsing, played a key 
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role in overthrowing the imperial palace of Lo-yang in 815.74 His accomplice 
was Li Che-tao, who was of Korean descent; his grandfather Li Tcheng-ki had 
enlisted in China’s army as a general and become a naturalized citizen in 778. 
As a military commander in Chan-tong, he carved out a vast territory which he 
controlled nearly autonomously and which afterward his son Li Na took over, 
followed by his grandson Li Che-kou. These last two fi nished by openly rebel-
ling against the central government. Meanwhile, Li Che-kou’s younger brother, 
Li Che-tao, had inherited just as much power. In most of their activities and 
offi cial titles, the imperial court of the Tang dynasty continuously affi rmed Li 
Che-tao’s power. Nevertheless, he kept close guard over his independent sov-
ereignty, especially on his subordinates whose wives and children he kept hos-
tage, and whom he put to death at the slightest sign of defection or conspiring 
with the central authority.

In 815, Li Che-tao took advantage of the government’s vulnerability result-
ing from simultaneous insurgences of other military leaders. He, too, decided 
to revolt. He kept himself informed by spies who worked under cover, alongside 
hired hands in his Lo-yang residence. He terminated the project by setting fi re 
to the imperial palace and raining fi re and brimstone upon the capital. The plot 
was exposed in time. As Li Che-tao’s armed participants were retreating from 
Song-chan, the imperial army crushed them. When they were taken prisoner, it 
was discovered that they had been under the command of the monk Yuan-tsing, 
a seasoned veteran, according to the Tang chou, since he had already served as 
general in Che Sseu-ming (703–761). He was Ngan Louchan’s lieutenant in the 
great insurrection that had placed the Tang dynasty about a hair from its ruin, 
just after the middle of the seventh century. Yuan-tsing is described as a man 
of unmatched courage and savagery.

In 815, when he was captured, Yuan-tsing had already passed his eighti-
eth birthday. He observed that, when his executioners tried to torture him 
with a hammer, they found his bones to be so hard that they were unable 
to break his legs. Yuan-tsing then began to curse them: “These vermin!” he 
said, “they are brave men, and they do not even know how to break a leg!”75 
So, he positioned his legs and showed them how to break them himself. At 
the moment of his death, he exclaimed, “I missed my shot! I wasn’t able to 
make blood fl ow in the city of Lo-yang!” It is reported that Li Che-tao had 
been paid through donations apparently destined for the restoration of the 
Song-chan convent, Fo-Kouang sseu.76 Nevertheless, it most assuredly was 
not for the protection of the sangha’s residence that this soldier-monk loved 
to take up arms. More likely, he was one of those dynamic, wild leaders who 
rebel against all authority, like his contemporary, Yi-hiuan († 867). Yi-hiuan, 
the founder of the Lin-tsi sect, was called the “general of Lin-tsi.” It was said 
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about him, “If he had not been a monk, he would have most assuredly been 
a great ringleader.”77 He ardently preached spiritual murder and the “rever-
sal of all values.” “Kill everything you encounter, internally as well as exter-
nally! Kill the Buddha! Kill the patriarchs! Kill the saints! Kill your father and 
mother! Kill your closest friends! This is the path of deliverance, the way to 
escape the bondage of things; this is freedom!”78

Buddhist monks in China do not seem to have often taken up arms to 
protect their belongings and land, as they most likely did in Japan. The author-
ity of the state remained strong, and the church remained very much a vassal 
of the state. In the case of the Yuantong monks, on the Lou-chan, north of 
Kiangsi, they had received a thousand k’ing of land and all sorts of favors from 
the poet-emperor Li Yu, the last one from the Southern Tang dynasty. When 
the Song dynasty troops marched on Nankin in 975 to oust Li Yu, the monks 
formed an advance guard numbering in the several hundreds to retain them 
on the banks of the Yangtze River.79 Here we see monks entering into war to 
defend a dynasty that had supported them. This is a rather common motive for 
the militarization of the clergy in the history of China.

As early as the sixth century, the last emperor from the Northern Wei 
dynasty, Hiao-wou-ti, had to fl ee his capital, Lo-yang, only to go to Tch’ang-
ngan where death and disaster awaited him and where his courtesans aban-
doned him like vermin leaving a boat in distress. A Buddhist church dignitary, 
Houei-tchen, acting general of the sangha, was charged afterward with carrying 
the imperial shield and sword and protecting the monarch.80 In 755, at the time 
of the Ngan Lou-chan insurrection, one of the loyalist generals who intervened 
on the side of the Tang dynasty was a temporarily defrocked monk, Tao-p’ing. 
He commandeered one of the armies of the guard,81 and fought several times 
against rebel troops. After regaining Tch’ang-ngan in 756, he refused the offi -
cial titles bestowed on him and reentered the clergy.82

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, during the Jurchen and Mon-
gol invasions, numerous monks were seen fending off the invaders. When 
Pien-leang (Kaifeng) was taken by the Jurchens, in 1126, the monk Tsong-yin 
(a descendant of the Song dynasty’s imperial clan, and known for his interest 
in the art of war) was recruited into General Fan Tche-hui’s army staff with the 
provisionary titles of advisor to the commanding general and cavalry inspector. 
General Fan Tche-hui was attempting to regain control over the Song capital. 
Accordingly, he organized an army of monks who were given the name August 
Victory Squadron. He also organized one of young volunteers calling them the 
Pure Victory Squadron. The fi rst of these squadron names is a Chinese trans-
lation of Vijaya, “the Victorious,” or Vikirṇa, “the Destroyer,” deities from the 
Tantric pantheon.83
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At this time (1126), in the Chan-si province, a monk from Wutai shan 
mountain range, Tchen-pao, sided similarly with the Song dynasty. He did so 
with so much heroism that his biography had to be included in the History of 

the Song Dynasty, listed alongside those imperial statesmen worthy of com-
memoration for their loyalty and sense of duty.84 Once he had learned of the 
arrival of the Jurchens in the Wutai shan region, Tchen-pao began to dispatch 
his disciples on the mountain. The Emperor Kintsong, the last of the Northern 
Song dynasty, ordered him to Pien-leang and lavished him with encourage-
ment. When the Jurchens showed up in front of the Tai prefecture at the foot 
of the Wutai shan mountain range, he protected it himself, since the prefect 
had defected. He was overwhelmed by the vast numbers arrayed against him. 
Consequently, the monasteries were consumed by fl ames. The Jurchen gen-
eral had Tchen-pao brought back to him alive. So taken aback was the general 
by Tchen-pao’s superb moral makeup, he was unable to decide to have him 
executed. He attempted to get around it, but in vain: “In my law,” the monk 
told him, “it is a sin not to keep your word. I promised the Song emperor I’d 
die for him: how could I take it back?”

Thirty years later, the monk Yi-touan was also passionate about military 
things. He was involved in a Chinese insurrection against the Jurchen in the 
Shandong region. He organized a military outfi t of a thousand men and placed 
them under the command of Keng-King, the head of the insurrection. One 
evening, however, the monk ran off, taking with him the insurgents’ seal. He 
was recaptured and put to death before he succeeded in gaining control of 
the Jurchen camp.85 In the thirteenth century, Mo Kien-tche from Yi-hing was 
another Buddhist monk whose conduct was even more commendable. In 1275, 
in the Kiang sou province, west of Tai-hou Lake, when the Khubilai troops 
were invading, Mo Kien-tche gathered a group of volunteers to defend the 
region. The last emperor of the Southern Song dynasty, Kong-ti, named Mo 
Kien-tche police chief of the subprefecture of Li-yang. He died in battle and was 
given posthumously the title of superior offi cer, for his military merits.86 It was 
reported that at the time, in the southern part of the Kaingsi province, the Wan-
ngan monks put their own troops up against the Mongols. They carried fl ags 
with inscriptions on them like: “Down with the Māra(s)!” or even: “In times of 
danger, we become generals; once the matter is resolved, we become monks 
once more!” These monks were killed in combat.87

Nevertheless, in China, Buddhist monks from the Dhyāna sect were the 
most famous for going to war to serve the homeland. They went to war against 
Japanese pirates at the time of the Ming dynasty (a dynasty whose very founder 
was a monk-turned-ringleader-turned-general). In the fi fteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, China’s coasts were infested with Japanese pirates who scavenged the 
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seas, more or less under the offi cial blessing of the Ashikaga lords. The Ming 
government had to then rely on masses of relief troops to halt the  progress of the 
incursions of these pirates, even on their internal coastal territories. Among these 
ad hoc recruited troops there were bandits, salt merchants, coolies of the salt tax, 
salt furnace operators, fi shermen, hunters, miners, brigands. They were a com-
pletely haphazard soldiery that, with the guidance of ordinary troops, in the end, 
was right about the islander looters. Nevertheless, all the source material recog-
nizes that when it came to courage, the Chao-lin sseu monks were superior. The 
names of about twenty of them are known. Documents from the period describe 
them in combat, in the Shanghai region, under the command of regular army 
offi cers, with their hair dyed vermillion and their faces smeared with indigo like 
actors. They chased the terrifi ed Japanese while fl ailing their arms about with 
clubs in hand. Next they cleaved them with iron picks.88 Their exploits were the 
premise of a play in the modern repertory theater.89 In addition, I have read in 
a Chinese newspaper from December 29, 1936, that a conference on the same 
subject was presented by a Tsiang Kiai-che army offi cer to the Nankin Buddhist 
monks to encourage them to obey the national government—without balking 
at the order for clergy to enlist.90 The monks and nuns were, in fact, formally 
recruited into the Chinese National Army during the Sino-Japanese War, which 
preceded, announced, and accompanied the last world war. These monks and 
nuns were usually under the sign of the Red Cross, which they wore on their 
sleeves. Nonetheless, they were given military uniforms and taught how to use 
and handle their weapons. In Nankin, 1937, because the clergy had the fi nancial 
means, they used their own money to pay their military instructors to enforce 
two hours of training a day.91

There remains still a lot to discuss about the sects, such as the White 
Lotus sect, the White Cloud sect, Maitreya, and others, which were more or 
less Buddhist. In addition, there are the secret societies that were somewhat 
connected to these sects and played an integral role in this still misunderstood 
story. A part of history still intensely investigated today is the insurrectional 
trends and revolts which plagued China for two millennia.92 These sects and 
secret societies were always tainted with heresy or marked by a syncretism with 
Taoism, or even by the old shamanist roots of the reigning religion of the day. 
The regular Buddhist clergy preferred to keep their distance from these sects 
and secret societies. The offi cial church turned a blind eye to this tumultu-
ous unrest. The infl uence of the government, however, was much stronger in 
China than in Japan. The Chinese government considered this turmoil an ille-
gal and clandestine activity (except when said government might benefi t from 
using these sects and societies to further its own interests). We can conclude 
from the documentation collected above, although very incomplete and still 
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very anecdotal, that militarization of the Buddhist clergy as such seems to have 
been only an episodic and sporadic phenomenon in China.

It was not the same in the neighboring countries, most notably in Korea, 
and especially in Japan. One reason for this is that Buddhism was introduced 
in these countries from China at the same time as civilization itself. Also, this 
was a time when, even though the Chinese civilization was saturated with 
Buddhism, Buddhism had to contend with national traditions. Buddhism ulti-
mately absorbed them. As a result, it was changed in a very decisive and endur-
ing way. As for the populace in China (often referred to as barbarians), Chinese 
culture was usually exported in the form of Buddhism, whereas even in China 
this religion was continuously given a thrashing as barbaric. It follows that 
in these countries, Buddhists participate more effectively and openly in state-
run life than in China. This very Chinese phenomenon of secret societies has 
scarcely ever existed there. Military history, however, does not escape such an 
inclination.

I cannot keep from discussing Korea more in depth; there is such an 
abundance of material. On many occasions Korean kings enlisted in their own 
armies to fi ght against foreign invaders; the Korean peninsula was always seri-
ously vulnerable. Monks were enlisted in the thousands. In the twelfth century 
they were recruited against the Jurchens; in the fourteenth, against the Mon-
gols; in the sixteenth, against the Japanese from Hideyoshi; in the seventeenth, 
against the Manchu people. In return, this armed force often allowed the great 
Buddhist abbots to address the royal authority and to incite turmoil.93

In Japan, we can say that Buddhist military groups truly became an insti-
tution. For six or seven centuries (roughly speaking from the tenth to the six-
teenth century), they represented an essential fact in the nation’s history and 
in particular, its military history. We note in passing that before the modern 
era, Japan’s military history was hardly more than a history of its own civil 
wars. Yet, this is a country wherein the virtues of the warrior have always been 
revered. Japan’s insularity protected it against foreign aggressors who were 
then too weak. Until modern times this continued to be the case; as a result, 
it could support extensive initiatives for external expansion. So it was among 
themselves that the Japanese let loose their combative impulses. Furthermore, 
this trait is even found in the history of Japanese Buddhism; Japan has never 
really experienced religious unity. The Buddhist church was divided into mul-
tiple sects and then even subdivided in an entire hierarchy of branches and 
ramifi cations. A spirit of competition has continued for centuries between all 
these factions. The effects of this rivalry can still be felt and have contributed to 
the militarization of the clergy. However this was nothing like the syncretism 
that had led to total integration in China.94
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What is remarkable about the history of the sōhei, which General Renon-
deau so meticulously recounted, is that it takes place between the two peri-
ods when Japan was governed by centralized and unifi ed regimes. During this 
period the state had established itself as the authority. Warrior monks appeared 
at the beginning of the Heian era, after the disintegration of the Nara Empire. 
This empire was very similar to the Chinese empires wherein Buddhism had 
been fi rmly supervised, regulated, bureaucratized. It was an administration 
modeled on the Tang dynasty and aimed at assimilating both the sangha and 
the state, as is now the case in present-day Thailand.95 After the tenth century, 
the royal court instituted a monopolizing and oppressive aristocracy in Heian 
(present-day Kyoto). The people were crushed by over taxing; as a consequence, 
the royal court pushed the peasants to seek refuge in Buddhist convents that 
were exempt from taxes and from civic duties, as they were in China.96

The large monasteries benefi ted from this infl ux of manpower, for one 
reason because they were then able to exploit or clear their rather extensive 
property. This donated land had rendered them quite well off, even in China. 
These estates were incorporated into the “villas” (shō, shōen) or the nobility’s 
private domain. They were given by the imperial administration and received 
tax-exempt status.97 Moreover, this infl ux of manpower soon served as the 
monasteries’ armed defense (which in China rarely ever transpired) against 
the intrusion of government administration and also against the nobility, who 
did not look highly upon the monasteries unjustifi ably assuming rights of 
true manorial authority. Soon groups of monks could be found armed and 
beginning to rebel against their own abbots, who were often of noble birth 
and in collusion with the royal court.98 At the same time, military barons from 
the provinces instigated insurrection against the royal court. This must have 
resulted in the formation of what we have every right to call a feudal regime. 
Such formations have not been seen in China since pre-imperial antiquity, 
or perhaps to some extent under the Six Dynasties, or at the end of the Tang 
dynasty—periods in which we actually see Chinese Buddhists becoming agi-
tated and taking up arms.99

In Japan, religion was feudalized at the same time society was. Armed 
confl icts between the sects and the imperial court, between the sects and the 
nobles, and then even among the sects themselves, are commonplace within 
feudalism. Occasionally the sects were in league with the provincial barons. 
Since they were established in the provinces of large communities, they were 
like pockets of decentralization. They escaped the control of imperial power 
with the help of local nobles who sometimes commended them to the court, 
all while appropriating tax revenue. Sometimes the local nobles protected 
them. Sometimes the local nobility was protected by the sects.100 According to 
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General Renondeau, in the middle of the twelfth century the imperial domain 
had nearly all but disappeared, with no more than a hundredth of the land left 
among the provincial statesmen. The remaining land formed shō, private prop-
erty. Accordingly, Buddhism became involved in the formation of medieval 
feudalism in Japan. As indicated by some authorities on the subject, feudalism 
might even have originated in Buddhist convents.101

Another point I found particularly fascinating in General Renondeau’s 
work was the diverse composition of the personnel in the monasteries. We 
are beginning to distinguish the complex elements that compose what we call 
essentially Buddhist clergy.102 Regular monks who were given support by the 
state had to be recorded on the state’s register; others were supported by a good 
family, and even others by popular associations. In contrast, atypical monks 
were vagabonds, hermits, deserter soldiers, farmers cheating on their taxes, 
ecclesiastical employees, and the entire population of what’s called “peasant 
monks.” Peasant monks depended on the monasteries, but we cannot say too 
much about how they were actually connected to them or if they were, strictly 
speaking, truly monks or just laypersons. There was great diversity under the 
imprecise designation of the word sangha. In Japan, besides the monks who 
were there to devote themselves to their studies (gakuryo, gakushō) and who 
formed a purely elite group of ecclesiastics in the monasteries, there was a sec-
ond tier of monastics (the shuto), from whom most of the monastic troops were 
recruited.103 These troops, called kokumin, were composed of many pure laypeo-
ple employed on the grounds and trained with weaponry. They ultimately were 
combined with the shuto. After the fourteenth century, the shuto outfl anked 
the gakuryo, only to then be outfl anked in turn by the kokumin.104 One wonders 
what proportion of actual monks in fact participated in warlike activity.

As General Renondeau indicates, there was an evolution in policy in Japan 
toward the valorization of all these social trends. This policy evolution was, of 
course, nothing more than a refl ection of these social trends, as the Marxists 
assert. At this time, around 1200, the sōhei were booming; sects of the common 
people began to appear in reaction to the aristocratic Buddhists from the Heian 
monastery, where esoteric, extravagant ritualism (Shingon sect) was blended 
with verbose scholasticism (Tendai sect).

The fi rst of these new sects was at Heian, and was of the Pure Land ( Jōdo), 
founded by Hōnen (1133–1212). It claimed to follow the Chinese patriarchs 
(from the Tang dynasty, more than three or four centuries old). In essence, 
however, it was no less Japanese. None of its principal characters had ever 
been to China to seek out the sacred doctrine. It taught a very simple method 
for attaining salvation. “Easy” is what they even called it themselves, and acces-
sible to everyone. It was a fi deism that had faith only in the Buddha Amita, to 
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the detriment of texts and practices. These were reduced to devotional orations, 
even to the simple oral invocation of the name Amita which, if done with the 
necessary faith entailed, was deemed suffi cient to assure rebirth in his Pure 
Land, in his paradise in the west.

The second sect was the one founded by Nichiren (1228–1282) in the north 
during the thirteenth century. He was a fi sherman’s son whose name meant 
“Sun Lotus” or, with the intended double meaning “Lotus from Japan.” This 
is the only Japanese sect that does not claim to follow any Chinese patriar-
chy. Its doctrine is an apocalyptic interpretation of the Lotus of the True Law 

Sūtra (Saddharma-pundarīka Sūtra) and is characterized by a virulent appeal 
to popular passions and to nationalism. War didn’t take long to rage between 
the adepts of these two sects. One branch of the Jōdo sect was the so-called 
true branch (Shin)—all dissidents claim to be the only “true” one—[and] must 
have been particularly combative. Founded in the thirteenth century by Shin-
ran (1173–1262), it soon became much more important than the Jōdo sect itself. 
The Shin branch had abolished the monastic rule, which it considered to be of 
no use since the texts themselves were useless. The only thing that counted 
was grace.

Marriage was allowed, as was the consumption of meat and alcohol. The 
renunciation of celibacy allowed the leaders of this school to be succeeded by 
their progeny, no longer by just their spiritual successors but by their own 
blood descendants, which likens them to hereditary feudal lords, but clothed in 
the prestige of religion.105 As complete fanatics, the followers of the Shin sect 
went into combat. They were convinced that the faith they were defending was 
true and right and that the paradise of Amita was worth their death. The entire 
“Warring States period” (Sengoku-jidai), in the sixteenth century, was beset 
with eruptions of violence by “single-minded leagues,” ikko-ikki as the Shin 
sect’s warrior-monks were designated.106 Many laypersons and rebel peasants 
integrated themselves with them as well, stresses General Renondeau.107 This 
was also the case in China regarding most of the Buddhist uprisings.

Emerging at the same time as feudalism, the militarization of Buddhist 
clergy faded along with it. When the Tokugawa regency (the military dictators 
who were reestablishing unity in Japan) was preparing for war, it had no adver-
saries more tenacious than the monastic armies who took refuge in  fortresses 
they turned into Buddhist convents. These fortresses bore witness to Oda 
Nobunaga’s unforgettable siege, which lasted from 1570 to 1580. The siege of 
the Osaka castle was the siege of the Shin sect, the Hongan-ji or the temple 
of the original vow. These are the incidents upon which the city of Osaka, now 
the fi nancial center of Japan and one of the largest emporia of the world, has 
been founded.
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Its origins are from a fortifi ed convent around which an urban agglom-
eration sprang into existence. After the destruction of this convent, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi erected a new and formidable castle on the very same site, which he 
chose to be the seat of government. The center of the Shin sect, or more pre-
cisely of the Otani branch, was transferred to Kyoto into two new  Hongan-ji, 
where it still exerts a powerful hold over the popular masses. The fi lial lead-
ers of the sect, now related by marriage to the imperial family, were granted 
nobility in 1884. When I was in Japan thirty years ago, they were the “high-
and-mighty” which brought to mind the prelates of the Italian Renaissance. 
In 1938 one of them was minister of foreign affairs. Another was a sergeant in 
the transportation services. This was not surprising because the clergy enjoyed 
no statutory privileges and the ecclesiastical personnel had been subject to the 
draft in Japan from the Meiji restoration. Throughout the Sino-Japanese con-
fl ict, Buddhist sects were under the control of the Offi ce of Religious Affairs, 
which reported to the Ministry of the Interior. The Buddhist sects offi cially 
participated in the “spiritual mobilization” declared on September 9, 1937.108

Another sect played an important role in Japan’s military history, but not 
as much in the actual fi ghting of wars (as they did in China). They were integral 
in the training of the warriors. This was the Dhyāna sect (Zen). Not long after 
being introduced in Japan from China at the end of the twelfth century, monks 
from the Zen sect would take arms in an attempted coup d’état of the Hojo gov-
ernment in 1303, and later the Ashikaga government in 1340.109 In 1339, Soseki 
Musō encouraged his fellow Zen practitioners to not carry weaponry because, 
he noted with uncommon good sense, “If one truly observes Buddhist law, 
one does not amass worldly goods. Therefore, one has no need to defend them 
with arms in hand.”110 As a result, in 1345 and 1368, during the Tenryūji and 
Nanzenji sieges, the resident Zen monks did not defend these Zen monaster-
ies against the Tendai monasteries’ sōhei. It was the troops from the imperial 
court of Kyoto and from the Kamakura bakufu who mounted a defense.111 Dur-
ing the Muromachi period, between the fourteenth and the sixteenth centuries, 
the Zen sect was an exceptionally cultured, literate, and artistic elite. In this 
they were similar to the Tchan masters from the Yuan and Ming dynasties, 
the recipients of Zen in China who in turn came to teach it in Japan. The 
Zen sect exerted its infl uence through diplomacy, commerce, and especially 
through education, in which it excelled.112 Yet the Dhyāna school’s method of 
training personnel by encouraging instinctive immediate responses, and by 
encouraging simple actions to come directly from the depths of the uncon-
scious, lent itself well to military regulation. If jūdō or jūjitsu is fi ghting “fl uidly” 
(and take [their] name[s] from Taoism to which Dhyāna is much indebted), 
in Japan Dhyāna is usually associated with its particular tactical methods of 
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combat in areas such as archery and fencing.113 Fencing manuals were written 
by Zen masters and conceived completely in Buddhist terms.114 During the last 
world war, when Paris was under the German occupation, a Japanese fi lm was 
showing in the theaters. It told the story of the formation of a soldier, from the 
moment he enlisted until the bombing of Pearl Harbor. The methods that were 
used were glaringly from Zen.

Men are made in such a way that they need reasons to justify bending their 
principles. Consequently, when they eschew a bad habit, it too often comes 
back, masked as a virtue. Buddhists have taken many alternative routes try-
ing their utmost to legitimize many habits that run completely counter to the 
Buddhist precept of no-killing. This precept is the basis of their entire code of 
ethics. Along these lines, we might add an interesting paragraph to the chap-
ter on “logical derivations.” It is interesting to note that Vilfredo Pareto took 
a perverse pleasure in collecting examples consistent with the Machiavellian 
or Voltairean traditions.115 I will only indicate a few of these supporting argu-
ments. Most of them date back all the way to India; however, they have not lost 
their relevance. Furthermore, at the time of the recent Sino-Japanese confl ict 
I only had to leaf through the news publications of the day from the Far East 
to fi nd nearly all of these arguments still being used for external and internal 
propaganda. I also found that journalists lacked anything new to add.116

The main, peremptory argument that we extract from the former Buddhist 
apologists is that the Real Law must be protected from its enemies. This idea 
is dramatically manifested in its folklore and in its iconography, wherein we 
fi nd all sorts of divinities taken from the pantheon in India outside Buddhism. 
These were integrated into Buddhism as protectors of the Buddha, his law, and 
his community. Indra (Śakra Devendra) for example, the lord of the celestial 
gods, was one such co-opted lord. Among the celestial gods, the Buddhists are 
the sworn enemy of Malin. The four god-kings (devarāja) who were specifi cally 
assigned to guard the four regions of space, were even included along with 
many others in imagery decorating armor, weaponry, and all the trappings of 
warriors. In conjunction with this imagery we see such military epithets as 
“victorious, divine generals,” etc. In fact, a mere visit to a Buddhist sanctuary 
in the Far East, especially if it is affi liated with the Tantric school of Buddhism, 
belies a religion that is more harsh than sweet in nature. Vaiśravaṇa is one 
of the four god-kings; he presides over the north. Vaiśravaṇa is shown as the 
armored warrior holding an umbrella or parasol in one hand and a stūpa in the 
other. For the Buddhists in the north, notably in Serindia, [he] had become a 
veritable god of war.

Even in China, at the time of the Tang dynasty there were Vaiśravana ritu-
als and Tantric practices to assure victory on the battlefi eld. It was believed 
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that he “followed the armies to protect the Real Law,” like a Homeric god.117 In 
Japan, Vaiśravana has become the appointed patron of warriors, who like carry-
ing his image as their amulet. It was reported that, in 587, when Shōtoku Tai-
shi went off to war to establish Buddhism in Japan, he carried a little wooden 
fi gurine of Vaiśravana he made with his own hands, stuck in his bun.118 After 
returning victorious, he dedicated his fi rst Buddhist establishment in Japan, 
the Shitennō-ji Temple in Naniwa (Osaka), to the four god-kings, Vaiśravana 
and the others. Even more recently, while in China the Japanese troops prepar-
ing for combat would bow before the icons of the four god-kings in the Chinese 
temples.119 Furthermore, Chinese and Japanese Buddhists have no qualms 
about annexing their native war gods into their pantheon. Also,  Kouan-ti, of 
whom there is often a statue in the Buddhist temples in China and Japan, 
was bestowed the title of “Buddha Protector of the State” by imperial decree.120 
Finally, in Japan, Hachiman—the Shinto god of war—became a bodhisattva, 
an avatar of the Buddha Amita.121

These warrior fi gures protect the Real Law. They are usually defending dei-
ties. War is justifi ed if it is in defense, is it not? This is a widely held belief in 
the Far East, where war is generally presented as a form of repression used to 
reestablish peace. The enemy is perceived as nothing but a troublemaker, and 
is given labels that mean bandit, rebel, etc. Everyone knows that, according to 
the etymological play of words of Tso-tchouan, war is engaged in order to stop 
war, to “stop the halberds.” Moving from defensive to offensive combat is an 
easy shift to make when engaging in a preventive war. Heresy must be pre-
vented and evil crushed in utero. General Renondeau cites a speech attributed 
to Ryōgen more than four centuries before his death.122 In it, this illustrious 
superior of the temples on Mount Hiei, near Kyoto, tolerated and even encour-
aged the arming of his subordinates. Everyone agrees that the arguments, 
which a writer from the Ashikaga period in 1409 claimed came from Ryōgen’s 
lips, were fabricated. However, at that time, the sōhei were in complete full 
force. It is interesting to see how a contemporary sought to justify these argu-
ments. Here is the author’s essential argument.

General Renondeau quotes only one of the two sentences:

While the great master Jie [Ryōgen’s posthumous name] was 
 governing the mountain [Hiei, from 966], he explained things in this 
way. Without letters, there aren’t any rites to make one worship one’s 
superiors. Without weapons, the superiors have no virtù to impose 
on their inferiors. Thus, the world is only well ordered if letters and 
weapons equally supplement each other. With that accepted, why do 
we turn to monks [today] who lack intelligence and talent as ranking 
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warriors to make up the shuto troops?123 It is because the Real Law is 
defi cient and is no longer the essential Real Law. In high antiquity, 
in the time of the Counterfeit Law, everyone still respected the Real 
Law. But, in our time of degeneration [in other words, in our time, 
the time of the decline of the Law],124 it is rare for people to have 
faith. And yet, if, on this high mountain, one lacks oil for the lamp 
of the Real Law, how could it last very long? Similarly, the troops of 
the four god-kings protect śakra Devendra, just as our warring troops 
use force to prevent all sorts of disorder in the land we were given. 
Through their bravery, they protect us from heretic and depraved 
sects, thus assuring the preservation of the Real Law and the subsis-
tence of the practitioners of the Dhyāna who safeguard the method.125

Moreover, in another of Ryōgen’s biographies, also dated in the fi fteenth 
century, we see the following line of thought:

In 975 . . . , the master [Ryōgen] said: “The time of the Counterfeit Law 
has come. These reeds who are the listeners [śrāvaka, the followers 
of the Lesser Vehicle], these bamboos who are the lone Buddhas 
[pratyeka-buddha, second of the vehicles and different from the Great 
Vehicle, which is the one of the bodhisattvas], abound like a forest. 
It is hard to know where to stop this proliferation of undergrowth. 
Brush does not let itself be eliminated: and still further, the two 
Vehicles [the lesser ones, the vehicle of śrāvaka and the vehicle of 
the pratyeka-buddha, in other words, all the heresies, the adversarial 
sects, the doctrines, and the practices running counter to those of 
the Great Vehicle as the Tendai sect on Hieizan understood it]. If we 
left the bows in their sheaths and neglected the arrows, we would 
not be ensuring the duration of the Real Law. Didn’t the śāstra say 
this? Mañjuśrī has two symbolic attributes (samaya): the pointed 
sword and the Brahmic pothī [a Sanskrit book]. . . . This is what our 
monks study; they are the only Sanskrit books. . . . If we add to this 
the pointed sword, will we not have hundreds of thousands of living 
Mañjuśrīs? And henceforth the monks [on Hieisan] began to carry a 
bow and an arrow.126

In the thirteenth century, in his Treatise on Securing the Peace of the Land 

through the Establishment of the Correct Buddhist Law and other writings, Nichiren 
strongly advocates against adversarial sects.127 He references numerous pas-
sages from the Mahāparinivāṇa Sūtra. Interestingly, neither the passages in 
the aforementioned work on the death of śākyamuni, nor his last teachings 
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(which were in accordance with the tradition of the Lesser Vehicle) interested 
Nichiren. His interest concerned the treatise on the Great Vehicle, which had 
to have been composed in India (or in Serindia) at or near the end of the fourth 
century. It is worth noting that this rather racy doctrine borders on heresy. In 
it we read in particular what happened to the Buddha in one of his previous 
existences. It says that he had heretic Brahmans put to death, and then gives 
two reasons for doing so.

We are told that the fi rst reason was out of pity, to help the Brahmans avoid 
the punishment they had accrued by committing evil deeds while continuously 
slandering Buddhism. The Buddha’s second reason for putting them to death 
was to defend Buddhism itself. Regardless, these Brahmans were predestined 
to infernal damnation (icchantika); it was not a sin to put them to death in order 
to preserve the Real Law, even if it was for their own good [compelle intrare].128 
In another passage, this same sūtra (scripture) declares that there is no reason 
to observe the fi ve precepts, or even to practice good behavior, if protecting 
the Real Law is in question. In other words, one needed to take up the knife 
and the sword, the bow and the arrow, the spear and the lance. “The one that 
observes the fi ve precepts is not a follower of the Great Vehicle! Do not observe 
the fi ve precepts—if it concerns protecting the Real Law, it concerns the Great 
Vehicle!”129 Along these lines, the Buddha sings the praises of a king named 
Yeou-tö, who went to war to defend the bhikṣu (monks).130

We also fi nd more subtle justifi cations for killing in Buddhist literature. 
First, we fi nd statistical justifi cation; killing is permitted if, in killing one man 
alone, one saves many. For example, this was the case with a particular Brah-
man who had converted to Buddhism. While he was traveling with a caravan, 
he approached a canyon where fi ve hundred outlaws were ready to ambush. 
The one outlaw who seemed to have had some previous relations with the 
Brahman was sent by his companions on reconnaissance. Taking advantage 
of this opportunity, the outlaw warned the Brahman of the impending danger 
to the caravan. The Brahman made the following argument: if I warn my fi ve 
hundred traveling companions, they will not miss the opportunity to kill the 
“snitch” outlaw. They would incur considerably painful karmic retributions 
from this act. If I say nothing, it will be the fi ve hundred outlaws who kill the 
caravan and reap the terrible fruits of this crime. Consequently, the Brahman 
decides to kill the outlaw who had warned him. Not seeing him return, the 
other outlaws decide not to attack the travelers. Thus the Brahman takes upon 
himself the karmic consequences of the killing, while saving both the outlaws 
and the travelers. Apprised of the situation after the killing, the outlaws and the 
travelers convert. It is therefore for the good of nine hundred and ninety-nine 
people that he killed one. Therefore, his killing was an act of charity.131
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The following is an even better story. The Yogācārabhūmi by Asaṅga, the 
masterpiece of Buddhist epistemology and psychology, makes it the bodhisat-
tva’s duty to commit the sin of killing so as to prevent another from doing so. 
In other words, it is better to sin than to let the other sin.132 If a bodhisattva sees 
an outlaw preparing to kill many men or to commit some other sin, that would 
be cause for immediate retribution (ānantarya). He would say to himself, “If, in 
killing this man, I go to hell, so be it. This being must not be doomed to hell.” 
And after waiting for the moment when the outlaw has one good thought or at 
least a neutral thought from a moral point of view, the bodhisattva would kill 
him. This is both horrifi c with regard to sin, and yet merciful with regard to the 
sinner. Once done, not only has the bodhisattva not committed any wrongdo-
ing, instead he has earned a lot of merit.133

The same doctrine is found in another treatise by Asaṅga, the Mahāyāna-

samgraha. The commentary relates once again this story of the bodhisattva and 
the outlaw, using it as an example of “deep-rooted” morality (gāmbhīriya-śīla).134 
In 841, while in Tibet, the king Lang Darma, who had been hostile toward 
Buddhism, was assassinated by a zealot of the Real Law. The historian Bu-ston 
reports that the assassin set out “with thoughts of commiseration” toward the 
king.135 In a note on his translation of Bu-ston, Obermiller refers to Tantra and 
cites the Tantric text of the Tanjur, which reiterates Asaṅga’s argument without 
naming him. It is true that Tantra went far in the “overthrowing of the estab-
lished values” that characterize late Buddhism.136 Yet the moral justifi cation of 
killing precedes the invasion of Buddhism by Tantra. We see this justifi cation 
as early as the fourth century, in the works of one of the most classic and ratio-
nal philosophers to which India has ever given birth, Asaṅga, founder of the 
school of Buddhist philosophy known as the Knowledge Way (vijnānavāda).

The School of Emptiness (śūnyavāda) raised still other arguments to legiti-
mize killing.137 In a sūtra translated into Chinese as early as the third century, 
Mañjuśrī attempts to exonerate a repented matricide, claiming that the vacuity 
of the thoughts that drove the criminal to his crime did not undermine the 
essential purity of his mind (citta-mūla-viśuddhi). His sin did not prevent him 
from being accepted into the community.138 In the Ratnakūta Sūtra, while fi ve 
hundred bodhisattvas are repenting their past sins, which prevented them from 
attaining “profound patience,” Mañjuśrī approaches and takes a sword and acts 
as if he wants to kill the Buddha. The Buddha then praises him for this, saying 
because everything is an illusion, even emptiness, there isn’t any more of me 
than there is of anyone else. There exists neither human person (pudgala), nor 
living being (sattva), nor father or mother, nor saint (arhat) or Buddha, nor the 
Real Law or the Community. . . . There is therefore no more a crime than there 
is a criminal, and if Mañjuśrī had killed the Buddha, it would have been a right 
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killing. In fact, what is the Buddha if nothing other than a name, without sub-
stance, without reality, misleading and empty like a phantasmagoria [māya]? 
There is no more a sinner than there is a sin. Who could be punished for kill-
ing? Between the sword and the Buddha there is no duality.139

This line of thought had long been rooted in India.140 Yet it corresponds to 
China’s long-standing Taoist code of ethics, which was built on the dialectic of 
opposites. This line of thought is often found in Chinese (and Japanese) texts 
from the Dhyāna school, and even in such precursors of this school as the 
great Houei-yuan (334–416). Fortunately, a dialogue that Houei-yuan had with 
a Chinese layperson, on the question of retribution for one’s actions, has been 
preserved. In it, this layperson asks him the following aporia:

The Buddhist canonical texts make killing other living beings a sin 
which has hell as punishment. The infernal judgment responds to 
it like a shadow or an echo. I have some reservations about this. The 
body is only made of four elements: solid (the earth), liquid (water), 
gas (fi re), and plasma (wind). They coagulate to form the body which 
serves as the resting place for the soul. . . . And yet, although the soul 
depends on the body to exist, in theory it is no less a celestial absolute 
without it[?]. Between the soul and the body, there is but the differ-
ence of subtlety and rudeness. Certainly the soul presents no place 
wherein it can be wounded. If we destroy the body, this does not 
annihilate the soul. It is as if we destroyed just the water or the fi re 
elements existing in their natural state in the cosmos.141

Here is a fragment of Houei-yuan’s response:

If we admit that the Other and I are identical, and that there is no 
opposition between our two minds. Then, from the point of view 
of the transcendent absolute which is one, swords that crisscross 
are neutralized and there is no confl ict between weapons that bang 
together. Not only does someone who injures others do no harm 
to the soul, but there is certainly no living being that is killable. It 
is in this sense that, when Mañjuśrī took up his sword, he was able 
to have the appearance of going against Buddhist morality, but in 
reality, he was abiding by it. Although we will have brandished the 
halberd all day long, there is no place the blade can land.142

Above, we saw frantic appeals for (spiritual) killing uttered in the ninth 
century by the Dhyāna master Yi-hiuan, the founder of the Lin-tsi sect, in 
the name of freedom.143 Also, we are familiar with cases concerning the con-
temporaries Nan-ts’iuan and Kouei-tsong, who did indeed put to death living 
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beings—by cutting them in two, the fi rst a cat, the second a snake—in order 
to demonstrate before the very eyes of their disciples the mortal danger of all 
duality.144 In the Zen sect in Japan, they interpreted the argument for taking 
another’s life as “attempting to bring the other’s Buddha nature to life” (Bud-
dha nature exists in virtually every living being), “by putting an end to the pas-
sions that lead astray and keeping the vision of this nature in mind.”145 Yet 
once we have “seen,” once we have become aware of the essential purity that 
is the foundation of our being, then what do these precepts matter, and what 
are moral codes good for? At the point when “every precept is swiftly and com-
pletely observed,” then the question of killing and not-killing would become 
inconsequential. There is no more existence than non-existence, no more life 
than death. No one kills, no one is killed. As the Japanese treatise on morality 
states, in accordance with Zen:

[K]eeping track of a difference between killing and not killing violates 
the arguments. In this sense, what is for the auditors [in other words, 
for the Lesser Vehicle] the observance of the arguments, is for the 
bodhisattva a violation of the arguments. This is a complete reversal 
of values.146

Asaṅga classifi es the ethics of the Great Vehicle as “deep.” They make kill-
ing an act of charity. This “deep” quality sometimes leans toward the fantas-
tic. The Cloud of Jewels Sūtra (Ratnamegha Sūtra) is a dialogue discussing the 
bodhisattva, in other words, the saint of the Great Vehicle. It was translated 
into Chinese on four occasions, twice by monks from Bnaṃ (Funan, Cambo-
dia), in the sixth century, a third time in the era of the Empress Wou from the 
Tang dynasty, at the end of the seventh century, and last, in the time of the 
Song dynasty, at the beginning of the eleventh century.147 The original Sanskrit 
is lost, but some fragments of it have been conserved in an anthology from the 
seventh century.148 In it we see exposed most notably different uses of “skillful 
means” (upāya-kauśalya), one of the attributes of a bodhisattva. This is roughly 
its principle: the ends justify the means.

The fourth kind of skillful means consists in “the removal of remorse” 
(kaukṛtya-vinodana). Herein lies the defi nition that we read in all the Chinese 
versions of the sūtra. When a saint, a bodhisattva, meets a criminal guilty of 
the fi ve sins worthy of immediate damnation (patricide, matricide, killing a 
saint, etc.) or of other serious sins, and fi nds him so racked with remorse that 
despair has taken possession of him and any rehabilitation seems impos-
sible for him, the saint, using his miraculous powers (abhij ā), will transform 
himself (before the very eyes of the dejected criminal) into a son, and proceed 
to commit patricide and matricide. After this, he will resume his previous 
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form. Thus the bodhisattva demonstrates that, after committing two of the 
sins worthy of immediate damnation, he has lost none of his privileges of 
sainthood.

Consequently, the dejected criminal concludes that perhaps his crimes 
were not as unforgivable as he had previously thought. He will begin again to 
hope, and the saint, taking advantage of this, teaches him how (thanks to Bud-
dhism) he can redeem himself from his most ominous sins. This is what the 
work of conversion and edifi cation entails, which ultimately will lead the guilty 
party to salvation.149

This dramatic text is famous in China because of the Empress Wou, one of 
the most spectacular fi gures in China’s national history, who reigned from 690 
to 705. She is suspected of citing this text to justify a multitude of assassinations 
she had perpetrated in order to ensure her continued power.150 Also famous for 
her devotion, her Buddhist bigotry is manifest in the various excesses in which 
she indulged throughout the course of her extraordinarily colorful career. The 
Empress Wou chose a Herculean ironmonger as her favorite person, a kind of 
Rasputin who caught her eye in the Lo-yang market. She made him a Buddhist 
monk to ensure his entrance into the imperial palace, and then bestowed upon 
him thereafter all kinds of other redundant responsibilities, most notably that 
of generalissimo of her armies against the Turks. Nonetheless, it was under 
the command of this strange monk that a committee of translators drafted the 
Chinese version of the Cloud of Jewels. Earlier, I summarized the passage about 
the magical killings from it.151

The Empress Wou did not kill her father or her mother. Still, according 
to her contemporaries, she had the deaths of two of her sons and numerous 
relatives of her husband (the Emperor Kao-tsong of the Tang dynasty) on 
her conscience. We have no positive proof that she made good use of the 
erroneous Mahāyānist morals of Cloud of Jewels to alleviate her conscience. 
But since she passed herself off as a bodhisattva, and even as an incarna-
tion of Maitreya, some passages (like the one on the magical killings) might 
have been perfectly applicable. This is how Buddhists from the Ming dynasty 
understood this matter. A long note inserted into the version from the Bud-
dhist canon, printed during the Ming dynasty, refutes with indignation the 
authenticity of this passage and denounces it as horrid blasphemy against 
fi lial piety, interpolated for the Empress Wou’s own use.152 What else could 
the prudent editors from the Ming dynasty have gotten wrong? This passage 
is certainly not apocryphal and indeed must have fi gured in the original San-
skrit of the sūtra.153 It simply attests to one of these deviations in which all 
reasoning may get lost from time to time. In the West, we have done much 
better in this regard.
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notes

 1. Paul Demiéville’s article was initially published as “Le bouddhisme 
et la guerre: Post-scriptum à l’Histoire des moines guerriers du Japon de Gaston 
Renondeau,” in Mélanges publiés par l’Institut des Hautes Etudes chinoises (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1957), 1:347–385.

 2. They are nearly the same as the fi ve yamas, or “abstentions,” of the Yoga 

sūtras (II, 30–32), the fi ve vows (vrata) of the Jain layperson (H. von Glasenapp, Der 

Jainismus [Berlin, 1025], 202), and the Brahmic dharmaśāstras (Baudhayana, II, x, 18; 
Manu, VI, 92)—but not the Hebraic Decalogue.

 3. Mahāprajāpārmitopadeśa: Treatise on the Great Perfection of Wisdom (Louvain, 
1949), 790.

 4. How else should one explain the case of a Sui Buddhist colonel who, before 
becoming a monk, was known as Tche-yen? In 621, he carried suspended from the 
end of his bow a bag with which to fi lter water, so as to not kill any insects (Siu Kao-

seng tchouan, T. 2060, xx, 602b).
 5. Mochizuki, Bukkyo daijiten, 2931 and what follows; see below, n. 31.
 6. Abhidharmakosa-sostra, trans. La Vallée Poussin, ch. IV, 152; cf. my Concile 

de Lhasa,I, 224n2. Not everyone shares this opinion; cf. Abhidharma-mahavibhasa, 
T. 1545, CXVIII, 617c:

If this is required by the king, that we commit murder, is murder then a sin? 
Some say no, for, they say, we are constrained to do it by the other’s strength, 
not by our own intention. And yet, even in this case, there is the sin of 
murder; at least we resolve to forgo our own life rather than ever harming 
that of another: this is the only instance wherein sin is not involved.

 7. Mö-tseu, “Against Aggression”; Tchouang-tseu, ch. X; Pascal, ed. Brunschvicg, 
v, 293; La Bruyère, ed. Cayrou, XII, 119.

 8. Tchouang-tseu, ch. X, ed. Wieger, 278.
 9. Abhidharmakosa; Mahāprajāpārmitopadeśa, trans. Lamotte, 794.
10. We fi nd interesting remarks on prehistory and the universality of the 

interdiction of killing in the article by G. Bataille, “What Is Universal History?” 
Critique 111–112 (Aug.–Sept. 1956): 759–761.

11. V. Y. C. Shih, “Some Chinese Rebel Ideologies,” T’oung Pao 54 (1956), 175. 
The author makes a huge mistake when he supposes that the explanation of such a 
doctrine must be sought in Mazdaism or in Manichaeanism and when he adds that 
“the conception of killing as a way to give another salvation is foreign to every system 
of thought, and not just to the one of Buddhism.”

12. In the Vinaya, we see a malevolent divinity (Marakayika devata) breathe to 
Mrgalan dika the idea that killing those who attempt suicide saves them: “You save 
those who are not saved” (atinne taresi). This idea is particularly characterized as 
heretical (mithya-dṛṣṭi). Cf. Vinaya Pāli, vol. III, 69, trans. I. B. Horner, 118; T. 1421, II, 
7c; T. 1462, x, 744c.

13. The suicide epidemic served as an occasion (nidana) to forbid murder by the 
Buddha. It had also been caused by an excess of meditation on impurity 
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(asubha-bhavana), followed by an excessive disgust with existence for the bhikṣus. In 
most of the Vinaya texts, it is not suicide alone that is condemned. It is murder, be 
it killing with one’s own hands those who attempt suicide or having them killed by a 
third party, or even yet counseling them to kill themselves, encouraging them to do it, 
and giving them the means to do it, etc. (Vinaya Pāli, vol. III, 68, trans. I. B. Horner, 
123; Dharmaguptaka, T. 1428, ii, 57b–c; etc.). Moreover, the Vinaya of the Mahisasaka 
(T. 1421, ii, 7b–c) put in the Buddha’s mouth, before forbidding murder, defi ned as 
pārājika, the interdiction of suicide, defi ned as sthūlātyaya. Additionally, in this Vinaya 
text, monks are not only made to kill by their compatriot Mrgalandika (Migalandika), 
they kill themselves also. This is seen also in other Vinaya texts.

14. “In the Vinaya it is said that suicide is not a sin of murder,” declares the 
Mahāprajñāpārmitopadeśa, trans. Lamotte, 740–742. I think we need to understand 
here: “Suicide is not a sin [as serious as the sin] of murder.” Mr. Lamotte thinks that 
“Buddhism never condemned suicide per se.” In an essay on suicide in his Recherches 

sur l’histoire du boudisme (Kyoto, 1927), 363, Matsumoto Bunzaburo recalls that upon 
their arrival in Japan Christian missionaries had caused a sensation by banning 
suicide. But, suicide was a great honor for the Buddhist samurais. Nevertheless, the 
missionaries sought to convert them (suicide is still seen in Japan, even nowadays, 
as an expression of either honor, patriotism, or love). This Japanese professor thinks 
that it is a question of late departure, contrary to the original spirit of Buddhism. This 
would be to a certain extent my feeling also. However, a deeper examination of the 
texts would be necessary—particularly the Vinaya texts—which is a project I have not 
undertaken here. In Thailand, suicide is explicitly forbidden to Buddhists in a booklet 
drawn up by the church’s supreme patriarch and published in 1928 with a preface by 
the king. K. E. Wells, Thai Buddhism (Bangkok, 1939), 210.

15. On suicide as sthūlātyaya, see n. 12 above. Cf. Samantapāsādikā, T. 1462, x, 
752c (I do not have the Pāli review in front of me): suicide is a duskrta, except in the 
case of a deathly ill monk who, in order to spare those caring for him unnecessary 
pain, starves himself and stops taking his medication. He must however be certain 
that he has reached the end of his long life and that he is in possession of the fruit of 
the Path, “as if in the palm of his hand.”

16. The Vinaya of the Mahīśāsakas, T. 1421, n, 8a: A sick monk who has been 
counseled by his brothers to let himself die in order to avoid further suffering is told 
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further on in the same text, some laypeople who had been tortured by outlaws and 
were suffering terribly are counseled by some bhikṣu. They too refuse to commit 
suicide, for, they say, the suffering one endures in this world teaches how to cultivate 
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17. A large number of these have been documented by Lamotte in his Treatise, 
740n1.

18. Le dogme et la philosophie du boudisme (Paris, 1930), 48.
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reaches the natural end of one’s life (T. 1462, x, 752b).

20. Mahāprajñāramitopadeśa, trans. Lamotte, 741.
21. Bodhicaryāvatāra, III, 21 (bhaveyam upajīvyo ‘ham), VIII, 120, trans. Finot; La 
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Rouge 455 (Aug. 1952): 5.
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24. Ibid., 8.
25. Ibid., 154.
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[samjñā] of a living being, although such a being does not exist. In fact, 
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The impression of Buddhist pacifi sm is so strong that it has 
suggested to historians that it was a signifi cant factor in the downfall 
of Buddhism in India. Buddhist kings would seem to be implicated 
in a hopeless moral confl ict. No Kṛṣṇa seems to rescue the Buddhist 
Arjuna from the disempowering moral confl ict that arises between a 
warrior’s duty and the values of ahiṃsā (nonviolence). However, we 
can see from the example of the Ārya-Bodhisattva-gocara-upāyaviṣaya-

vikurvaṇa-nirdeśa Sūtra that Buddhist kings had conceptual resources 
at their disposal that supported warfare, torture, and harsh 
punishments. The exploration of its intertextual details opens up an 
ever-wider view of a sort of Buddhism strongly at odds with the 
pacifi st stereotypes. Here, an armed bodyguard accompanies the 
Buddha and threatens to destroy those who offend him. Torture can 
be an expression of compassion. Capital punishment may be 
encouraged. Body armor and a side arm are among the most 
important metaphors and symbols of the power of compassion. 
Celestial bodhisattvas, divinized embodiments of the power of 
enlightened compassion, support campaigns of conquest to spread 
the infl uence of Buddhism, and kings vested with the dharma 
commit mass violence against Jains and Hindus.

2

Making Merit through 
Warfare and Torture 
According to the Ārya-

Bodhisattva-gocara-upāyaviṣaya-

vikurvaṇa-nirdeśa Sūtra

Stephen Jenkins
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The Ārya-Bodhisattva-gocara-upāyaviṣaya-vikurvaṇa-nirdeśa Sūtra, otherwise 
known as the Ārya-Satyakaparivarta, engages a variety of questions in relation 
to the violence of warfare and punishment. As the two different titles indicate, 
its name can be a source of confusion. Although it is cataloged under its long 
title, it is more often cited and better known as the Satyakaparivarta.1 I would 
translate the long name as “The Noble Teaching through Manifestations on the 
Subject of Skillful Means in the Bodhisattva’s Field of Activity.”2 The  doctoral 
dissertation of Lozang Jamspal contains a translation and study. It is also 
the subject of a rich research article by Michael Zimmermann, who makes 
use of the Chinese translations and compares perspectives from the Hindu 
Arthaśāstra and dharmaśāstras.3 Lambert Schmithausen mentions it in passing 
in a sweeping article with which all students of Buddhism and violence should 
begin.4 I will synthesize their contributions and make some observations, cor-
rections, and additions. Dr. Sangye Tandar Naga, the former head of research 
at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala, supported my 
own study. The merit of this work is largely due to him.

The sūtra was translated twice into Chinese less than a hundred years apart. 
According to Zimmermann, the chapter on royal ethics is missing in the earliest 
Chinese translation by Guṇabhadra. Zimmermann astutely notes that this type 
of omission does not necessarily indicate that a chapter is a later interpolation 
into a sūtra. I would add that this is particularly true here, since in China violent 
or erotic materials were frequently modifi ed or omitted when translating Indian 
texts.5 Jamspal notes that the text is frequently cited in Indian Buddhist literature.6 
Its most important citation is in the Sūtrasamuccaya attributed to Nāgārjuna.7 
Lindtner takes the attributions of the Sūtrasamuccaya to Nāgārjuna by Candrakīrti 
and Śāntideva quite seriously, and it has been often used as a key source for dating 
texts.8 This would seem to give the Satyakaparivarta an early date. However, dating 
texts according to their appearance in compendiums such as the Sūtrasamuccaya 
and Śikṣāsamuccaya is highly problematic. This type of text, built around a cata-
log of sūtra citations, is very susceptible to interpolation and sūtras should not be 
defi nitively dated to Nāgārjuna based on this alone. However, it is important to 
note that the section cited by the Sūtrasamuccaya, possibly as early as the second 
century CE by the enormously infl uential Nāgārjuna, is from the very section on 
royal ethics which is not included in Guṇabhadra’s fi fth-century Chinese transla-
tion. This could mean that the section is not an interpolation into the later ver-
sion of the sūtra and may have been deliberately excluded by Guṇabhadra. On the 
other hand, it could be taken as evidence that the Sūtrasamuccaya itself contains 
later interpolations. Further, since the internal content of the sūtra was also likely 
changed, we do not know whether the rest of the chapter that may have been in 
Nāgārjuna’s hands was the same as the one we have today.
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When Nāgārjuna addresses royal ethics, as in the Ratnāvalī, he does not 
directly cite this sūtra.9 However, this sūtra says many things about military 
policy and punishment, through the mouth of a manifestation that should 
not be addressed by an ordained monk such as Nāgārjuna. The citation in 
the Śikṣāsamuccaya, attributed to Śāntideva some 600 years later, also comes 
from the section on royal ethics.10 In terms of evaluating the sūtra’s currency 
and infl uence, particularly the chapter on royal ethics, all we can say is that 
infl uential fi gures in the Mahāyāna tradition believed that its foundational 
fi gure, Nāgārjuna, had cited the sūtra. Even if the sūtra evolved and changed, 
it would have continued to carry this pedigree. Tsong-kha-pa’s frequent cita-
tions and exhortation to study it seem to suggest that this is true at least in 
the Tibetan tradition and for the currents of Indian tradition that infl uenced 
it.11 Considering that the extent of Indian Mahāyāna sūtra literature may have 
been almost as daunting to ancient scholars as it is to modern ones, citation 
catalogs, such as the Sūtrasamuccaya and Śikṣāsamuccaya, may have been more 
important in monastic education than the vast corpus of sūtras themselves. So 
the Satyakaparivarta’s presence there is especially signifi cant. Having stated 
the qualifi cations, the best evidence is that this sūtra’s section on royal ethics 
was well known and infl uential since the second century through the infl uence 
of Nāgārjuna and that its absence from the earlier Chinese translation was a 
deliberate exclusion. However, as usual in Indian Buddhism, the best evidence 
in such matters is highly subject to doubt.

On the Setting

With apparent humor and irony, this sūtra describes a dialogue between an 
ascetic called Satyavaca Nirgranthaputra and a king. A character by this name 
also appears in two Pāli suttas as a clever and aggressive anti-Buddhist debater.12 
In this earlier account of Satyavaca, he makes the mistake of challenging the 
Buddha to debate with highly insulting language. Subsequently, when he 
hesitates to answer a key question during the debate, the Buddha’s menacing 
armed bodyguard, Vajrapāṇi, threatens to split his head open with a blazing 
vajra. The vajra was a handheld weapon that would later become the primary 
symbol of the power of compassion. The key question put to Satyavaca by 
Śākyamuni Buddha shows a connection to the later Mahāyāna sūtra. The ques-
tion is whether an anointed king may exercise the power in his own realm to 
execute those who should be executed. The Buddha’s argument hinges on the 
fact that this is so. Satyavaca concedes that an anointed king could indeed exer-
cise the power of capital punishment and he would be worthy (Pāli: arahati) to 
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exercise it. He strengthens the point by saying that this is true even for groups 
and societies that do not have such kings. So the Buddha forces Satyavaca, 
under threat of death, to concede that an anointed king both has and merits the 
power to execute criminals.

The violence of Satyavaca’s situation is typical and shows how dangerous 
the world of the Indian ascetics was imagined to be. Those who lost debates 
are often described as being swallowed up by the earth, drowning in the 
Gaṅga, or spitting up blood and dying. It was not uncommon for the stakes 
to be death or conversion. The threat to split someone’s head was typical of 
intellectual challenges and occurs often both in the Upaniṣads and in early 
Buddhist literature.13 The fact that the threat is taken very seriously is shown 
here by Satyavaca’s terror and the presence of Vajrapāṇi, who often works vio-
lence on the Buddha’s behalf from early mainstream Buddhist literature to 
late Tantric literature. The legends of such debates often end in the forfeit of 
the losing community’s right to assemble, or even being forced to fund new 
monasteries for the opponent. The relations between groups of ascetics were 

figure 2.1 The Buddha engages an ascetic in his hut; a muscular Vajrapāṇi, 
brandishing his sidearm, is nearby. Photo taken at the Peshawar Museum in Pakistan 
by Stephen Jenkins.
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seen as violently competitive, even involving espionage and assassination. 
The Buddha is depicted as an attempted murder victim on multiple occa-
sions and even as the victim of a conspiracy to implicate him in a murder-
ous sex scandal (Jātaka 285).14 One thinks of the attempted assassinations of 
the Buddha, the murders of Āryadeva and Nāgārjuna, the wizardly battles of 
Śāntideva and Dignāga, Candrakīrti’s involvement in warfare, etc. In the Pāli 
account of Satyavaca, the shadow of deadly force hangs over the Buddha’s 
debate in the form of Vajrapāṇi. If legend and scripture are any indication, 
the violence of the Indian Buddhists’ imagination, and probably the violence 
of their world, was extreme. It is no wonder that in Tibet debate has evolved 
into a highly physical, intellectual martial art.

In the much later Mahāyāna sūtra, which existed at least as early as the 
fi fth century CE, Satyavaca is actually a manifestation of the Buddha, and the 
text frequently states that he both is a manifestation and teaches through many 
manifestations. Perhaps he does not manifest in this context as a Buddhist 
monk or deity, because he teaches on topics, such as military tactics, which are 
forbidden for monks to discuss. Here, he fi nds himself again in a potentially 
deadly situation for an ascetic, an audience with a vicious king. The king’s 
Sanskrit name, Pradyota, means “Radiance,” a typical name for a king sug-
gesting that he has an overabundance of rajas, dynamism, a quality kings are 
supposed to embody. The epithet Caṇḍa means Pradyota the Cruel, just as the 
great Aśoka was called Caṇḍa-Aśoka. He is a stock character in Buddhist lore. 
Zimmermann tracked him down in the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya and describes 
him as “a mean little bald guy” who would kill anyone “on the spot” who said 
the word “fat.” He was also said to have massacred 80,000 Brāhmaṇas.15 He 
appears elsewhere in Sarvāstivādin avadāna literature in ethical tales focused 
on violence. In one case, he threatens to kill a Buddhist teacher, and in another, 
he savagely beats a young novice monk who presumes to teach the women of 
his court.16

Zimmermann notes that the king is described as ruling according to 
dharma, even though he is also seen as dangerously violent. This illustrates 
the usual Buddhist attitude of ambiguity toward kings. Aśoka, according to 
Buddhist legend, slaughtered 18,000 Jains, among other atrocities, well after 
he became “Dharma-Aśoka.”17 Some note that he renounces such violence 
after this pogrom takes the life of his own brother; nevertheless, Aśoka con-
tinues to commit horrible acts of violence even after this episode. In the liter-
ary accounts, dangerous Buddhist kings have a disturbing tendency for mass 
violence against non-Buddhists. The Buddhist historian Tāranātha records, for 
instance, that the great King Harṣa trapped and burned alive “12,000 experts 
of the doctrine of the mlecchas [foreigners].”18
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It is not entirely clear, but the irony and absurdity of Satyavaca’s encounter 
suggest a comical aspect. After Satyavaca advises him against capital punish-
ment, the king calls for a public assembly with the Buddha and proclaims that 
anyone who does not show up will be executed. When Satyavaca criticizes him 
for being excessively wrathful, Pradyota comes very close to killing him. Satya-
vaca escapes execution by apologizing for criticizing the king in the presence 
of others. The situation is perhaps too dangerous and too commonly attested 
to be humorous. In the Milindapañha, the monk Nāgasena tactfully tells King 
 Milinda that he will only speak to him as a fellow scholar, because disputing 
with a king can result in punishment.19 In another case, Śākyamuni is described 
as avoiding directly confronting even the favorable King Pasenadi, who was 
fresh from impaling his enemies, for fear of alienating him.20

On Punishment

Satyavaca advises Caṇḍapradyota on criminal justice and military violence. In 
regard to criminal justice, the ascetic warns the king against excessive compas-
sion. This is the point cited by Śāntideva in the Śikṣāsamuccaya.21 Sentimental 
reluctance to act with harsh violence is a downfall of a king and leads to general 
criminal mischief. As in Buddhist thought in general, compassion should not 
be mistaken for sentimentality. While manifesting maitrī and karuṇā, the king 
should “bind, imprison, terrorize [or hurt/whip], beat, and harm uncivilized 
people.” Harming, terrorizing, and beating clearly fi t the modern defi nition 
of torture. On the other hand, the king should not mutilate criminals, deprive 
them of their senses, or execute them. Although historically “Buddhist polities 
have nearly always maintained capital punishment,”22 capital punishment is 
ruled out. This is in direct contrast with the dharmaśāstras, compendiums of 
Hindu ethical thought, which generally advocate all three acts of violence. Per-
manent physical damage should be avoided in such harsh treatment, and such 
violence should be done with the intention of training the victim. Violence is 
a tool of both prevention and rehabilitation. Likewise, in the case of tax collec-
tion, a king should discern between those who are unable to pay by no fault of 
their own and those who evade taxes or squander their wealth.

The Milindapañha, a highly authoritative Theravādin text framed as a dia-
logue between a king and a monk, offers an interesting contrast by arguing 
that punitive violence should be understood as the fruition of the victim’s own 
karma. How, the monk Nāgasena is asked, is a king to reconcile the Buddha’s 
apparently contradictory injunctions not to harm anyone, on the one hand, and 
to punish those who deserve it, on the other? King Milinda pointedly reminds 
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him that punishment includes amputation, mutilation, torture, and execution. 
Nāgasena affi rms both teachings. If a robber deserves death, he should be put 
to death. Is, then, the execution of criminals part of the dharma laid down by 
the Tathāgatas? No, it is the robber’s own karma that causes the execution, 
not the Buddhadharma.23 The king merely facilitates this fruition. This concept 
of the king facilitating the fruition of negative karma is also prominent in the 
Hindu dharmaśāstras, which are based more on the logic of ascetic expiation 
of karma. In Hindu sources, the king functions as Yama, lord of death and 
dispenser of karmic outcomes.24 Even the death penalty can be seen as a ben-
efi t from this perspective. The victim is benefi ted through relief of a karmic 
burden. The Satyakaparivarta argues instead that compassionate torture that 
does not result in permanent physical damage may have a benefi cial infl uence 
on the character of the victim. The death penalty is not allowed, perhaps partly 
because it disallows the possibility of reform. Although the royal use of deadly 
force in battle is not explicitly described as an enactment of karmic outcomes, 
the sūtra says that weapons cannot harm a warrior protected by good karma. 
The unstated implications are that one’s victims must be ripe for their own 
destruction, and losing suggests moral failure on the part of the loser.

The domination of vassals is spoken of in much the same terms as con-
trolling criminals, and the sūtra’s arguments for the benevolent treatment of 
vassals are more pragmatic than naïvely idealistic. Compassion is generally 
understood in Buddhism as having a magical power to protect. The common 
description of bodhisattvas putting on the armor of compassion is more than 
metaphorical. One can cite many cases of saints being protected from assassins 
or vicious animals by manifesting compassion. Even today, the Mettā Sutta is 
recited to protect from snakebite and other dangers. The Milindapañha tells of 
a prince, renowned for his compassion, who was struck by an arrow only pre-
cisely when he allowed his concentration on compassion to lapse.25

The Seyya Jātaka, a story about one of the Buddha’s previous rebirths, por-
trays an extreme example of a king who refuses to fi ght to protect his kingdom, 
because it will require him to do harm. While imprisoned by the victor, he pities 
his conqueror for the karmic outcomes of his actions. His captor is then attacked 
by great physical pain through the power of his victim’s compassion. As a result, 
the king is released and his kingdom is returned (Jātaka 282). The implication 
is that compassion magically serves to sustain a king’s power. Similarly, it is 
believed in this sūtra that the weather, public health, and agricultural productiv-
ity are enhanced by the power of compassion.26 When we consider the rhetorical 
and political value of what may be regarded as merely magical perspectives, it 
must be remembered that in their cultural context these were not supernatural, 
but refl ected concrete concerns for the forces at work in their world. It is also true 
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that sometimes what initially appear to be mere formulations of magical think-
ing may be informed by practical insight. In a 2008 presentation on the moral 
reasoning of avadāna literature, Rotman showed how Buddhists viewed moral 
qualities and karmic merit as quantifi able forms of capital.27 This is a somewhat 
magical form of what we would characterize in terms of intangible qualities such 
as political capital, moral bankruptcy, or the value of consumer confi dence, insti-
tutional morale, work ethics, or creativity. There is a sense that the benefi ts of 
moral values may be entrepreneurially accumulated and developed. The store of 
those values is a fundamental source of the well-being of a people. The concern 
with karmic merit goes beyond the impact of ascetic values on popular culture 
to a highly pragmatic and self-interested concern for community well-being. In 
the same way, the Buddhist ethics of violence represents more than a simple alle-
giance to the values of ascetics. They are part of a comprehensive view of human 
thriving that values worldly abundance.

But in this sūtra, as even in the brutally pragmatic Hindu Arthaśāstra, there 
are also practical arguments for the protective power of justice and benevolence 
that go beyond the usual magical sense. A king must recognize that his own pol-
icies are a substantial cause of hostile relations and that his own virtue is his fi rst 
defense, reasoning that has currently been used in regard to the rise of terror-
ism. In an argument reminiscent of the Aggañña Sutta’s claim that crime arises 
from poverty, it is stated here that enemy attacks and insurrections arise from 
unhappiness and dissatisfaction. A king is therefore indirectly protected by his 
benevolent cultivation of the well-being of his subjects, vassals, and neighbors. 
It is emphasized that, if they are happy and secure then, instead of becoming 
enemies, they will be allies when enemies do arise. In the same way, a benevo-
lent king will successfully enrich his treasury through gifts and the general pros-
perity of his realm, while a rapacious and exploitive king will fail.28 Compassion 
serves the purposes of domination, pacifi cation, security, and enrichment.

On Warfare

Although the sūtra allows for war, it does so only under special conditions and 
with special restrictions on its conduct. In a graded series of skillful means, a king 
must fi rst try to befriend, then to help, and then to intimidate his potential enemy 
before resorting to war. This set of four stratagems diverges from an ancient and 
pervasive set only by substituting “intimidation” for “fomenting dissension.”29 
In Hindu sources, this common argument that war should be a last resort is 
grounded on the practical point that battle is highly unreliable and unpredictable. 
So we cannot simply assume, in this Buddhist context, that using war as a last 
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resort is a moral issue. In Hindu contexts, the preliminary techniques are often 
not attempts to avoid confl ict, but to win by safer means. It is not clear in this sūtra 
whether wars of aggression are acceptable or not. There is no explicit rejection of 
campaigns of conquest. It should be remembered that, in the dharmaśāstra litera-
ture, all of the activities of kings are regarded and referred to as “protection.” So, 
references to protection do not necessarily refer to defensive activity.

Should attempts to succeed without armed confl ict fail, the king is then 
instructed in how to assemble and deploy the various divisions of an army. 
He is to go to war with three intentions: to care for life, to win, and to capture 
the enemy alive. Only Zimmermann, based on the Chinese version, correctly 
translated the phrase for capturing the enemy alive. This is not immediately 
convincing because the Chinese translation often strives to soften the impact 
of the violent aspects of the text. However, the Sanskrit phrase corresponding 
to the Tibetan srog gzung ba, jīvagrāham, occurs often with this meaning in 
the jātakas (stories about the Buddha’s previous rebirths), perhaps the most 
important Buddhist source for statecraft (Jātaka 23, 24, 282, 283). The jātakas 
frequently valorize intentions to capture the enemy alive or to win without 
bloodshed through intimidation (Jātaka 229, 230, 181). In comparing this 
sūtra to the Arthaśāstra literature, which for him includes the Manusmṛti and 
the dharmaśāstras, Zimmermann states, “There can be hardly any doubt that 
the main effort of the warrior must have been directed towards annihilation 
of the enemy.”30 However, the Arthaśāstra, Manusmṛti, Dharmasūtras, and 
Śāntiparvan of the Mahābhārata all agree that noncombatants, or those sur-
rendering, fallen, disarmed, fl eeing, or petrifi ed by fear, shall not be harmed.31 
Bhīṣma, the great kṣatriya guru of the Mahābhārata, proclaims that a warrior 
should only fi ght for the sake of conquest, not out of wrath.32

The concern to care for life in the sūtra also includes the well-being of 
all innocents, including animals and the spirits that dwell in trees and water. 
In contrast to most Hindu dharmaśāstras, the sūtra forbids burning homes or 
cities, destroying reservoirs or orchards, or confi scating the harvest. This con-
dition is extended to what might be called infrastructure in general, i.e., “all 
things well developed and constructed.”

On Karma

Having come to war with these preconditions and restrictions, the king still 
faces a problem that plagued the imagination of Indian warriors: how to rec-
oncile the necessity of battle with the horrifi c karmic repercussions of killing. 
It is well known that the Buddha denied the idea that those who die in battle 
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automatically go to heaven.33 However, the jātaka tales are full of stories of 
Buddhist warriors, often the Buddha himself in a past life, and occasionally 
romanticize their heroic deaths in battle (Jātaka 23, 24, 182, 226, 283, etc.). 
This sūtra gives the same answer for the warrior that is found for bodhisattvas 
elsewhere:

A king, who is well prepared for battle, having used skillful means in 
this way, even if he kills or wounds opposing troops, has little moral 
fault or demerit and there will certainly be no bad karmic result. Why 
is that? It is because that action was conjoined with intentions of 
compassion and not abandoning. On the basis of having sacrifi ced 
himself and his wealth to protect living things and for the sake of 
his family, wife and children, there is immeasurable merit; it even 
strongly increases.34

If he does so with compassionate intentions, a king may make great merit 
through warfare, so warfare becomes auspicious. The same argument was 
made earlier in relation to torture, and the sūtra now proceeds to make com-
monsense analogies to doctors and to parents who compassionately infl ict 
pain in order to discipline and heal without intending harm. Zimmermann 
expresses surprise at the reference to compassion here and describes it as an 
irrelevant “sporadic addition,” out of keeping with the context. The sūtra, he 
says, fails to address the “obvious contradiction between his obligation to pro-
tect sentient beings . . . and his warfare activities.” He states that “the pair ‘kill-
ing with compassion’ was incompatible with the basic Buddhist ethics.”35

Based on a similar perspective, Davidson argues that Buddhists were ulti-
mately unable to fi nd a satisfactory answer to the conundrum of how to uncom-
promisingly stand by their pacifi st values without alienating or disempowering 
the kings upon whom they depended for endowment and protection.36 He refers 
to a much-discussed passage from the Bodhisattvabhūmi, supporting compas-
sionate killing, as an example of the fact that Buddhism was “not unequivocal” 
in its pacifi sm.37 He sees this as an equivocation based on two assumptions 
which have been common to the fi eld of Buddhist studies. The fi rst is that 
this is an isolated passage representing an exceptional view. It has also been 
more expansively asserted, “Needless to say, this stance is particularly favored 
by the Consciousness-Only school and in esoteric Buddhism.”38 However, the 
Mādhyamika thinkers Bhāviveka, Candrakīrti, and Śāntideva all agree on the 
basic point that bodhisattvas may do what is ordinarily forbidden or inauspi-
cious, including killing, and make merit as long as they remain compassion-
ate.39 In the Śikṣāsamuccaya, Śāntideva says that the very things that send others 
to hell send a bodhisattva to the heavenly Brahmalokas, a traditional result of 
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generating compassion.40 The validation of compassionate violence made by 
Asaṇga here is found across Mahāyāna traditions and is common to its ethics, 
not an unusual exception to normative pacifi sm.

Second, Asaṅga’s passage is misread as an ethic of self-sacrifi ce which 
“allows the bodhisattva to engage in the slaughter of thieves or brigands . . . so 
that the bodhisattva could go to hell instead of the criminals”; “the bodhisattva 
replaces himself for the other and suffers in his stead.”41 Obviously, this would 
be a problematic model for a king. First, it should be noted that Asaṅga recom-
mends stealing from thieves. Killing is for the purpose of preventing crimes, 
with similar karmic results. It is true that Asaṅga says that the bodhisattva killer 
is compassionately freeing his victim from the karmic outcome of great crimes 
and has the wish that he, rather than the criminal, should be born in hell. How-
ever, he goes on to explain that the result of killing with this intention, far from 
going to hell, is that the bodhisattva actually becomes blameless and produces 
great merit (Skt. anāpattiko bhavati bahu ca puṇyaṃ prasūyate) exactly as in the 
Satyakaparivarta.42 One could say that the more willing bodhisattvas are to go 
to hell, the more certain it is that they will not.

Asaṅga’s conception of compassionate violence validates not only the pre-
vention of terrible crimes, but also the aggressive removal of vicious rulers 
from power, a motivation that could be very important for kings:

Likewise, the [karmic] outcome for a bodhisattva established in com-
passionate intentions for benefi t and happiness, who removes from 
power kings or ministers who are excessively fi erce, merciless and 
solely set out to affl ict others, is that they generate great merit.43

Davidson goes on to say, “This same rubric allows wide latitude in ques-
tionable behavior,” and “evidently this doctrinal basis was used to justify 
belligerence on the part of their favorite monarchs.”44 He gives the example 
of the Chinese pilgrim Hsüan-tsang’s depiction of King Harṣa. However, 
Hsüan-tsang records neither Asaṅga’s actual argument that Harṣa should 
invoke compassion toward his enemy, nor the argument based on the read-
ing that he should willingly enter hell. The story depicts Harṣa as oppressed 
by a vicious anti-Buddhist enemy who killed his father. In his distress, Harṣa 
supplicates the celestial bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara with prayers and offer-
ings.45 In return for a promise to overthrow the anti-Buddhist king, restore 
the infl uence of Buddhism, and rule compassionately, Avalokiteśvara lends 
his power to Harṣa’s campaign of military conquest. In fact, although Harṣa’s 
general motivation is compassion, the ethics in the example of Harṣa is far 
more unapologetically open to violence and free from conditions than in 
Asaṅga’s thought or in the sūtra. His war of conquest is not regarded as at all 
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questionable in the legend. In fact, it has the sanction of Avalokiteśvara, the 
divine personifi cation of compassion. This also belies the idea that Buddhist 
kings did not go to war to spread Buddhism.

Davidson intends to support the argument that there was a fundamental 
confl ict in Buddhist support for violence. But Asaṅga’s argument for compas-
sionate violence is broadly and authoritatively attested in Mahāyāna literature. 
It is not an ethics of self-sacrifi ce, but one that offers merit for killing. This 
sūtra is somewhat more expansive in explicitly making compassionate killing 
an option not just for bodhisattvas, but also for kings. There is no sign that the 
kings addressed by this sūtra were regarded as bodhisattvas, quite the opposite; 
and one has to assume that the king’s entire army, and those who enforced his 
punishments, would be implicated in his karmic situation and the logic of mak-
ing merit through compassionate killing. Tantric literature, which was used in 
the royal cult in later Indian Buddhism, supplemented the basic Mahāyāna 
ethic of compassionate killing with hyperbolic exhortations and deadly ritual 
technologies.

Davidson notes inscriptions in Nālandā, the great North Indian monastic 
university, that glorify the gore-smeared swords of widow-making Buddhist 
kings, but fi nds their grisly language weaker and less common than comparable 
Śaivite inscriptions.46 There can be no question that, in terms of both warfare 
and harsh penal codes, Hindu literature and inscriptions are far more robust 
and unreserved in their enthusiasm for violent imagery. Davidson makes an 
important argument here that Buddhist values were much more suited to peri-
ods of pacifi cation and stability than to the violent instability of the last centuries 
of Indian Buddhism, and so Buddhist kings were ideologically disadvantaged. 
However, the force of the argument needs to be reconsidered to the degree 
that it is based on the normative perception of exaggerated Buddhist pacifi sm. 
The location of such inscriptions in a monastic university of vast international 
prestige suggests that Buddhists, rather than being confl icted or duplicitous, 
found it appropriate to publicly honor, and so validate, military violence. The 
relationship between rhetoric and action is complex. For instance, despite ide-
alizing an ethic of compassion, Buddhist polities have historically done all of 
the things forbidden in the Satyakaparivarta, from aggressive warfare to blind-
ing and capital punishment. On the other hand, despite their violent rhetoric, 
the Hindu ethics of violence are deeply intertwined with ideals of dharma and 
ahiṃsā. Considering the broad success of Buddhism with a remarkable vari-
ety of patrons, including Indian kings, Mongol khans, samurai warlords, and 
Chinese emperors in diverse political circumstances over several millennia, it 
seems dubious to attribute the downfall of Buddhism in India to the inability 
to ideologically support the violence of its protectors.47
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Conclusions

General conceptions of a basic Buddhist ethics broadly conceived as unquali-
fi ed pacifi sm are problematic. Compassionate violence is at the very heart of the 
sensibility of this sūtra. Buddhist kings had sophisticated and practical concep-
tual resources to support their use of force, which show a concern for defense, 
political stability, and social order through a combination of harshness and 
benevolence. These resources offer techniques for removing and preventing 
the causes of hostility, but fully empower the use of warfare when it is deemed 
appropriate and necessary. Military readiness and intimidation are important 
elements of a king’s responsibilities. Violence is an important tool for criminal 
rehabilitation, social stability, and military defense. Torture, but not mutila-
tion or execution, is approved as a means, and in battle a king should seek to 
capture the enemy alive. A king may avert fear of karmic retribution by estab-
lishing proper intentions, making efforts to avoid confl ict, and limiting modes 
of waging war. The only killing compatible with Buddhist ethics is killing with 
compassion. Moreover, if a king makes war or tortures with compassionate 
intentions, even those acts can result in the accumulation of vast karmic merit. 
Values of compassion were not necessarily in confl ict with the political neces-
sities of Indian statecraft. Rather than an awkward extension of ascetic values 
into the realm of power politics, there was a recognized symmetry among dhar-
mic rule, compassion, and the acquisition and retention of power.

In the course of orally presenting this research at conferences and in uni-
versity lecture series, I have experienced how distressing it can be for Bud-
dhists that compassionate warfare and torture could be advocated in Buddhist 
scriptures. I would ask those who fi nd this disturbing to also consider that 
these texts advocate that warfare should only be pursued when all other means 
have failed; that benevolence is a state’s fi rst defense; that we must take respon-
sibility for exploitation, which creates our enemies; that physical punishment 
may only be undertaken from a compassionate intention to benefi t the recipi-
ent; that the destruction of infrastructure and the natural environment is a 
mistaken policy; and, above all, that a nation will thrive or fall based upon its 
capacity for compassion, rather than on the ethics of self- or national interest.
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It is a truism that history is written by the winners. A correlate to that 
axiom of power and the control of rhetoric is less well noted. In many 
cases, the last battle of a war, the one that fi nally secures the victory, 
occurs when one party manages to represent the history of the war in 
its own terms, deploying its own account to justify its martial 
successes and representing itself in a light that is sensible, 
acceptable, and meaningful to the relevant audience. Wars, according 
to Michel Foucault, reveal disequilibriums between contending 
parties, and the subsequent political forms that arise in the wake of 
such confl icts both sanction and uphold those disparities in forces. 
By means of an ongoing subsequent “unspoken war,” such 
disequlibriums are inscribed by political means in social institutions, 
economic inequalities, language, and the very bodies of the citizenry.1

In a companion lecture, Foucault describes how such power is 
seized and maintained through the successful deployment of a 
particular discourse, a set of declarations that frame and defi ne a 
moment in time. He argues that it is not possible “to exercise power 
except through the production of truth,” and he observes, “[t]hese 
relations of power cannot themselves be established, consolidated 
nor implemented without the production, accumulation, circulation 
and functioning of a discourse.”2 Foucault maintains that a given 
historical moment calls into existence a discourse that confi gures 
power and summons a narrative that makes sense of how power is to 
be arranged. A shift in a religious or political reality, for example, 
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only becomes possible when the prevailing narrative is supplanted by a new 
account of the past and the present, an alternative vision with new or refur-
bished symbolic connections that arrange people and events in a pattern jus-
tifying the new paradigm. This, he suggests, is one of the most signifi cant 
engagements of a war.

In this chapter, I will explore the evolution of discourses of power in sev-
enteenth-century Tibet, a period of great turmoil and fl ux. I will focus on the 
ways the discourse that emerged in the middle of that century was elaborated 
in Buddhist terms and the ways that the discourse employed narrative accounts 
of warfare and other forms of violence. I will concentrate on the religious justi-
fi cations and associations of violence in an effort to problematize the generally 
accepted notions of Buddhism as an entirely pacifi stic religion and of Tibet as a 
place where Buddhism “turned their society from a fi erce grim world of war and 
intrigue into a peaceful, colorful, cheerful realm of pleasant and meaningful 
living.”3 It is precisely because such enduring—but superfi cial and limiting—
notions of Buddhism and Tibet have some bases in historical and doctrinal truth 
that problems of religious violence have been at the center of Buddhist efforts to 
create meaningful discourses for themselves. This is particularly true in histori-
cal periods when Buddhist actors were endeavoring to create and maintain polit-
ical structures. It is not just contemporary scholars who must struggle to place 
Buddhist violence in a nuanced context, but theoreticians throughout Buddhist 
history have contended with the polyvocal foundations of their own tradition.

My objective is to probe the ways in which rhetoric is employed to justify 
warfare and other forms of violence; how these arguments are couched in spe-
cifi cally Buddhist terms; and how these efforts are embedded in discourses that 
seem to have answered the evolving needs of the time period. In Foucault’s 
terms, I will examine the ways in which discourses of truth are deployed to 
secure and express power.

This chapter focuses on the writings of the Fifth Dalai Lama, Ngag dbang 
blo bzang rgya mtsho (1617–1682), a key fi gure who not only distinguished 
himself as one of the more important historians of the seventeenth century, 
but who also ended up at the center of a war that served as a signifi cant pivot 
point in Tibetan history. This war culminated in the unifi cation of a large por-
tion of Tibet, the defeat of his opponents, and his own ascent to political power. 
His religious sect, the dGe lugs school, simultaneously underwent a dramatic 
elevation in prestige, importance, and infl uence.

The Fifth Dalai Lama’s attitudes toward warfare and violence can be 
fathomed by exploring how he describes such incidents in Tibetan history. 
Fortunately, he was a prolifi c author and wrote a wide range of historical, bio-
graphical, and autobiographical material; he thereby provided many examples 
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for analysis. In particular, his highly motivated history of Tibet, Song of the 

Queen of Spring: A Dynastic History, provides insights into his thinking on Bud-
dhist justifi cations for violence.4

That text was published in 1643, a critical time when the twenty-six-year-
old reincarnate lama was working to fortify the gains his Mongolian allies had 
recently made on the battlefi eld. Beginning in 1635, pro–dGe lugs pa forces 
battled opponents of the Dalai Lama from far eastern Tibet to the edge of the 
Himalayas in the west. By 1642, they had subdued most of the outright oppo-
sition. In the view of dGe lugs partisans, the seeds of that war were sown in 
the latter part of the sixteenth century, when a period of disharmony began to 
manifest between the well-established rival bKa’ brgyud school and the Dalai 
Lamas’ own nascent dGe lugs school.5 The two schools were increasingly in 
competition for patronage and adherents, particularly as the dGe lugs pas 
extended their infl uence into the gTsang region in western Tibet, a traditional 
stronghold of the bKa’ brgyud school.

The dGe lugs pas perceived themselves as subject to systematic patterns 
of persecution at the hands of the bKa’ brgyud pas. For example, the patronage 
tours of both the Second Dalai Lama, dGe ’dun rgya mtsho (1476–1542), and 
the Fourth Dalai Lama, Yon tan rgya mtsho (1589–1617), in gTsang and mNga’ 
ris in western Tibet, were perceived as being hindered by pro–bKa’ brgyud 
allies in gTsang. More signifi cantly, in 1613, a bKa’ brgyud monastery was built 
on the hillside above bKra shis lhun po monastery, which had been founded 
near Shigatse by the First Dalai Lama, dGe ’dun grub (1391–1474), in 1447. 
The words “Suppressor of bKra shis lhun po” were written above the gate, and 
boulders were rolled down from the hillside, damaging the dGe lugs monas-
tery below. When Mongols retaliated by stealing livestock from the Karmapa 
(the most prominent incarnate lama in the bKa’ brgyud school), forces allied 
with him attacked ’Bras spungs monastery. This was the home of the Dalai 
Lama, and the attack killed hundreds of dGe lugs pa monks.6 Simultaneously, 
non-Buddhist religious rivals of the dGe lugs who were members of the indig-
enous religion of Tibet, Bon, were perceived to be persecuting the latter school 
in eastern Tibet. These Bon opponents were thought to be in alliance with the 
dGe lugs pas’ bKa’ brgyud enemies.7

Surviving the lifetime of the Fourth Dalai Lama, these violent trends 
emerged in a more virulent form during the Fifth Dalai Lama’s youth. Accord-
ing to dGe lugs sources, many of their monasteries were forcibly converted to 
the bKa’ brgyud school. Such grievances festered over a period of decades while 
new complaints accumulated, continuing to animate dGe lugs imaginations. 
New provocations from Bon opponents in eastern Tibet fi nally compelled pro–
dGe lugs Mongols to act.8
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In 1635, a Mongolian army under the leadership of the tribal chief Gushri 
Khan (1582–1654/1655) was assembled and launched with the objective of rec-
tifying all of these perceived wrongs to the Dalai Lamas’ school. Before we turn 
to the Fifth Dalai Lama’s presentation of these events in the Song of the Queen 

of Spring: A Dynastic History, it will be illuminating to get a preview of how he 
comments on these events in his autobiography, the Good Silk Cloth, written 
decades later. There, he describes a meeting he held in the Potala Palace prior 
to the war with his own fi rst regent, bSod nams Chos 'phel (1595–1657/1658), 
and with dKa’ bcu dGe bsnyen don grub, the envoy from Gushri Khan, his 
Mongolian patron. The three men discussed how the Mongols would protect 
the Dalai Lama’s dGe lugs interests in eastern Tibet from the persecution of 
the Bon chieftain from Be ri, whereupon the Mongolian military force would 
withdraw. The Fifth Dalai Lama writes:

That night in the camp, Zhal ngo gave instructions to the messenger, 
dKa’ bcu dge bsnyen don grub, in my presence. He said that Be ri 
should be cut at the root by all necessary means. Thereafter, Gushri 
Khan himself should return to the Blue Lake [on the northeastern 
frontier with Mongolia]. His two queens and a group of pilgrims were 
invited to come to Lhasa. I gave extensive advice against fomenting 
any sort of civil confl ict. The next day, when dKa’ bcu dge bsnyen don 
grub was departing, Zhal ngo rode out to dGa’ ldan Khang gsar to give 
him provisions. Just the two of them rode along speaking for the time 
it takes to prepare tea twice. However, it hadn’t occurred to me that the 
trill of the fl ute had changed into the whistle of an arrow.9

In other words, the Dalai Lama is claiming that his regent freelanced and 
changed the instructions that were conveyed to Gushri Khan and that this 
deception was responsible for launching a war that the Dalai Lama himself did 
not anticipate or authorize. In the event, the Mongolian forces did not return to 
northeastern Tibet after defeating the Be ri chieftain in eastern Tibet. Instead, 
they progressed to Lhasa and moved throughout dbU and gTsang in the west, 
where a broad-ranging war resulted in the defeat of most of the Dalai Lama’s 
other Buddhist opponents, the deaths of many soldiers and civilians, and the 
establishment of dGe lugs hegemony.

In the wake of these bloody battles, members of the dGe lugs pa alliance 
were compelled to develop a discourse that confi gured events in a meaning-
ful way, in order to satisfy public opinion and to contribute to a stable new 
social organization. This multipronged effort needed to justify and legitimize 
the recent warfare by placing it in the context of acceptable Buddhist values 
and recognizable narratives. The approach that evolved over a period of decades 



sacralized warfare  81

consisted of a new symbolic system, with the institution of the Dalai Lama at 
its apex. In its mature form, it had historical, ritual, narrative, architectural, 
and biographical components. In short, as Foucault would have it, the devel-
opment of this discourse enabled the Dalai Lama and his cohorts “to exercise 
power . . . through the production of truth.”

One of he fi rst steps in creating this discourse was taken by the Fifth Dalai 
Lama with his composition of the Song of the Queen of Spring. In it, by retelling 
the history of Tibet, he did more than exercise the prerogative of the victor. In 
a sense, he was prosecuting the last battle of the war by placing the recently 
concluded confl ict within a framework that made it meaningful and that exon-
erated him and justifi ed his rule. The Dalai Lama’s autobiography, Good Silk 

Cloth, was compiled throughout his life in three volumes, and supplemented 
by an additional three volumes which were composed by his last regent, sDe 
srid Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho (1653–1705). Good Silk Cloth was not published 
until 1692, a full decade after the former’s death in 1682 and half a century 
after the pivotal events of 1642. With the fullness of time, these two authors 
knew how events had turned out and that they had been able to create a stable 
environment. From the comfortable vantage point of their fully articulated—
and by then successful—mythology, they seem to have decided to distance the 
Dalai Lama from responsibility for the warfare of the 1630s and 1640s, denying 
that he had approved of the most consequential bloodshed. It may also be that, 
by that time, the elderly Dalai Lama had come to have second thoughts about 
the violence that had been unleashed in his name. It is evident, for example, 
that the Dalai Lama remained troubled by the human impact of the battles. 
A wide variety of the dreams and visions reported in the Fifth Dalai Lama’s 
Sealed and Secret Biography demonstrate that he was often disturbed by specters 
of violence and war.10

However that may be, it is clear that, in contrast to his more seasoned 
refl ections on the warfare of his younger years, he took great care to glorify 
Gushri Khan and to justify his war in the Song of the Queen of Spring, writ-
ten just a year after the cessation of hostilities. In that text, he unequivocally 
trumpets his endorsement of his Mongolian patron’s endeavors. He begins the 
description of Gushri Khan’s exploits by identifying him as an emanation of 
Vajrapāni, the bodhisattva representing perfect yogic power.11 He writes that, 
out of compassion for humanity, the bodhisattva “would take birth as a reli-
gious king, whereupon he would radiate a hundred rays of light in the ten 
directions.” He goes on to say that even hearing the name of the dGe lugs 
school made the young khan happy, and he prostrated in the direction of Lhasa 
so often that his forehead became swollen. He is praised as having realized 
emptiness [107b–108a].12
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Still in his twenties, before the wars that concern us came to fruition, Gushri 
Khan is described in the text as having settled a terrible confl ict between rival 
Mongolian factions. As the Dalai Lama phrases it, the young warrior—moved 
by great compassion for other beings—plunged into “an overgrown forest of 
dissension between limitless numbers of people born in bad transmigration 
due to their murderous ways.” As a sign of his transcendent status, Gushri 
Khan managed to sort out that quarrel, seemingly all by himself. Thereupon, 
the Dalai Lama cites a prophecy saying, “A dharma-protecting king, the second 
Srong btsan sgam po, has come” [108b]. King Srong btsan sgam po (617–649), 
a luminary of Tibet’s imperial period, is credited with bringing Buddhism to 
Tibet in the seventh century. His signifi cance in the Tibetan mind can hardly 
be overemphasized. In part, by suggesting that Gushri Khan was a latter-day 
echo of that seventh-century king, the Dalai Lama was evoking King Srong 
btsan sgam po’s symbolic resonance as a protector and promoter of Buddhism. 
Below, we will discuss the symbolic assignment given to that king in the more 
sophisticated discourse of the Dalai Lama’s later years.

If there is a more potent royal symbol to evoke in Tibet than King Srong btsan 
sgam po, it would be the legendary King Ge Sar of Ling, the paradigmatic martial 
hero, savior of Tibet, and exemplar of wise rule. Thus, it comes as no surprise 
that the Dalai Lama likens Gushri Khan to King Ge Sar [3b]. Leaving no symbolic 
opportunity unexploited, he also likens Gushri Khan to Buddha in the prologue 
verses [2a]. All of these rhetorical maneuvers are directed toward legitimizing 
Gushri Khan as a sanctifi ed, righteous warrior in the cause of Buddhism.

But the Dalai Lama does not stop there. He also endeavors to frame the 
particular events of the wars leading up to 1642 in Buddhist terms. He pro-
vides a discourse that enables his audience to understand those events as pious 
actions, embedded in a righteous quest. For example, one of his primary antag-
onists, Hal ha Chog thu, was a Mongolian chieftain who had come from west-
ern Mongolia to the Blue Lake region in northeastern Tibet. It is said that “his 
mind was possessed by malevolent black spirits, due to which he implemented 
plans to undermine Buddhism in general and the teachings of Tsong kha pa13 
in particular.” The Dalai Lama goes on to say that, as a result, Gushri Khan 
“gathered an army from his own region, with Buddhism as his only concern, 
and went to the Blue Lake in the fi rst month of 1637.” Here, the Dalai Lama 
evokes the resonant literary paradigm of the Indian epic the Rāmāyaṇa:

Just as the powerful King Rāma dispatched the lord of Lanka, so 
[Gushri Khan] destroyed Chog thu and 40,000 troops, until only 
the name remained. He took control of the region up to the eastern 
edge of the lake and protected his subjects in happiness by way of 
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a  religio-political government. Gradually, the sun dawned in the 
domain of central Tibet, and Gushri Khan established a festival in 
which the stores of merit were enhanced. At the vajra seat of the 
Tibetan land in the Ra sa ’phrul snang Temple, he received the title 
and assumed the responsibilities of a great dharmarāja such that he 
came to stand above all other kingdoms. [108b–109a]

Here, the Dalai Lama not only embeds Gushri Khan’s military exploits within 
a Buddhist narrative, but he intends to evoke, once again, an identity between 
Buddha and the khan with the analogy between the vajra seat of Bodhgaya 
and the Ra sa ’phrul snang Temple. Additionally, the khan is depicted as a 
dharmarāja, or a religious king (chos rgyal), a class of sovereign that is regarded 
as particularly just and righteous because they dedicate their rule to promoting 
the interests of Buddhism.

In 1639, Gushri Khan battled the Bon chieftain from Be ri, who is repre-
sented as oppressing Buddhism and only permitting the Bon religion to grow 
in Kham. “In the fi fth Hor month of the Earth-Hare year of 1639,” we are told, 
“Gushri Khan brought his forces down on top of Be ri, whereupon he seized 
most of the latter’s subjects” [109a]. The Be ri coalition fell apart, and many of 
the principals were imprisoned. Now that the danger to Buddhism was over-
come, according to the Dalai Lama, the lamas and leaders of the Sa skya, dGe 
lugs, Kar ma bKa’ brgyud, ‘Brug pa bKa’ brgyud, sTag lung, and so forth were 
liberated from a dungeon and sent home. In this terse account of a very com-
plex situation, Gushri Khan is depicted as an impartial supporter of a broad 
array of Tibetan Buddhist schools.

This interpretive move seems to be required by the general tenor of the 
Fifth Dalai Lama’s argument justifying violence and warfare. It is one thing 
to deploy Buddhist imagery and narratives to justify the defense of the inter-
ests of Buddhists being persecuted by some malevolent non-Buddhist oppres-
sor; it is quite another to legitimize sectarian confl icts between Buddhists. The 
Dalai Lama has a heightened sensitivity to this question, and he downplays the 
intrareligious basis of the most substantial warfare that took place leading up 
to the culmination of events in 1642. The battle against Chog thu and the Be ri 
chief were minor sideshows compared to the decisive battles that took place in 
dbU and gTsang between partisans of the Buddhist dGe lugs and bKa’ brgyud 
schools. When the Dalai Lama reaches this part of the story, he merely men-
tions that Gushri deployed billions of troops and subjugated the land, but he 
makes no mention of who was defeated. He further obfuscates matters when 
he concludes by remarking that the kings and ministers of Tibet had to learn to 
bow humbly to Gushri Khan in 1642 [109b].
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The Dalai Lama attempts to convey a tone of neutrality among Buddhists. 
This tone is in stark contrast to the manner in which this series of events was 
perceived by others at the time and in the decades and centuries that followed. 
In the eyes of non–dGe lugs pas, Gushri Khan’s conquests and the ascendancy 
of the Dalai Lama as the paramount political force in the country were both 
permeated with sectarian agendas. Monasteries were seized and converted, 
land estates were reassigned to support dGe lugs institutions, the Karmapa was 
driven into exile, and the entire symbolic universe was reconfi gured to feature 
the institution of the Dalai Lama at its core.

The Fifth Dalai Lama wrote Song of the Queen of Spring in an attempt to 
infl uence the way people perceived these conquests soon after they took place. 
It would do no good for the dGe lugs pa alliance to win on the battlefi eld but 
then be unable to legitimize that victory, thus the imperative to fashion a nar-
rative that would be compelling in the court of public opinion. This fact goes 
a long way in explaining why the Dalai Lama rushed this historical work into 
print within a year of the 1642 victory. With an almost journalistic timeliness, 
he was compelled to shape perceptions in order to alter the course of events.

Yet the ideological split that the Dalai Lama was attempting to knit together 
remains in his text. He fi nds that he must address the essential partisan ques-
tion. In the closing pages of the text, he comments fl eetingly on the relation-
ship between members of the dGe lugs and bKa’ brgyud lineages:

Gushri Khan became king over the three regions of Tibet. . . . Even 
though he had a strong commitment to maintaining an earnest 
respect for all tenet systems without distinction, the Karmapa’s 
functionaries were unskilled in their behavior due to which the khan 
forcefully deployed forces up to the Kong po region in the east. [110a]

The Dalai Lama is careful not to blame the Karmapa himself, a fi gure as presti-
gious in the bKa’ brgyud school as the Dalai Lama was then for the dGe lugs pas. 
But he does try to legitimize Gushri Khan’s military action by portraying the people 
who surrounded the Karmapa as having behaved badly. The language is indirect 
and glosses over the real tensions, but he then attempts to fortify the notion that the 
khan is in the right by citing two additional prophecies legitimizing the Mongol.

In the concluding lines to the body of the text, he returns to a more explic-
itly pro–dGe lugs tone:

Because of taking birth as the receptacle of the three secrets, imbued 
with the nectar of compassion of the great Conqueror Tsong kha pa, 
[Gushri Khan] fulfi lls the qualities of a king who transforms with a 
golden wheel all aspects of religio-political government. [110a]
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The Fifth Dalai Lama skillfully narrates these events, shaping them to serve his 
own emerging agenda.

In the portions of the Song of the Queen of Spring examined here, the Dalai 
Lama does not explicitly employ the justifi cation that particular acts of violence 
ought to be understood as benefi cial and compassionate toward their target, 
but he makes such arguments elsewhere in the text.14 Thus, the reader of the 
text would have felt that there was some implication that Gushri Khan’s vio-
lence could be understood as a case of that sort. Still, the main thrust of the lan-
guage surrounding the khan is directed toward justifying his warfare by virtue 
of his identity as a righteous religious-warrior king, a man who is rhetorically 
connected to many of the most potent emblematic fi gures in the Indo-Tibetan 
symbolic universe: Śākyamuni Buddha, King Srong btsan sgam po, King Ge 
sar, and others. Each of these fi gures is a sovereign on a religious mission and 
a transcendent agent intent on furthering Buddhism. As such, each is com-
mitted to promoting Buddhism even if it involves the commission of sancti-
fi ed violence. In other words, because of who Gushri Khan is, his violence is 
justifi ed.

As Rupert Gethin argues, the reason that violence is forbidden for con-
ventional Buddhists is that it harms the agent mentally, fostering the very 
cognitive states that the practitioner seeks to overcome.15 Yet, in this text, the 
Dalai Lama is suggesting that highly advanced Buddhist yogins may be able to 
undertake acts of violence that serve salutary ends without themselves expe-
riencing affl ictive emotions. Under certain circumstances, cases of murder, 
suicide, self-sacrifi ce, warfare, and other types of violence may be regarded as 
legitimate within Buddhist discourse so long as they are carried out by people 
capable of undertaking them without generating harmful mental attitudes. The 
Dalai Lama seems to have something of this sort in mind when he glorifi es the 
many deeds of Gushri Khan that would, in another circumstance, be regarded 
as dreadful sins violating core Buddhist values. In the immediate aftermath of 
1642, this may be as much as the Dalai Lama felt he could achieve with this 
history.

As the fully articulated discourse took shape in the following decades, the 
Dalai Lama and his regent sDe srid Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho endeavored to 
create a stable social structure through their exertion of power; a signifi cant 
part of that effort was conducted through formulating a coherent paradigm. As 
Foucault points out:

What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the 
fact that it doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it 
traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, forms  knowledge, 
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produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive net-
work which runs through the whole social body, much more than as 
a negative instance whose function is repression.16

The discourse they eventually created went far beyond what could have been 
accomplished in 1643, when the Song of the Queen of Spring was written. In the 
more mature mythology that was to develop over the coming decades, the Dalai 
Lama and his last regent placed great emphasis on an identifi cation between 
the Dalai Lama lineage and Avalokiteśvara, the bodhisattva representing per-
fect compassion, whose special responsibility it is to protect and nurture Tibet. 
King Srong btsan sgam po, mentioned above as the sovereign responsible for 
introducing Buddhism to Tibet, is particularly important for followers of the 
oldest lineage of Tibetan Buddhism, the rNying ma school. He also stands as 
an icon of the religious and political unity of the Tibetan people that prevailed 
in the seventh century. It is little wonder then that King Srong btsan sgam po 
was seen as an emanation of the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara.

Thus, Srong btsan sgam po and other supposed incarnations are repeatedly 
associated with the Dalai Lama lineage. This connection is most notable in the 
fourth volume of the Fifth Dalai Lama’s biography, Good Silk Cloth, authored 
by the regent sDe srid Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho. The entirety of that volume is 
occupied with describing scores of previous incarnations of Avalokiteśvara in 
India and Tibet, leading up to and including accounts of the previous Dalai 
Lamas and culminating with a description of the last years of the fi fth member 
of that lineage. The tone of this text is magical and miraculous, and it is meant 
to transport the reader with tales of the continual kindness and perpetual pro-
tection of the compassionate bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, all in an effort to attri-
bute the most benefi cent associations to the Fifth Dalai Lama himself.17

Likewise, in the Fifth Dalai Lama’s Sealed and Secret Biography, there are 
dozens of references to his visionary encounters with both King Srong btsan 
sgam po and Avalokiteśvara. In addition, he records frequent dreams and appa-
ritions of Padmasaṃbhava (eighth century), the great shamanic yogin from 
India who is credited with subduing the indigenous spiritual forces in Tibet 
and turning them to the protection and support of Buddhism.18 Like King 
Srong btsan sgam po, Padmasaṃbhava is a tremendously signifi cant fi gure 
from the imperial period of Tibet, an era when Tibet was both powerful and 
united. The Fifth Dalai Lama’s interest in Padmasaṃbhava was a consequence 
of the Indian’s symbolic value, arising from his role in establishing Buddhism 
in Tibet. Additionally, the Dalai Lama was preoccupied with Padmasaṃbhava 
because of his personal devotional interest in the rNying ma school, with which 
that guru is most closely associated. The Dalai Lama had a variety of notable 
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rNying ma teachers, and he incorporated many rNying ma teachings into his 
own personal practice. In addition, he employed a broad range of rNying ma 
symbols, rituals, and narratives from the imperial period in the discourse he 
developed to justify his own evolving political role in post-1642 Tibet. That 
imagery was particularly potent for him because it harked back to a time that 
Tibetans regarded as religiously and politically unifi ed, when just and righ-
teous religious kings (chos rgyal, dharmarāja) ruled, and the rNying ma doctrine 
taught by Padmasaṃbhava prevailed.19

The appropriation of Avalokiteśvara was perhaps the most consequential 
dimension of the Dalai Lama’s evolving discourse. In the immediate aftermath 
of Gushri Khan’s military victory of 1642, the Dalai Lama seems to have had 
less political authority than either his regent bSod nams Chos 'phel or Gushri 
Khan. Yet, this began to shift as the mythology began to take hold:

One reason that between 1642 and 1653 the political power of only 
the Dalai Lama grew at the expense of the regent and the king may be 
considered to lie in the fact that this belief identifying the Dalai Lama 
as Avalokiteśvara gradually spread and gained wide acceptance.20

During the intervening period, the Dalai Lama frequently gave empowerments 
in the practice of Avalokiteśvara; he wrote biographies of the Third and Fourth 
Dalai Lamas, emphasizing themes that would fortify their identity as emana-
tions of that bodhisattva; and he sponsored the restoration of monasteries and 
temples connected with King Srong btsan sgam po.21

In 1645, construction was begun on the Potala Palace, the most com-
pelling architectural dimension of the emerging discourse. Named after 
Avalokiteśvara’s mountain home in South India, the hillside location was par-
ticularly meaningful for the narrative being developed because King Srong 
btsan sgam po had constructed a small palace there nine centuries before. The 
Potala was sanctifi ed to a degree by the restoration of an image said to have 
been used by the king in his devotions. This image had in the meanwhile made 
its way through the hands of many notables, including a period of time in Mon-
golian royal households. Gushri Khan arranged to have it returned to Tibet and 
to the hillside where Srong btsan sgam po had once dwelled.22 As intended, the 
literally awe-inspiring visage of the Potala Palace, which dominates the Lhasa 
Valley, would have struck visitors as an otherworldly and arresting expression 
of power, particularly once phase two of the construction was completed by 
the regent in the 1690s.23 The Dalai Lama fortifi ed his position of power also 
by insinuating his mythology into the ancient geomantic ideology of the val-
ley,24 by confi guring “a clearly defi ned group of guardian deities that protect 
the lineage,”25 and by projecting authority in the international arena.26 All of 
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these efforts were directed toward creating a discourse with the broadest appeal 
possible throughout Tibet.

These dimensions of the mature discourse took years to conceive, deploy, 
and implement before they had the effect of placating resentments and win-
ning allegiance. In the short term, just after the war, the Dalai Lama needed a 
way to soothe the most immediate opposition to the dGe lugs ascent to power. 
As the upstart and recently successful usurper of a stable government, the dGe 
lugs pas of the 1640s had an interest in representing the violence authored 
in their name as spiritually legitimized through the status of Gushri Khan as 
a bodhisattva. However, the dGe lugs pas of the 1670s and 1680s, by then in 
control of power themselves, were more concerned with promoting stability. 
Consequently, within this elaborate paradigm, the warfare that brought the 
dGe lugs pas to power began to be described in a new way. The later discourse 
pays greater attention to the types of concerns that are encountered in standard 
just-war theory, elaborated by both Christians and Muslims once they found 
a need to create governments. That is to say, the Dalai Lama and sDe srid 
Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho expended considerable efforts to represent the battles 
as being responsible reactions to others’ improper actions. Hence, it is asserted 
and forcefully argued that the bKa’ brgyud pas were oppressing the dGe lugs 
pas, the gTsang pas were obstructing the Dalai Lamas, the Bon pos were attack-
ing dGe lugs interests, and so forth. These types of arguments are entirely 
absent from Song of the Queen of Spring. As the new dGe lugs discourse became 
a comprehensive legitimizing ideology, there would be no violence authorized 
merely by the charismatic identity of the agent performing it. Now, violence 
would be legitimized only if it were a response to just causes.

In the Dalai Lama’s earliest efforts to confi gure the warfare that had been 
prosecuted in his name, he tried to legitimize the disparities in power the war 
had revealed, and he tried to embed those disequlibriums in a political dis-
course that created new religious, social, and economic forms. In the mature 
discourse that he and his regent developed subsequently, they found that their 
initial successes had fashioned a new reality. This in turn summoned a new 
narrative about how power would be arranged. This new production of truth 
would occupy the balance of his life and would preoccupy his regent thereafter. 
With efforts that were architectural, linguistic, ritual, symbolic, and otherwise, 
they worked to solidify a new pattern of power relations that had been initiated 
by the war. Unfortunately for them, the very things they did to concretize this 
new narrative also set in motion forces that would eventually displace and over-
turn the pattern that the Dalai Lama had envisioned; thus, this account is just 
a snapshot in a genealogy of power.
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The second conversion of the Mongols to Buddhism took place in the 
latter part of the sixteenth century. Since then until the fi rst decades of 
the twentieth century, Mongolian Buddhist khans, nobles, and 
Buddhist monastics engaged more than once in acts of violence on 
behalf of their Buddhist faith. Their acts of violence manifested in 
various ways: the forceful replacement of Shamanism with Buddhism 
as a state religion, engagement in Buddhist sectarian wars, the 
implementation of harsh penal systems, and so on. The fi rst violent 
action took place when the Khutukhtu Setsen Khung Taiji (1540–
1586), the ruler of the Ordos Mongols, along with his relative Altan 
Khan (1508–1582), the ruler of Tümeds, initiated the Mongols’ 
conversion to Tibetan dGe lugs pa Buddhism and then attempted to 
institutionalize it among the southwestern Mongols. He did this by 
mercilessly vanquishing Mongolian shamans, burning shamanic 
spirit fi gurines (onghons), and introducing severe penalties, ranging 
from the confi scation of people’s entire property to exile or execution.

Those who demonstrated irreverence for Buddhist monks or 
who continued to perform the native funerary practices of blood 
sacrifi ce, to sponsor shamanic performances, or to make shamanic 
blood offerings on the fi rst, eighth, and fi fteenth days of a month 
were subjected to brutal punishments or executed. Setsen Khung 
Taiji published decrees requiring that, in every household, shamanic 
spirit fi gurines be replaced with six-armed Mahākālas and animal 
sacrifi ces be replaced with bloodless offerings, fasting, and alms 
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giving. His use of harsh force in implementing this exclusivist policy was based 
on his political aspirations. He sought to reestablish the dual governance of the 
Buddhist church and the state as it once existed in the relations between Qubi-
lai Khan (1215–1294) and his imperial preceptor (guoshi), ‘Phags pa Bla ma of 
the Tibetan Sakya order.

To revive this principle of dual governance, which had pervaded the Mon-
golian political mentality of the earlier dynasty, Setsen Khung Taiji initiated 
Altan Khan’s conversion to Tibetan Buddhism and Altan Khan’s meeting with 
the high-ranking Tibetan dGe lugs pa lama, bSod nams rGya mtsho, who con-
ferred upon Altan Khan the title of “universal emperor” (Skt. cakravartin). He 
also declared Altan Khan to be an incarnation of Qubilai Khan. Due to these 
two acts, bSod nams rGya mtsho was able to link Altan Khan (who lacked 
genealogical connection with the Golden Clan of Chinggis Khan) to Chinggis’s 
lineage and to legitimize Altan Khan’s power.

Likewise, in order to sanction the dual political enterprise by means of the 
imperial Mongolian past, Khutukhtu Setsen Khung Taiji brought to light and 
edited the White History of the Tenfold Virtuous Dharma (Arban Buyantu Nom-un 

Chagaan Teükei), which he dated to the late thirteenth century and attributed to 
Qubilai Khan. The White History gives an account of the policy of dual law as 
initially implemented in India, then brought into Tibet, and ultimately intro-
duced in Mongolia in the thirteenth century by Qubilai Khan on the initiative 
of his imperial preceptor, ‘Phags pa Bla ma. It traces the Buddhist governance 
based on the principle of dual law among the Mongols to Chinggis Khan him-
self, whom it characterizes as a consummate follower of the Buddha Dharma. 
This characterization illustrated the desire of the newly converted Mongolian 
Buddhist nobility for the unifi cation of the church and state, which viewed 
Qubilai Khan and ‘Phags pa Bla ma as personifi cations of the unifi ed civil and 
religious rules. In advocating governance based on the principle of dual law, 
The White History points to the indestructibility of the dual law by comparing 
Buddhist teachings to a silken knot that cannot be loosened and the laws of the 
khan to a golden yoke that cannot be crushed. Thus, where the law is endur-
ing, the Dharma and the State will be lasting. Urging rulers to eradicate those 
antagonistic to the Dharma, the White History provided Khutukhtu  Setsen 
Khung Taiji and Altan Khan with justifi cation for eliminating the shamans 
who performed forbidden blood rituals, as well as those who sponsored them. 
While justifying his violence against those engaging in shamanic practices in 
light of ‘Phags pa’s guidance on building an empire based upon fi rm Bud-
dhist principles, Setsen Khung Taiji conveniently ignored ‘Phags pa’s instruc-
tions, provided in Explanation of the Subject of Cognition (Shes bya rab gsal). 
Explanation of the Subject of Cognition was composed in 1278 at the request of 
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Qubilai Khan’s son Jingim. In Advice to the Prince Jibigtemür, the So-called Jewel 

Rosary (Tib. rGyal bu ji big de mur la gdam du byas nor bu’i phren ba),1 ‘Phags 
pa appealed for the abolishment of capital punishment. He asserted: “He who 
washes out dirt from his cloth is wise, but not he who burns it along with the 
dirt.”2 In addition, Explanation of the Subject of Cognition encouraged Qubilai 
Khan not to resort to violence, on the grounds that violence is never effective in 
strengthening royal power.3

By ignoring this advice and implementing the aforementioned measures, 
Setsen Khung Taiji and Altan Khan set an example for other Mongol rulers. 
Appropriating the titles of cakravartins and dharmarājas, they subsequently 
attempted to restore the principle of dual governance whenever they saw a need 
to consolidate their power, because the principle enabled them to justify using 
violent methods in their struggle for political centralization and religious uni-
fi cation. Indeed, the White History advises state administrators to protect the 
Dharma and the state by implementing harsh measures when needed:

If a monk breaks his precepts, disrobe him. Tie his hands tightly 
and paint his face with ink. Place a black fl ag on his head. Put a rope 
around him and beat him with a golden stick on his buttocks. Then 
take him around the temple clockwise three times. Afterwards, ban-
ish him to a faraway place.

If one steals, blind his eyes. If one tells a lie, cut his tongue. If one 
injures the state, take his life.

For a common person, a kingdom is like a black sword. When a 
khan passes away, free all prisoners as [a sign of ] mercy. Afterwards, 
if someone commits a crime, imprison him. There are three kinds 
of prisoners who will not be set free: one who killed his spiritual 
mentor, one who drew blood from the Buddha’s body out of harmful 
intention, and one who harmed the state out of poisonous intentions. 
Those who committed any of these [crimes] will not have room in, 
this and another world.4

While the author of the White History perceived punishment for unforgivable 
crimes as deserved retribution, he considered other forms of punishment to 
be preventive measures—means of facilitating the prosperity of the Buddha 
Dharma and the state.

The ideas expounded in the White History echoed in the fi rst Mongol law, 
the Altan Khan’s Law (Altan Khany Tsaaz). The Altan Khan’s praises the khan 
as the victorious, supreme ruler, an incarnation of the bodhisattva Āryabala 
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(Avalokiteśvara), and a protector and pacifi er of all beings within the six realms 
of existence. It speaks of Altan Khan’s implementation of the dual law as a 
unifi cation of the indestructible vajra and the Golden Yoke. The Altan Khan’s 

Law regards this unifi cation as the khan’s means of facilitating the invincibil-
ity of the state and as his method of revealing and teaching the path of peace 
to the beings living in the deep darkness of ignorance, who are acquiring sin 
and neglecting virtue. This view served Altan Khan in two ways: fi rst, it justi-
fi ed the forceful conversion of his Tümeds to Buddhism; second, it justifi ed 
implementing harsh penalties upon administrative leaders (and anyone else) 
who failed to uphold the dual law within his administrative unit. Altan Khan 
saw these penalties to be in conformity with those imposed by the dharmarāja, 
lord Yama himself.5

The later Mongolian author Tserenjav justifi ed this stand on punishment 
in his Notes on Important Words Selected for the Ordained and the Laity (early 
twentieth century).6 In this work, Tserenjav mentions a dialogue between a 
teacher and a disciple. The disciple asks the question, “How does one distin-
guish the teaching of the Buddha from that of the king’s State?” The teacher 
replies that the principle of abandoning one’s own ten non-virtues is the teach-
ing of the Buddha, while causing others to abandon the ten non-virtues is the 
teaching of the state. Hence, both strive for the same goal but use different 
methods. For this reason, dual governance is to be understood as a sharp dou-
ble-edged sword, whose two edges are the integrated state and religious laws 
that cut through the faults of a mundane life. It is evident that, for those who 
supported the principle of dual law, this type of integrated governance (one uti-
lizing the methods of inner, spiritual development and those of civil improve-
ment) was indispensable. It accomplished both the strengthening of the state 
and the spiritual purifi cation of the nation.

This view is also advocated in the work entitled The Pure Morality of People 
(Ard Tümnii Ariun Yoson), composed in 1923 by Darpa Pandita of Ar Khalkha. 
It is further expanded upon in the text composed by Miggiddorj (Mi bsKyod 
rDo rJe) called The Mirror That Perfects the Pure Morality of People (Tib. Sa 

mtha’i btzun gzugs ban snyoms las pa). According to these two texts, the public 
principles of state governance promote the moral discipline of the individual 
and of the nation as a whole; the two texts complement and support private reli-
gious practice, which aims at the elimination of one’s own mental affl ictions 
and the root of all social evils. Thus, the Buddhist principle of dual governance 
presumes that the pursuit of happiness depends as much on the common wel-
fare as on individual happiness; it thereby depends on the policies of the state. 
In lieu of this, it sees itself as a tool for achieving the social purpose of personal 
and common welfare. In accordance with these views on dual governance, 
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Buddhist legal theorists viewed punishment as having two principal aims: the 
moral regeneration of the person and the prevention of crime. If the aim of 
law is to make people virtuous, then it is permissible for the state to legislate 
against potentially dangerous or harmful actions, for the benefi t of those being 
coerced.

Khutukhtu Setsen Khung Taiji’s extreme measures against indigenous 
Mongolian practices conveyed the message that at times it is necessary for 
a Buddhist ruler to sanction acts of violence for the sake of establishing the 
Dharma and for securing the inner stability of the state. As attested in the codes 
of law instituted by later Mongolian rulers, this message echoed for a long time 
in the minds of Buddhist legislators and in the penal systems they established. 
Following the instructions given in the White History, which endorses the insti-
tutionalization of the Buddha Dharma and the enactment of fi rm laws by the 
khan, the Mongol rulers severely punished those who disobeyed their religious 
and secular ordinances.

This inculcation of virtue through legislation seems to contradict the view 
expressed in early Buddhist texts that laws come into existence when virtue 
among the people is in decline and when the Dharma deteriorates. For exam-
ple, in the Bhaddali sutta of the Majjhima Nikāya, the Buddha states that when 
the basis for moral defi lements manifests, it is time to lay down rules to ward 
off those taints—but not before an event occurs that requires the formula-
tion of an appropriate rule.7 Similarly, the later originators of Mongolian legal 
codes that inculcate virtue either implicitly or explicitly justifi ed their legisla-
tion and harsh punitive measures on the basis of moral degeneration among 
the Mongols.

Although a prohibition of shamanic practices continued into subsequent 
centuries, as evidenced in the Mongol-Oirat Code enacted in 1640, the earlier 
harsh penalties for those practices were reduced to more reasonable fi nes of 
animals. However, other brutal and gruesome punishments, either inherited 
from the past or introduced by Manchu rulers into the Mongolian penal sys-
tem, continued until 1921, when the Mongolian revolutionary government was 
formed. Most violent punishments were dispensed primarily for civil crimes, 
but brutal beatings were also legislated by the state for breaching Buddhist 
practices and etiquette. The harsh punishments prescribed in various penal 
codes were often justifi ed indirectly with opening eulogies to legislators, many 
of whom were recognized as high, incarnate lamas (khutukhtus) and living bud-
dhas (khuvilgans); they were praised for being accomplished in virtue and wis-
dom and for being endowed with unbiased compassion.

The punitive statutes instituted by Tüshetü Khan and other dignitaries of 
Khalkha in 1728 were inserted in the earlier version of “The Khalkha Regulations 
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of the Western Khüree” (Baruun Khüreenii Khalkh Juram). These statutes end 
with an explanation of the pure motivation and virtuous mindset in which they 
were enacted. The penal codes also often begin with prayers to the buddhas and 
bodhisattvas for the spiritual and social well-being of the nation because their 
authors intended to point out the virtue-centered character of the contents of 
the penal codes and of those who enacted them.8 There is a strong resemblance 
of these opening salutations and prayers to those in the more pronouncedly 
religious works of Buddhist literature dealing with subjects of philosophy, 
ritual, and the like. This resemblance suggests that the authors of these penal 
systems considered their work to be their sacred duty and their codes an exclu-
sive type of religious Buddhist text. Another possible reason behind this is that 
a virtue-centered punitive system requires trust in the ethical capacities of the 
khans and legislators dedicated to the Buddha Dharma, regardless of how cruel 
they may appear. Its virtuous character renders it as a just law; it also explains 
and justifi es the khan’s use of coercive and uncompromising power.

Mongol lawmakers assumed the role of protectors of the Buddha Dharma 
and the state, instituted measures that protected monastic properties, defi ned 
the positions and privileges of Buddhist clergy in society, and regulated the 
conduct of ordained Buddhists and their interactions with lay communities 
and state authorities. For example, according to the “Khalkha Regulations,” 
attacks on monasteries were punishable by exile and the confi scation of serfs if 
the offender was a nobleman. If the attacker was a commoner, however, pun-
ishments included the death penalty and confi scation of property. By legislat-
ing social and ritual practices that were in accordance with Buddhist teachings 
and monastic rules and by introducing penal measures for the infractions of 
both monks and laypeople, Mongolian legislators converted Buddhist teach-
ings and practices into state law.

Similarly, when the Manchu Qing dynasty conquered Mongolia in the 
seventeenth century, the Manchu rulers identifi ed their roles as Tantric cakra-

vartins and emanations of the dark-blue bodhisattva Mañjuśrı (whose icono-
graphic presentation appears in a semi-ferocious form). The Manchu rulers 
declared themselves to be the fervent guardians of Mongolian Buddhism. 
Under this pretense, they instituted the Mongolian Code of Laws (Mong. Mongol 

Tsaazyn Bichig, or Menggu Luli) in 1643, which underwent several revisions. It 
became increasingly harsh in regulating both secular and religious matters; 
under Emperor Qianlong’s rule (1736–1796), capital sentences and penal exiles 
increased and corporal punishments became widespread.

The traditional Mongolian form of bloodless execution consisted of break-
ing the person’s spine by bending it backward in the shape of a bow (khövchdön 

alakh) and subsequently strangling the person from behind. In addition, the 
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Manchu rulers applied two other forms of the death penalty not previously 
practiced among the Mongols: decapitation (tsavchin alakh) and cutting the cul-
prit’s body into pieces (ogtchin alakh). The property of those lawbreakers who 
were sentenced to one of these forms of execution would also be confi scated 
and their families enslaved and given as awards to others. The crimes for which 
the aforementioned death penalties were dispensed ranged from illegal sable 
hunting and illegal collecting or purchasing of ginseng, to intentional mur-
der, robbery, the theft of large herds, arson, the desecration of graves, a com-
moner’s intimate relations with a wife of a nobleman, and so on. In all cases 
that resulted in the death penalty, the fi nal decision was made by the imperial 
emanation of Mañjuśrı himself. His function in this matter resembled that of 
the lord Yama, who is depicted in the Saddharmasmṛtyupasthāna Sūtra as order-
ing his servants to mutilate and hack to pieces the body of the guilty party, who 
was destined to this type of karmic retribution. An appeal for a pardon or for a 
change of the capital sentence was successful only if the person sentenced to 
capital punishment was a wealthy nobleman; he could replace his death sen-
tence with a large fi ne, such as a herd of horses. During this period, juridi-
cal standardization of punitive measures was introduced into the Mongolian 
legal system. Two extant documents from this period, “Having the Red Cheek” 
(Ulaan Khatsart) and “Having the Broken Face” (Khugarkhai Nüürt), contain 
records of cases that attest to this fact and to the cruelty of the penal system at 
that time.

Following the fall of the Qing dynasty, the autonomous Mongolian Bogd 
Khan State was established in 1911. The Eighth Jebtsundamba Bogdo Gegeen 
ascended to the throne as absolute monarch and as the “Holder of the Power 
of the Church and State.” As the embodiment of dual governance, he held 
two seals: one for religious affairs and one for state affairs. The inscription 
on his seals for religious affairs read: “The Golden Seal of Jebtsundamba, the 
Disseminator of Dharma, the Bestower of Happiness to Sentient Beings, the 
Omniscient, and the Most Sublime.” The Laws and Regulations to Actually Fol-

low (Mong. Jinkhene Yavakh Dagaj Khuuly Dürem)9 were inaugurated by the 
order of the Eighth Jebtsundamba Khutukhtu in 1913. Under his auspices, the 
two types of execution previously introduced by Manchu rulers were replaced 
with execution by gun. However, armed attacks on monasteries and robberies 
in which the number of stolen animals exceeded twenty or thirty were still pun-
ishable by breaking the spine of the person who orchestrated the attack or rob-
bery. Likewise, other forms of legalized brutality continued in various forms 
of interrogation methods and punitive actions. For instance, there were nine 
types of torture inherited from the Qing period as legally sanctioned means of 
extracting a confession from the accused: (1) fl ogging with a stick for up to fi fty 
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times, (2) beating with a long club for up to a hundred times, (3) beating the 
face with shoe soles for up to forty times, (4) tying the hands together with a 
narrow and wet rope, (5) trampling on the accused as he knelt on sharp pieces 
of wood or broken stones with a round stick placed behind his knees, (6) tying 
the hands with a rope and suspending him from a ceiling, (7) bolting his arms 
and legs to a thick and long piece of wood, (8) burning designated areas of his 
back and thighs with a large stick of burning incense, and (9) crushing his 
hands and feet in a special device until they were permanently damaged. The 
extent of these tortures was carefully orchestrated to ensure that the accused 
would suffer enough to confess but would not die during the interrogation. 
However, oral histories and well-kept archives from this period inform us that 
it was not uncommon for a person subjected to these interrogation methods to 
die within a week after the tortures ended.10

In the case of litigations in which it was diffi cult to determine which of 
the contesting parties was telling the truth, both parties were subjected to the 
humiliating ritual called shakhaa, in which they were stripped naked and forced 
to crawl beneath objects considered by the Mongols to be inauspicious, such 
as women’s underwear stained by menstrual blood, fi lthy socks and other dirty 
clothing, discarded animal bones, and old, used ropes hanging on a string. The 
person whose body did not touch any of these objects was declared truthful; the 
other contestant was punished in accordance with the degree of his offense.

During this period of theocratic monarchy, other punishments for civil and 
religious infractions ranged from religious penances and fi nes in animals to 
harsh beatings and fl oggings, shackling in a cangue for up two years, burying a 
criminal in the ground while still alive, the exile of his entire family to southern 
China, the death penalty, forced labor, slavery, and so on. Recorded judicial 
cases from this period reveal that the judiciary administration, which consisted 
of lay and monastic nobles, was becoming increasingly biased in favor of the 
Mongolian nobility, whose punishments tended to be much lighter than those 
of commoners. They could be fi ned in animals, receive temporary salary cuts, 
and be demoted from offi cial posts in lieu of execution, beatings, and exile. The 
Russian ethnographer Pozdneyev, who visited Mongolia in the late nineteenth 
century, mentions a case in which a Mongol noble (taiji) punished one of his 
serf ’s sons for not making adequate progress in his studies as a Buddhist nov-
ice by tying him naked outside the tent during a winter night. When the boy 
died as a consequence, the nobleman was merely fi ned eighteen animals.11 
The same class-based bias was also common among ordained monks within 
monasteries. When, in the year 1920, lamas of Amarbayasgalant monastery 
fi led a collective complaint against their proctor for his cruel beatings, breaking 
lamas’ heads, drawing their blood, and penalizing them with unrealistic fi nes 
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for any trivial infraction, their complaints were ignored. After many lamas left 
the monastery, the proctor was merely demoted from his post.12

Other recorded cases reveal similar stories of high-ranking lamas from the 
families of nobles causing the deaths of lower-ranking monks who had been 
implicated in a theft. Lower-ranking monks were severely beaten or delivered 
to the Ministry of Affairs for execution if they stole an object belonging to the 
Jebtsundamba’s private treasury. Those who publicly showed their irreverence 
for the Jebtsundamba were put to death. The Jebtsundamba was already losing 
the respect of Mongols of all classes because of his vices and extravagant life-
style. As reported by Boryn Jambal, a lower-ranking monk at that time, the last 
such case occurred in 1921, just before the overthrow of the theocratic govern-
ment. A lama by the name of Damdinsüren was executed for calling the Eighth 
Jebtsundamba “a wretched Tibetan beggar who has wandered here.”13 Since 
in all cases of the death penalty, the fi nal decision was made by the Eighth 
Jebtsundamba, the Bestower of Happiness to All Sentient Beings, himself, it 
is safe to conclude that Damdinsüren’s death sentence was authorized by the 
Jebtsundamba as well.

Grigorri Efi movich, who visited Mongolia in the late nineteenth century, 
noticed that ordinary, lower-ranking monks were drafted into the military and 
border guard services while still wearing their monastic robes.14 The legal 
employment of monks in services requiring the use of weapons attests to the 
dual standard of the theocratic government. In 1913, the government enacted a 
state law that required monks to strictly follow monastic discipline; the govern-
ment authorized penalties for monks that included beatings, shackling into a 
cangue, and animal fi nes for such “crimes” as letting their hair grow, wearing 
layman’s clothing, consuming alcohol, gambling, leaving their monastic quar-
ters without a designated permit, receiving women into their living quarters, 
and so forth.

All of the aforementioned cruel policies and unfair judicial practices of the 
theocratic government became crucial factors in its demise. Newly emerging 
political forces in the country were able to use these cruel and unfair practices 
as propaganda against the current theocratic form of governance. During the 
Eighth Jebtsundamba’s lifetime, as soon as the provisional people’s govern-
ment was formed, it implemented the separation of the Buddhist church from 
the state; in addition, it abolished corporal tortures and punishments, serfdom, 
slavery, and the institution of a standing army.

The extremely harsh punitive measures that the Mongolian and Manchu 
cakravartins implemented made them quite dissimilar to the Indian Mahāyāna 
ideal of righteous and merciful kings of Dharma, custodians of the peaceful 
Dharma-cakra. They were more similar to Indra of the Vedas, the irresistible 
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warrior and monarch who dispensed his authority by fi erce means. Indra 
attained universal sovereignty by might and power, uncompromisingly annihi-
lating his enemies with his dreadful cakra. Like Ge Sar (Mong. Geser), who was 
considered an incarnation of the god Indra in one of the Mongolian versions 
of the Ge Sar epic, Mongols and Manchus were intent on annihilating those 
whom they regarded as enemies of good.

By implementing fi erce penal systems in order to maintain inner stabil-
ity in their kingdoms and empires, the Mongol and Manchu methods of rul-
ing strongly resembled that of the Indian Brahmanic conception of kingship, 
which was often argued against and was contrasted with the Buddhist concept 
of kingship in Indian Buddhist Pāli and Sanskrit sources. However, it was not 
the teachings of the dharmaśāstras that Mongol or Manchu rulers tried to emu-
late, but the Golden Light Sūtra (Skt. Saddharma Prabhāsottama Sūtra), which 
attributes divine origins to earthly kings and insists on the loyalty of their sub-
jects. This means of legitimating their sovereignty appealed to the Manchu 
and Mongol rulers. Therefore, it was not by accident that Altan Khan, when he 
initiated the conversion of southern Mongols to Buddhism, ordered the fi rst 
block printing of this sūtra in Mongolia; he was the fi rst Mongol khan to ritually 
sanctify it in the manner that Buddhist statues were sanctifi ed.

Certain sūtras of the Nikāyas15 merely endorsed the attempts made by sec-
ular authorities to prevent crime by economic measures and to rehabilitate 
criminals. In contrast, the Golden Light Sūtra, like several other Mahāyāna 
sources, encourages a king not to overlook evil deeds but to punish the 
wrongdoers. However, among the Mahāyāna sources dealing with the topic 
of kingship, The Golden Light Sūtra is perhaps the most adamant about the 
king’s duty to destroy evil deeds and infl ict penalties on the evildoers in con-
formity with their crimes. If a king were to ignore any evil deed and neglect 
his royal duty, lawlessness and wickedness would increase, unfavorable aster-
isms and planets would rule, meteor showers would fall, evil demons would 
arise, and natural disasters, diseases, and foreign armies would ruin his king-
dom. Likewise, the chief gods in the Trayaṃstriṃśa heaven would become 
wrathful, because the king’s neglect of duty would cause their dwellings to 
burn. Therefore, the king would be separated from his loved ones and eventu-
ally become lawless himself. A king’s duty to punish evildoers and to reward 
those who do well exemplifi es the consequences of good and bad actions; 
therefore, a king’s lawlessness would undermine the universal law of karma 
and consequently disturb the laws of nature in the cosmos.16 Thus, the Golden 

Light Sūtra advocates a conceptual overlap between law and morality—the 
idea that there are necessary moral constraints on the content of the law, 
which makes the law just.
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It is unlike certain Mahāyāna sources (such as Daśacakra Mahāyāna Sūtra, 
Nāgārjuna’s Rājaparikathāratnamālā, and others), which argue for a fair and 
compassionate penal system based on the king’s paternal sentiments for his 
subjects, one that excludes capital punishment, mutilation, or injury to the 
offender’s sense faculties.17 Rather, the Golden Light Sūtra does not specify the 
punishments that a Buddhist king may or may not apply; it leaves room for 
multiple interpretations concerning the degrees of punishments the ruler may 
implement in his task of upholding the law. It indirectly suggests that punish-
ment enforces not only the law of a given society but also the laws of nature. 
For these reasons, the Inner Mongolian author Rashipuntsag (Rashipung-
sug) referred to the Golden Light Sūtra in his work Crystal Rosary (Bolor Erikhe, 
1774–1775), declaring that Dharma laws do not prevent one from punishing 
criminals. He argued against Confucians who claimed that the state could be 
ruled only by means of secular laws because the law of Dharma was too weak 
to punish criminals, because it advocates compassion.18

In many ways, the Golden Light Sūtra’s description of the consequences of 
a king’s failure to uphold the law resembles those provided in the dharmaśāstras 
and the Mahābhārata. This resemblance suggests a possible common inspira-
tion for these texts, one whose infl uence extended as far as Inner Asia and 
which facilitated the justifi cation of various forms of penal violence by Mongol 
and Manchu khans.

In conclusion, one could say that the justifi cation for various forms of penal 
violence on the part of Mongolian Buddhist lawmakers and their apologists rests 
in part on the presupposition that the offender (to some extent) had the free-
dom to make moral decisions to commit his offense and was therefore morally 
responsible for breaking the law. If the offender did not have freedom in mak-
ing moral decisions, it would be impossible to prevent his future crimes through 
deterrence based on fear of punishment or through moral  rehabilitation—in 
which case, a penal system would be useless. Thus, Mongolian Buddhist law-
makers and their apologists implicitly suggest that the Buddhist view of an indi-
vidual’s actions, antecedent choices, and decisions (as the effects of particular 
causal chains) does not entail that the individual’s actions are determined by 
their causes and conditions, but are only made probable by them.
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This chapter marks a signifi cant departure in approach from those of 
my colleagues. That is to say, in addition to introducing yet another 
example of Buddhist involvement in war and violence, in this case 
the concept of “soldier-Zen” in Japan during the Asia-Pacifi c War, 
I critique this involvement on the basis of what are generally 
recognized as the core teachings of Buddhism. Controversially to be 
sure, I come to the conclusion that, by virtue of its fervent if not 
fanatical support of Japanese militarism, the Zen school, both Rinzai 
and Sōtō, so grievously violated Buddhism’s fundamental tenets that 
the school was no longer an authentic expression of the 
Buddhadharma.

I am well aware that, in adopting such a stance, I expose myself 
to the charge that I have left the realm of “objective scholarship” to 
pursue a partisan agenda. In one sense, that charge is accurate: I do 
indeed seek to provoke debate among Buddhist scholars and 
practitioners as to what the Buddhist position is with regard to the 
use of violence. Should I seem to adopt an extreme position in what 
follows, it is not for the purpose of establishing some form of “pure” 
Buddhism. Rather, it is my hope that those who disagree will 
subsequently put forth their own understandings of the narrowly 
focused, yet critically important, issues I raise.

As this book makes abundantly clear, the historic connection 
between Buddhism and violence is not limited to any one time or 
country. As in the case of other world religions, it is, sadly, an 
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evergreen phenomenon. How many, if any, of the world’s major religions can 
be said to have seriously refl ected on, let alone overcome, their long-standing 
connection to religiously sanctioned violence?

As for Buddhism, I am reminded of an academic conference I attended where 
a presentation was made on the alleged faith-healing powers of a contemporary 
female Zen master. When the question was subsequently raised as to whether 
faith healing was an authentic expression of the Buddhadharma, the presenter 
stated that, inasmuch as the benefi ciary of the healing was a Buddhist layperson 
who believed it to be so, who are we, as scholars, to question its authenticity?

If the claim is made that whatever those who identify themselves as Bud-
dhists believe or do is in fact Buddhism, then Buddhological critiques such as 
this one have no place in the academy. That is to say, because those Buddhist 
believers in faith healing (or Japanese militarism) were convinced that their 
actions were in full accord with the Buddhadharma, what right do scholars have 
to question their claim?

In stark contrast to the preceding is the following statement made by Haka-
maya Noriaki, a Sōtō Zen scholar at Komazawa University: “[True Buddhists] 
must draw a sharp distinction between Buddhist teachings and anti-Buddhist 
teachings, using both intellect and language to denounce the latter.”1 Haka-
maya and his colleague Matsumoto Shirō are leaders of the Critical Buddhism 
(Hihan Bukkyō) movement. Hakamaya goes on to critique institutional Bud-
dhism’s collaboration with Japanese militarism:

One must never allow oneself to be reduced to a mere physical entity. 
Instead, the intellect must be used to its utmost to clearly distin-
guish what is right, and words used to their utmost to criticize what 
is wrong. I believe this is the way in which faith becomes an activity 
opposed to war.2

This chapter is based on the premise that there are indeed times when it is 
necessary for scholars as well as practitioners to “draw a sharp distinction between 
Buddhist teachings and anti-Buddhist teachings.” Once again, I invite those who 
disagree with this premise to put forth their own arguments to the contrary. My 
only request or hope is that, when counterarguments are made, they are grounded 
in core Buddhist beliefs rather than in the personal prejudices of the author.

Background to Soldier-Zen

In seeking to understand soldier-Zen, it is important to recognize that this 
term is but one historical expression of a much broader phenomenon, i.e., the 
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fanatically pro-militarist ideology of numerous leading Zen masters and schol-
ars, as well as their lay and clerical disciples, prior to and during the Asia-Pacifi c 
War. I have chosen the term soldier-Zen to represent this much larger body of 
discourse although, due to limited space, I can but introduce a small fraction of 
the ideology associated with this term. Those readers wishing a more detailed 
description are advised to read my two books Zen at War and Zen War Stories.3 
On the other hand, those who have already read Zen at War may wish to skip 
over this section.

Soldier-Zen is most closely associated with Lt. Col. Sugimoto Gorō (1900–
1937). According to Rinzai Zen master Yamazaki Ekijū (1882–1961), Sugimoto 
once said:

The Zen that I do is . . . soldier-Zen [gunjin-Zen]. The reason that Zen 
is important for soldiers is that all Japanese, especially soldiers, must 
live in the spirit of the unity of sovereign and subjects, eliminating 
their ego and getting rid of their self. It is exactly the awakening to 
the nothingness [mu] of Zen that is the fundamental spirit of the 
unity of sovereign and subjects. Through my practice of Zen I am 
able to get rid of my ego. In facilitating the accomplishment of this, 
Zen becomes, as it is, the true spirit of the Imperial military.4

On September 14, 1937, Sugimoto was mortally wounded on the battlefi eld 
in China’s Shanxi province. While Sugimoto was in every sense a good soldier 
and offi cer, what made him stand out from his peers were three elements: 
(1) his total and absolute reverence and loyalty to the emperor, (2) his many 
years of Zen practice, and (3) his writings, posthumously published under the 
title Taigi (Great Duty), describing the same sentiments.

What is of interest here is Sugimoto and his Zen master’s understanding 
of (Zen) Buddhism. As Sugimoto’s following comments on the emperor make 
clear, his understanding of Zen “selfl essness” was at the heart of his entire 
ideology:

The emperor is identical with the Great [Sun] Goddess Amaterasu. 
He is the supreme and only God of the universe, the supreme 
sovereign of the universe. All of the many components [of a coun-
try] including such things as its laws and constitution, its religion, 
ethics, learning, art, etc. are expedient means by which to promote 
unity with the emperor. That is to say, the greatest mission of these 
components is to promote an awareness of the non-existence of the 
self and the absolute nature of the emperor. Because of the non-
existence of the self everything in the universe is a manifestation of 
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the emperor . . . including even the insect chirping in the hedge, or the 
gentle spring breeze. . . . 

This great awareness will clearly manifest itself at the time you 
discard secular values and recognize that the emperor is the highest 
supreme value for all eternity. If, on the other hand, your ultimate 
goal is eternal happiness for yourself and salvation of your soul, the 
emperor becomes a means to an end and is no longer the highest 
being. If there is a difference in the degree of your reverence for the 
emperor based on your learning, occupation, or living conditions, 
then you are a self-centered person. Seeking nothing at all, you 
should simply completely discard both body and mind, and unite 
with the emperor.5

According to Sugimoto, even Buddha Śākyamuni was a model for emperor 
worship:

When Śākyamuni sat in meditation beneath the Bodhi tree in order 
to see into his true nature, he had to fi ght with an army of innumer-
able demons. Those who rush forward to save the empire are truly 
great men as he was, pathfi nders who sacrifi ce themselves for the 
emperor.6

Sugimoto went on to quote the Nirvāṇa Sūtra on the importance of “pro-
tecting the true Dharma by grasping swords and other weapons.” He claimed, 
“The highest and only true Dharma in the world exists within the emperor.” 
Likewise, he quoted the same sūtra on the need to “keep the [Buddhist] pre-
cepts.” Putting this all together, he concluded, “Everyone in the world should 
grasp swords and other weapons to reverently protect the emperor. This is the 
world’s highest keeping of the precepts, the highest morality, and the highest 
religion.”7

And what of Buddhist compassion? According to Sugimoto:

The wars of the empire are sacred wars. They are holy wars. They 
are the [Buddhist] practice [gyō] of great compassion [daijihishin]. 
Therefore the Imperial military must consist of holy offi cers and holy 
soldiers.8

As for Zen, Sugimoto said:

If you wish to penetrate the true meaning of “Great Duty,” the fi rst 
thing you should do is to embrace the teachings of Zen and discard 
self-attachment.9
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As to why self-attachment should be discarded, Sugimoto explained:

War is moral training for not only the individual but for the entire 
world. It consists of the extinction of self-seeking and the destruction 
of self-preservation. It is only those without self-attachment who are 
able to revere the emperor absolutely.10

Sugimoto also found inspiration for his beliefs in the teachings of some 
of Zen’s greatest masters. For example, he wrote about Dōgen, the thirteenth-
century founder of the Sōtō Zen sect in Japan, as follows:

Zen Master Dōgen said, “To study the Buddha Dharma is to study 
the self. To study the self is to forget the self.” To forget the self 
means to discard both body and mind. To discard beyond discarding, 
to discard until there is nothing left to discard. . . . This is called reach-
ing the Great Way in which there is no doubt. This is the Great Law 
of the universe. In this way the great spirit of the highest righteous-
ness and the purest of the pure manifests itself in the individual. 
This is the unity of the Sovereign and his subjects, the origin of faith 
in the emperor.11

Sugimoto was equally ready to enlist one of the greatest Chinese Chan (Zen) 
masters in his cause. About Nan-ch’üan P’u-yüan (748–834), he wrote:

An ancient master [Nan-ch’üan] said, “One’s ordinary mind is the 
Way.” . . . In the spring there are hundreds of fl owers, and in the fall, 
the moon. In the summer there are cool breezes, and in the winter, 
snow. Laying down one’s life in order to destroy the rebels is one’s 
ordinary mind. If one does not fall victim to an idle mind, this is truly 
the practice of Great Duty. It is this that must be called the essence of 
faith in the emperor.12

Sugimoto subsequently went on to add that “sacrifi cing oneself for the emperor 
is one’s ordinary mind.” Further, those who possess this mind are “true Impe-
rial subjects.”13

Sugimoto devoted an entire chapter (chapter 20) to the question of “life 
and death.” In the best Zen fashion, he noted, “Life and death are identical.” As 
to how one comes to this realization, he stated, “It is achieved by abandoning 
both body and mind, by extinguishing the self.”14 While the preceding appears 
to be orthodox Zen teaching, Sugimoto added:

Warriors who sacrifi ce their lives for the emperor will not die, but live 
forever. Truly, they should be called gods and Buddhas for whom there 
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figure 5.1 Zen-trained Lt. Col. Sugimoto Gorō, a “god of war.” Photo provided by 
Brian D. Victoria.
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is no life or death. . . . Where there is absolute loyalty there is no life or 
death. Where there is life and death there is no absolute loyalty. When 
a person talks of his view of life and death, that person has not yet 
become pure in heart. He has not yet abandoned body and mind. In 
pure loyalty there is no life or death. Simply live in pure loyalty!15

While it might be argued that Sugimoto’s understanding of Buddhism and 
Zen was no more than one ultranationalist’s willful distortion of these tradi-
tions, the same cannot be as easily said of Yamazaki Ekijū, chief abbot of the 
Buttsūji branch of the Rinzai Zen sect and head of the entire sect at war’s end 
(1945–1946). In one sense, it is hardly surprising to fi nd Yamazaki lending 
his support to Sugimoto inasmuch as the latter had long been his lay disciple. 
Concretely, Yamazaki’s support took the form of a 104-page eulogy attached to 
the end of Sugimoto’s book. It began as follows:

I once said at a lecture I gave, “The faith of the Japanese people is a 
faith that should be centered on His Imperial Majesty, the emperor.” 
At that time Sugimoto said that he was in complete agreement 
with me. He then went on to add, “I had felt exactly as you do, but 
I had been unable to fi nd the right words to express it. Present-day 
religionists raise a fuss about the need for faith, but their faith is 
mistaken. Buddhists say that one should have faith in the Buddha, or 
Mahāvairocana, or Buddha Amita, but such faith is one that has been 
captured by religion. Japanese Buddhism must be centered on the 
emperor; for were it not, it would have no place in Japan, it would not 
be living Buddhism. Even Buddhism must conform to the national 
structure of Japan. The same holds true for Śākyamuni’s teachings.”

Sugimoto continued:

The Buddhist statues that are enshrined in temples should, properly 
speaking, have the emperor reverently enshrined in the center and 
such fi gures as Buddha Amita or Mahāvairocana at his sides. It is 
only the various branches of the Zen sect in Japan who have His 
Majesty enshrined in the center. . . . All of Japanese Buddhism should 
have His Majesty, the emperor, as their central object of worship.16

Yamazaki then proceeded to compare Sugimoto’s feelings of reverence for the 
emperor with his own. About himself, he stated:

For Japanese there is no such thing as sacrifi ce. Sacrifi ce means 
to totally annihilate one’s body on behalf of the Imperial state. The 
Japanese people, however, have been one with the emperor from 
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figure 5.2 A 1937 cartoon of a farmer pouring a bucket of nourishment entitled 
“religious spirit” on a tree entitled “Great Empire of Japan.” A symbol representing the 
Japanese emperor can be seen shining in the upper part of the tree. Photo provided by 
Brian D. Victoria.
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the beginning. In this place of absoluteness there is no sacrifi ce. In 
Japan, the relationship between His Majesty and the people is not 
relative but absolute.17

In comparing Sugimoto’s and Yamazaki’s attitudes toward the emperor, it 
can be said that they are absolutely identical in their absoluteness. It is hardly 
surprising to learn that Sugimoto, already a seasoned Zen practitioner when he 
fi rst met Yamazaki, went on to train an additional nine years under the latter’s 
guidance. With evident satisfaction in the level of realization of his lay disciple, 
Yamazaki quoted Sugimoto as once having said:

The national structure of Japan and Buddhism are identical with 
each other. In Buddhism, especially the Zen sect, there is repeated 
reference to the identity of body and mind. In order to realize this 
identity of the two it is necessary to undergo training with all one’s 
might and regardless of the sacrifi ce.

Furthermore, the essence of the unity of body and mind is to be 
found in egolessness. Japan is a country where the Sovereign and the 
people are identical. When Imperial subjects meld themselves into 
one with the August Mind [of the emperor], their original counte-
nance shines forth. The essence of the unity of the sovereign and 
the people is egolessness. Egolessness and self-extinction are most 
defi nitely not separate states. On the contrary, one comes to realize 
that they are identical with one other.18

The “egolessness” of which Sugimoto spoke is the well-known Japanese Zen 
term muga (lit. no-self ). In his book Zen and Japanese Culture, D. T. Suzuki 
identifi ed muga as being identical with not only musō (no-refl ection) and munen 
(no-thought), but also mushin (no-mind).19 About these latter terms, Suzuki 
had this to say:

Mushin [wu-hsin] or munen [wu-nien] is one of the most important 
ideas in Zen. It corresponds to the state of innocence enjoyed by the 
fi rst inhabitants of the Garden of Eden, or even to the mind of God 
when he was about to utter his fi at, “Let there be light.” Enō (Hui-
neng), the sixth patriarch of Zen, emphasizes munen (or mushin) as 
the most essential element in the study of Zen. When it is attained, a 
man becomes a Zen-man, and . . . also a perfect swordsman.20

Was Sugimoto, then, the “Zen-man” of whom Suzuki wrote? It is clear that 
Yamazaki believed he was. This master wrote:
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As far as the power of his practice of the Way is concerned, I believe 
he [Sugimoto] reached the point where there was no difference 
between him and the chief abbot of this or that branch [of Zen]. I 
think that when a person esteems practice, respects the Way, and 
thoroughly penetrates the self as he did, he could have become the 
teacher of other Zen practitioners. That is how accomplished he was. 
In my opinion his practice was complete.21

Further, as the following quote makes clear, Sugimoto was, for Yamazaki, the mod-
ern equivalent of Bodhidharma, the traditional, perhaps legendary, fi fth-century 
founder of the Zen sect in China: “Altogether Sugimoto practiced Zen for nearly 
twenty years. Bodhidharma practiced [meditation] facing the wall for nine years. 
Sugimoto’s penetrating zazen [seated meditation] was as excellent as that.”22

With all of his Zen training, what kind of soldier did Sugimoto actually 
become? Was he the “perfect swordsman” to whom Suzuki referred? About 
Sugimoto’s military prowess on the battlefi eld, Yamazaki wrote:

I don’t know what degree [of attainment] he had in Kendō [Way of the 
Sword], but it appears he was quite accomplished. . . . When he went 
to the battlefi eld it appears that he used the sword with consummate 
skill. . . . I believe he demonstrated the action that derives from the 
unity of Zen and the sword.23

Yamazaki also recorded the following conversation the two men had shortly 
before Sugimoto went off to fi ght in China for the fi rst time in 1931:

Sugimoto asked, “Master, what kind of understanding should I have 
in going over there?” I answered, “You are strong, and your unit is 
strong. Thus I think you will not fear a strong enemy. However, in 
the event you face a [numerically] small enemy, you must not despise 
them. You should recite the Prajñāparamitā Hṛdaya [Heart] Sūtra 
every day. This will insure good fortune on the battlefi eld for the 
Imperial military.”24

Yamazaki added that, when Sugimoto eventually returned safely from China, 
he reported, “I died once while I was in Tianjin.” About this, Yamazaki com-
mented, “Through the awareness Sugimoto achieved in becoming one with 
death, there was, I think, nothing he couldn’t achieve.”25

Finally, there is the question of Sugimoto’s death on the battlefi eld in 1937. 
Based on reports he received, Yamazaki described how Sugimoto had been 
leading his troops into battle when an enemy hand grenade landed behind him 
and exploded:
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A grenade fragment hit him in the left shoulder. He seemed to have 
fallen down but then got up again. Although he was standing, one 
could not hear his commands. He was no longer able to issue com-
mands with that husky voice of his. . . . Yet he was still standing, hold-
ing his sword in one hand as a prop. Both legs were slightly bent, and 
he was facing in an easterly direction [toward the imperial palace]. 
It appeared that he had saluted though his hand was now lowered 
to about the level of his mouth. The blood fl owing from his mouth 
covered his watch.26

In Yamazaki’s mind, at least, this was his lay disciple’s fi nest moment—the 
moment when he most clearly displayed the power that is to be gained by those 
who practice Zen. That is to say, Sugimoto had died standing up. As the master 
explained:

In the past it was considered to be the true appearance of a Zen priest 
to pass away while doing zazen. Those who were completely and 
thoroughly enlightened, however, . . . could die calmly in a standing 
position. . . . The reason this was possible was due to samādhi power 
[ jōriki].27

The technical term samādhi refers to the concentrated state of mind, i.e., 
the mental one-pointedness, that is achieved through the practice of zazen. It 
was about this meditation-derived power that D. T. Suzuki and other Zen lead-
ers had written so often. Together with Yamazaki, they were all in agreement 
that Zen was the fountainhead of this power, a power that was available to 
Japanese warriors both past and present. Sugimoto’s life and, most especially, 
his death were living proof of its effectiveness in battle.

At last, Yamazaki was ready to complete his eulogy of Sugimoto. He did 
so as follows:

To the last second Sugimoto was a man whose speech and actions 
were at one with each other. When he saluted and faced the east, 
there is no doubt that he also shouted, “May His Majesty, the 
emperor, live for 10,000 years!” [Tennō-heika Banzai]. It is for this 
reason that his was the radiant ending of an Imperial soldier. Not 
only that, but his excellent appearance should be a model for future 
generations of someone who lived in Zen. . . .

Although it can be said that his life of thirty-eight years was all too 
short, for someone who has truly obtained samādhi power, there is 
no question of a long or short period. The great, true appearance of 
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Sugimoto Gorō was of someone who had united with emptiness, 
embodying total loyalty [to the emperor] and service to the state. I am 
convinced he is one of those who should he be reborn seven times 
over, would reverently work to destroy the enemies of the emperor. 
(Written on the 11th of February of the 2,598th year of the imperial 
reign) [i.e., 1938]28

Although the preceding words mark the end of Sugimoto’s book Taigi, 
these words by no means mark the end of the infl uence that his writings (and 
those of his Zen master) were to have on the Japanese people, especially its 
youth. As Yamazaki hoped, Sugimoto was celebrated in both the Rinzai and 
Sōtō sects as the model of a military fi gure thoroughly imbued with the Zen 
spirit. That is to say, he had become a “military god” (gunshin).

But was this (Zen) Buddhism?

Where Did the Zen School “Go Wrong”?

The siren call of soldier-Zen, like its predecessor “samurai-Zen,” was the prom-
ise it offered of self-transcendence. This was the goal that Sugimoto had in 
mind when he identifi ed Zen as “the true spirit of the Imperial military,” for 
his practice of Zen had enabled him, or so he believed, to rid himself of, i.e., 
transcend, his own ego.

On the surface, such transcendence appeared to be Buddhist in nature 
because it called on the warrior or soldier to transcend attachment to his per-
sonal well-being. Having accomplished this, he was next called upon to sac-
rifi ce himself for the well-being of the ruler(s) of his fi efdom (in premodern 
Japan) or of the nation-state (in modern Japan). Is this not the stuff of which 
“heroes” are made in any culture? Is this not fundamentally the same value sys-
tem that underlies the West Point Military Academy’s creed of “Duty, Honor, 
Country”?

In the Buddhadharma, however, inherent compassion is not limited to 
one’s own group or nation, no matter how small or large that may be. In the 
Buddhadharma, there is ultimately only one group—the group of all beings up 
to and including the very cosmos itself. To purposely infl ict pain and suffering, 
let alone death, on one segment of beings under the guise of benefi ting another 
part, however defi ned, can never be part of a Buddhism rooted in the teachings 
of its founder. In explaining the four practices of a bodhisattva, Dōgen wrote:

The foolish believe that their own interests will suffer if they put 
the benefi t of others fi rst. They are wrong, however. Benevolence is 
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all-encompassing, equally benefi ting oneself and others. . . . With the 
passage of time both self and others become one.29

A bodhisattva in the Mahāyāna tradition knows full well the diffi culties of 
practicing, or implementing, the Buddha way even in the best of worlds. Fur-
thermore, a bodhisattva is deeply aware (or ought to be aware) that a nation rep-
resents nothing more (or less) than the collective ego of its citizens. The engaged 
Buddhist scholar David Loy coined the word “wego” to refer to this latter entity, 
noting that “nationalism is a powerful institutional version of such a group 
wego-self.”30 Taking advantage of wego, a nation’s leaders constantly seek to 
utilize the patriotic and altruistic feelings of its citizens in the pursuit of poli-
cies of aggrandizement that they claim to be “in the national interest.”

In a world that is today dominated by nations, corporations, and individu-
als, each looking out for number one, it can be argued that “put[ting] the ben-
efi t of others fi rst” is anachronistic at best, if not impossible or even downright 
suicidal. Nevertheless, a bodhisattva vows to do so. Foolishness? Perhaps. But 
foolish or not, this does not alter the fact that this is the teaching of the Buddha-

dharma, at least according to the Mahāyāna school.
Should there be Zen adherents like Sugimoto, Yamazaki, and their like 

who are unwilling or unable to adhere to this foolishness, they have every right 
to start a religion of their own, with all the war-affi rming doctrines and prac-
tices they care to have. But at the very least, intellectual honesty and personal 
integrity should demand that they acknowledge that such a faith would have 
nothing to do with Buddhism—that such a faith would, in fact, be a clear denial 
of its core teachings.

The Non-Self in Action

Sugimoto was not content with using his practice of Zen merely to rid himself 
of his ego. As a corollary, he further strived to embrace the state of egolessness 
(J. muga). As the reader will recall, Sugimoto asserted, “The essence of the unity 
of the sovereign and the people is egolessness. Egolessness and self-extinction 
are most defi nitely not separate states. On the contrary, one comes to realize 
that they are identical with one other.” Here the question must be asked, is 
muga (at least as understood in the Zen school) Buddhist? At fi rst glance, the 
answer appears self-evident, for wasn’t the doctrine of anātman one of Buddha 
Śākyamuni’s core teachings? While this is undeniable, the question must still 
be asked whether muga or even the typical English translations, “no-self ” or 
“non-self,” are accurate translations of the Sanskrit term.
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Controversially to be sure, I suggest that these translations are fundamentally 
fl awed, for ātman does not simply mean “self ” but an eternal, unchanging self or 
soul. Buddha Śākyamuni sought to deny the belief that the self was eternal, not that 
you and I, as temporary psychophysical personalities, don’t exist in the conven-
tional sense. As the well-known Buddhist scholar-priest Walpola Rahula noted:

According to the Buddha’s teaching, it is as wrong to hold the opin-
ion “I have no self ” (which is the annihilationist theory) as to hold 
the opinion “I have a self.” Why? What we call “I,” or “being” is only 
a combination of physical and mental aggregates, which are working 
together interdependently in a fl ux of momentary change within the 
law of cause and effect. . . . there is nothing permanent, everlasting, 
unchanging and eternal in the whole of existence.31

If the above comments seem obvious to even beginning students of Buddhism, 
they were, sadly, not obvious to proponents of samurai-Zen like the famous Rinzai 
Zen master Takuan (1573–1645). Addressing his patron, the highly accomplished 
swordsman Yagyū Tajima no Kami Munenori (1571–1646), Takuan wrote:

The uplifted sword has no will of its own, it is all of emptiness. It is 
like a fl ash of lightning. The man who is about to be struck down is 
also of emptiness, and so is the one who wields the sword. None of 
them are possessed of a mind that has any substantiality. As each of 
them is of emptiness and has no “mind” [kokoro], the striking man is 
not a man, the sword in his hands is not a sword, and the “I” who is 
about to be struck down is like the splitting of the spring breeze in a 
fl ash of lightning.32

In Takuan, we have a priest, who even today epitomizes Zen “enlighten-
ment” in Japan, telling us that the killing of a human being is of no more 
consequence than “the splitting of the spring breeze in a fl ash of lightning.” 
Compare these words with those attributed to Buddha Śākyamuni in the Dham-

mapada, a work dating back to the oldest stratum of the Buddhist sūtras:

All men tremble at punishment, all men fear death; remembering 
that thou are like unto them, do not strike or slay.

All men tremble at punishment, all men love life; remembering that 
thou are like unto them, do not strike or slay.33

In comparing these two quotations, one by the faith’s founder and the 
other by a disciple allegedly sharing the founder’s enlightenment, it is diffi cult 
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to accept that both could be members of the same faith. I assert that they are not, 
for if ever there were a case when a teaching ought to be unequivocally rejected 
as “not Buddhism,” it is that of Takuan. Furthermore, many other noted Zen 
masters and scholars, up to and including D. T. Suzuki, have given their unqual-
ifi ed support for what has been traditionally expressed as the “unity of Zen and 
the sword” (J. zenken ichinyo). And a close (and deadly) corollary in their hands 
is the Zen teaching of the “unity of life and death” (J. shōji ichinyo).

As is well known, the Zen sect has been deeply infl uenced by the 
Mādhyamika school of Mahāyāna Buddhism, with its teaching of two levels 
of truth, conventional and ultimate. However, by placing an exclusive empha-
sis on ultimate truth (Skt. paramārtha-satya), Takuan and the like devalued 
and delegitimized conventional truth to the point that human life effectively 
became worthless. Consciously or not, such Zen exponents failed to recognize 
that, as Bernard Faure noted, the Middle Way advocated by the Mādhyamika 
school insists on “the ‘simultaneous vision of the two truths,’ wherein each 
extreme keeps its distinct status. It does not always try to collapse them into one 
undifferentiated reality” (italics mine).34 In other words, while the self is indeed 
ultimately “empty” in that it is, like all phenomena, impermanent, the pain 
and suffering each one of us experiences are simultaneously all too real. Bud-
dhist compassion must never be blind to addressing that pain, let alone serve 
to increase it.

Nevertheless, Zen leaders in Japan effectively collapsed these two truths 
into one undifferentiated reality, thereby providing Bushidō with a corrupted 
metaphysical foundation. This foundation not only sanctioned killing, it also 
valorized the Zen-trained warrior’s willingness to die—in the process of taking 
life, in loyal service to his feudal lord—as the antinomian expression of full 
enlightenment. And should there be any doubt that Takuan’s teachings were 
subsequently incorporated into Zen support for Japanese militarism, we need 
look no further than wartime Sōtō Zen leader Ishihara Shummyō, who said in 
March 1937:

Zen master Takuan taught that in essence Zen and Bushidō were 
one. . . . I believe that if one is called upon to die, one should not 
be the least bit agitated. On the contrary, one should be in a realm 
where something called “oneself ” does not intrude even slightly. 
Such a realm is no different from that derived from the practice of 
Zen.35

Imperial Army major Ōkubo Kōichi responded in enthusiastic agreement with 
Ishihara’s comments:
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The soldier must become one with his superior. He must actually 
become his superior. Similarly, he must become the order he receives. 
That is to say, his self must disappear. In so doing, when he eventually 
goes onto the battlefi eld, he will advance when told to advance. . . . On 
the other hand, should he believe that he is going to die and act accord-
ingly; he will be unable to fi ght well. What is necessary, then, is that he 
be able to act freely and without [mental] hindrance. (italics mine)36

During the Asia-Pacifi c War (1937–1945), Japanese soldiers of all ranks 
were indoctrinated with a program of Bushidō-promoting “spiritual educa-
tion” (J. seishin kyōiku). This spiritual education was based on the metaphysical 

figure 5.3 A 1937 cartoon stating, “Standing at attention is the same state of mind 
as Zen meditation.” Photo provided by Brian D. Victoria.
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foundation of the unities of Zen and the sword, life and death. Once trained, 
Japanese soldiers were dispatched to the battlefi eld where nearly 3 million of 
them died “selfl essly” even as they killed more than 20 million Chinese and 
other “selfl ess” enemies in the process.

The fact that, even in the twenty-fi rst century (both in Japan and the West), 
this corrupted Zen understanding of selfl essness has remained unchallenged 
(with only a few exceptions) cannot but be regarded as one of the world’s most 
successful religious deceptions. Although omitting the specifi cs, the Buddhist 
scholar and translator Thomas Cleary noted:

[M]ilitarism has distorted Zen along with the rest of Japanese 
culture. . . . Japanese people today are just as susceptible to being 
deceived by deviant Zen as are Westerners, with the result that the 
various confl icting elements in modern Zen are generally not ana-
lyzed for what they really are.37

Having asserted this, the question can now be asked, is there any major faith 
whose adherents have never employed illegitimate doctrinal interpretations to 
justify the slaughter of their fellow human beings? For example, are words like 
“crusade” and jihad unconnected to religiously inspired violence if not fanati-
cism? Nevertheless, I maintain that, even though all major religions (or their 
leaders) have acted similarly, this does not excuse samurai- and soldier-Zen’s 
gross betrayal of the Buddhadharma.

Samādhi Power

The application of samādhi power to the battlefi eld was closely connected with 
the militaristic use of Zen selfl essness. This application, dedicated as it was 
to the destruction of others, should be unequivocally repudiated; for the only 
legitimate Buddhist use of samādhi power is the facilitation of true spiritual 
growth and understanding.

In this context, Zen adherents should be open to an insight from the 
Theravāda school of Buddhism. The Pāli Buddhist suttas (Skt. sūtras) clearly 
warn against the misuse of samādhi, i.e., miccha-samādhi. In the Gopaka Mog-

gallana Sutta, for example, Ananda, one of Buddha Śākyamuni’s chief disci-
ples, points out to Vassakara (the chief minister of the country of Magadha), 
that Śākyamuni did not praise every form of meditation:

What kind of meditation, Brahman, did the Lord [Śākyamuni] not 
praise? . . . He [who] dwells with his thought obsessed by ill-will, and 
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does not comprehend as it really is the escape from the ill-will that 
has arisen; he, having made ill-will the main thing, meditates on 
it, meditates absorbed, meditates more absorbed, meditates quite 
absorbed. . . . The Lord does not praise this kind of meditation, 
Brahman.38

Meditating “obsessed by ill-will” is not, of course, the only misuse to which 
samādhi can be put. Meditative obsession with “the pleasures of the senses,” 
“sloth and torpor,” “restlessness and doubt,” etc., are also condemned. But as 
anyone who has actually been in battle will tell you, the slaughter of one’s fel-
low human beings inevitably, and inescapably, requires a great deal of ill will.

Experienced meditators know that the one-pointedness of mind arising out 
of meditation is a very powerful force indeed, whether used for good or ill. Yet 
it appears that Zen, perhaps even the entire Mahāyāna school, has failed to rec-
ognize the danger of misusing meditation power, a singular misunderstanding 
of the Buddhadharma. Fortunately, this danger is recognized in the Theravāda 
tradition and is furthermore entirely consistent with Buddha Śākyamuni’s fun-
damental teachings of compassion and nonviolence.

figure 5.4 A 1937 cartoon depicting Imperial Japanese Army offi cers practicing 
Zen meditation. Photo provided by Brian D. Victoria.
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Viewed in terms of its historical development, it can be argued that Zen 
(and, as this book reveals, Buddhism as a whole) was the victim of something 
akin to a hijacking. This particular hijacking occurred over such a long period 
of time, however, that the victims were seldom conscious of being taken for a 
ride, let alone taken against their will. To give but one example, a full millen-
nium prior to the advent of soldier-Zen, a famous Chinese writer by the name 
of Liang Su (753–793) criticized Chan’s lack of ethical standards:

Nowadays, few men have true faith. Those who travel the path of 
Ch’an go so far as to teach the people that there is neither Buddha nor 
Dharma, and that neither good nor evil has any signifi cance. When they 
preach these doctrines to the average man, or men below average, 
they are believed by all those who live their lives of worldly desires. 
Such ideas are accepted as great truths that sound so pleasing to the 
ear. And the people are attracted to them just as moths in the night are 

drawn to their burning death by the candle light (italics mine).39

In reading this, one is tempted to believe that Liang was also a prophet, able 
to foresee that, over a thousand years later, millions of young Japanese men 
would be drawn to their own burning deaths by the Zen-infl uenced “light” of 
Bushidō. And we must never forget the many more millions of innocent men, 
women, and children who burned with (or because of ) them.

Even more to the point, the French scholar Paul Demiéville notes that, 
according to the seventh-century Chan text “Treatise on Absolute Contempla-
tion,” killing is evil only in the event the killer fails to recognize his victim as 
empty and dream-like. On the contrary, if one no longer sees his opponent 
as a living being separate from emptiness, then he is free to kill him at will.40 
This early antinomian license to kill with moral impunity reveals that soldier-
Zen was not some medieval invention of the Zen school in Japan. Nor was it 
a more recent aberration resulting from the advent of Japanese militarism in 
the 1930s. Instead, its roots can be traced back to the very emergence of Chan 
in China.

In addition to being stripped early of its ethical moorings, Chan was also 
hijacked by a syncretism that identifi ed Buddhism with both Confucianism 
and Taoism. As Dōgen, who was a direct observer, discovered when he visited 
China from 1223 to 1227:

Among present-day Chinese monks there is not even one who is 
aware that the teachings of Confucius and Lao-tzu [legendary founder 
of Taoism] are inferior to those of the Buddha. Although it is true 
that, throughout China, those who call themselves descendants of the 
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Buddhas and [Zen] Patriarchs are now as numerous as rice plants, 
hemp, bamboo, and reeds, not one of them, not even half of one of 
them, has understood that the Buddha’s teachings are superior to 
[those of ] the other two. It was only Ju-ching, my late master, who 
understood this fact and proclaimed it ceaselessly day and night.41

If Dōgen sounds somewhat polemical here, it should be remembered that, 
like Hakamaya and Matsumoto of the present day, he, too, was attempting to 
establish in Japan what is “not Buddhism.” Signifi cantly, Dōgen based one 
part of his critique of Taoism on a Taoist work, the Lieh-ch’uan, which stated 
that Lao-tzu had required a would-be disciple by the name of Kuan-ling Yin-hsi 
to kill seven people, including the latter’s own mother and father. About this 
incident, Dōgen wrote: “The Tathāgata, for his part, based his teachings on 
[the need for] great compassion. Where, then, did Lao-tzu fi nd the basis for his 
treacherous teachings?”42

Within the context of this chapter, Dōgen’s further critique of both Lao-tzu 
and Confucius is even more telling:

[Lao-tzu and Confucius] were also quite ignorant of causality in the 
three stages of time [i.e., past, present, and future]. They merely taught 

loyal service to the emperor and fi lial piety, the latter seen as a method 
of regulating one’s household. Their teachings concerned the present 
world only, ignoring the future, and therefore were one form of the 
denial of causality.43

In Dōgen’s comments, we once again encounter a prophetic voice. When war-
time Zen practitioners like Sugimoto and his master fervently advocated loyalty 
to the emperor, they were clearly concerned with the immediacy of the world 
around them. But in terms of the subsequent untold millions of deaths that 
this loyalty produced, they, too, were equally guilty of “ignoring the future.”

Be that as it may, Dōgen’s critique of these two Chinese philosophies, 
especially Confucianism, was no more successful or long lasting in Japan 
than it had been in China. Less than a hundred years after Dōgen’s death, 
Gidō Shūshin (1325–1388), Rinzai abbot fi rst of Enkakuji in Kamakura and 
later of Nanzenji in Kyoto, confi dently taught Shōgun Ashikaga Yoshimitsu 
(1358–1408) that, while it was impossible for Confucian teachings to contain 
Buddhism, it was quite possible for Buddhism to contain Confucianism. To his 
credit, Gidō did employ his Buddhist faith to speak out against the almost con-
tinuous civil warfare that characterized his age. Nevertheless, he failed to rec-
ognize that the price of “containing Confucianism” would, over the long term, 
be the wholesale incorporation into Zen of the hierarchically based Confucian 
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ethical system. This system is centered on the creation of “social harmony” 
through inculcating subordinates with feelings of absolute and unquestioning 
loyalty toward their superiors, be they feudal lord, military superior, emperor, 
or, today, the corporate leaders who collectively constitute “Japan, Inc.”

Violence and the Bodhisattva

Bearing this in mind, let me address the issue that is, for me as a Mahāyāna 
Buddhist in the Sōtō Zen tradition, the most diffi cult one of all. I refer to the 
question of whether a bodhisattva can, under any circumstances, legitimately 
employ violence to the point of actually taking the life of another human being? 
I also ask my readers, what do you think about this crucial question?

My own position is to make a fl at denial, identifying sūtras to the contrary 
as later Mahāyāna accretions to the Buddhadharma having as one of their aims 
the transformation of the absolute prohibition of killing (in early Buddhism) 
into something more acceptable to Buddhism’s later patrons—the empire-
building monarchs and the war-prone states they headed. In support of my 
denial, I would point out that I fi nd no evidence in what are generally consid-
ered to be the fundamental tenets of Buddhism (i.e., the Four Noble Truths 
and Holy Eightfold Path) that would condone an adherent’s participation in 
violence against other human beings for any reason whatsoever.

Furthermore, it should not be forgotten that even lay Buddhists, let along 
male and female clerics, are expected to follow the Five Precepts (Pāli. pañca-

sīla; Skt. pañca-śīla). These precepts constitute the very core of Buddhist eth-
ics and followers of Buddha Śākyamuni in both the Theravāda and Mahāyāna 
traditions pledge to adhere to them unconditionally. The importance placed 
on abstention from killing can be seen in the fact that it is the very fi rst of the 
Five Precepts followed only then by abstention from stealing, sexual miscon-
duct, lying and intoxication. Thus Buddhism, from its earliest formulation up 
through today, should be considered to take the position of nonviolence as its 
normative standard of conduct.

That said, there does exist in Mahāyāna Buddhism a doctrine known as 
“skillful/expedient means” (Skt. upāya aka upāya-kauśalya). Skillful means is a 
concept that encourages Buddhist teachers to adapt their message to the needs 
and capacities of their audience, i.e. to use language, methods or techniques 
leading to the cessation of suffering and spiritual liberation based on individual 
needs and abilities.

In the Lotus Sūtra the use of skillful means is illustrated by the story of a 
father who comes home to fi nd his house on fi re and his children still inside 
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unaware of the danger. The man calls out to his children to leave the house, 
but not believing it to be on fi re they continue playing with their toys. Think-
ing about how he may use skillful means, the father tells his children that he 
has brought home gilded carts and toy oxen for them to play with, but they 
must fi rst come outside to get them. Hearing this, the children run from the 
burning house and are saved. In employing skillful means the father broke 
the Buddhist precept against lying but in the service of saving his children 
from death.

In Mahāyāna Buddhism the use of skillful means has particular reference 
to the actions of a bodhisattva. The idea is that a bodhisattva may use any expe-
dient methods in order to help ease the suffering of people, introduce them 
to the Dharma, or aid them in their quest for Nirvana. While this doctrine 
seems benign enough on the surface, it has nevertheless been used over the 
centuries to justify the unorthodox or even precept-breaking behavior engaged 
in by Buddhist teachers in certain extreme cases, including the use of non-life 
threatening violence.

There is, for example, the famous Zen story about a ninth-century Chinese 
priest known in Japanese as Gutei Isshi. Gutei is said to have raised his fi nger 
whenever he was asked a question about Zen. Observing Gutei’s behavior, a 
boy attendant began imitating his master by raising his own fi nger when any-
one asked him what his master taught. When Gutei heard about this conduct, 
he seized the boy and cut off the offending fi nger. The boy cried and started to 
run away, but Gutei called and stopped him. Turning his head toward Gutei, 
Gutei raised up his own fi nger and in that instant the boy was said to have real-
ized enlightenment.

Invented or not, this story illustrates that under certain extreme cases, the 
use of non-life threatening violence may have a certain didactic viability. Never-
theless, the most important concept in skillful means is that its use be guided 
by the duel qualities of wisdom and compassion. Would anyone suggest that 
the mass slaughter associated with modern warfare could ever be an expres-
sion of these qualities?

Finally, when looking at records of Buddha Śākyamuni’s life, we fi nd his 
actions to be totally consistent with his earliest teachings. Śākyamuni peace-
fully sought to prevent war, as can be seen in his initial successful attempt 
to prevent an attack on his own country. Further, he successfully dissuaded 
King Ajātasattu from attacking the Vajjians. Still further, even when the very 
existence of his own homeland was at stake, he did not mobilize the members 
of the sangha as monk-soldiers to defend his country, nor did he use force to 
enlarge the power and landholdings of the sangha itself (as was later done in 
medieval Japan).
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In light of the above, the question that contemporary Buddhists must ask 
themselves is: “Am I really willing to make nonviolence the standard for my 
own personal conduct and, to the extent I can individually infl uence it, the stan-
dard of conduct for the nation (and world) to which I belong?”

Conclusion

As this book reveals, over the centuries those calling themselves Buddhists 
have all too frequently ignored the pacifi c aspect of their faith. And as amply 
demonstrated in this chapter, they have done so at the cost of their own physi-
cal and spiritual welfare (let alone the physical and spiritual welfare of others).

When one seeks to understand why this has happened, the answer (at least 
as far as the state is concerned) is not diffi cult to discover. In the fi rst instance, 
it derives from the fact that the state represents the collective ego, i.e., the wego 
of those who identify with it. In turn, patriotism becomes no more or less than 
attachment to this collective ego.

This said, it is important to recognize that some parts of the collective 
ego exercise far more power over the state’s actions than do others. Thus, the 
“national interests” that governments today so vigorously seek to defend are 
typically congruent with, if not derived from, the fi nancial interests of its rich-
est and most powerful (corporate) citizens. In this context, the phrase “What’s 
good for General Motors is good for the nation” typifi es this reality and goes far 
in explaining why, in the midst of the current economic crisis, it is the rich and 
powerful who are the major benefi ciaries of government bailouts (including, of 
course, General Motors itself ).

As contemporary Buddhists look upon today’s violence-fi lled, poverty-
stricken world, are the socially engaged, violence-forswearing teachings of 
Buddha Śākyamuni any less true, any less relevant than they were 2,500 years 
ago? When we recall the great compassion and active concern that Buddha 
Śākyamuni showed toward both the individual and society as a whole, should 
modern-day disciples be any less concerned about the monumental suffering 
in the world around us?

How many of us (along with so-called Buddhist rulers, past or present) are 
truly able to live up to the social ideals advocated by Buddha Śākyamuni? As 
modern Buddhists look at the history of the twentieth century, I think most, if 
not all, would agree that one of the chief characteristics of this age has been the 
national and ethnic struggle of smaller nations and peoples to free themselves 
from foreign domination, especially the domination of Western and Japanese 
imperialism. The dissolution of the Soviet Union and the liberation, however 
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fl awed, of many of its captive peoples are but one further manifestation of 
this phenomenon. If this is true, are Buddhists going to continue to cling to 
empire-building personages like King Aśoka of India, Emperor Wen of China, 
or Emperor Shōmu of Japan as paradigms of Buddhist rule?44

My reading of Buddhist political history tells me that every time Buddhist 
leaders have closely aligned themselves with the political rulers of their day, the 
sangha has become corrupt and degenerate. The sangha’s often slavish subser-
vience to and actions on behalf of political rulers have resulted in its becoming 
the de facto pimp and prostitute of the state. Nowhere was this reality more 
clearly manifested in the twentieth century than in the Japanese Zen school’s 
fanatical embrace of soldier-Zen and its cohorts. But, as the other chapters of 
this book so graphically reveal, Buddhism’s historic embrace of violence and 
war has by no means been limited to either the Zen school or Japan.

Note, too, that as important as the distortions in practice and doctrine noted 
in this chapter are, they are but the tip of the iceberg. For example, even were 
the Zen school to recognize that samādhi power can be misused, or that the 
doctrine of non-self does not confer an antinomian license to kill, this would 
not affect those contemporary Singhalese Buddhists who maintain that their 
government’s recent military actions directed against the non-Buddhist Tamil 
minority were done “in defense of the Buddhadharma.”

This illustrates the reality: the root causes of the historic connection 
between violence and Buddhism are far more complex than a misunderstand-
ing of this or that doctrine or practice. This is as true for other world religions 
as it is for Buddhism. For example, the sociologist Peter Berger notes:

Whenever a society must motivate its members to kill or to risk their 
lives, thus consenting to being placed in extreme marginal situa-
tions, religious legitimations become important. . . . Killing under 
the auspices of the legitimate authorities has, for this reason, been 
accompanied from ancient times to today by religious paraphernalia 
and ritualism. Men go to war and men are put to death amid prayers, 
blessings, and incantations.45

If Berger is correct (as ample evidence indicates he is), no amount of doctrinal 
tinkering, no matter how important, will in and of itself change phenomena 
that are so deeply rooted that they relate to the very nature of religion and its 
role in society and transcend any one faith. Questions like these demand inves-
tigation not only by Buddhists but by all who would free their faiths from the 
scourge of sacralized violence.

Yet, while recognizing this, my research leads me to the conclusion that 
one of the principal causes of the general decline in the infl uence of Buddhism 
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in Asian countries today lies in the sangha’s past subservience to and identifi ca-
tion with the aggressive, violence-prone rulers of their day. The sangha, both lay 
and clerical, ignores at its peril its teachings of the fundamental equality and 
identity of all sentient beings and its concern for all aspects of their well-being. 
As Buddhism continues its spread in an easterly direction (i.e., to the “West”), 
one critically important question is, how much of Buddhism’s historic procliv-
ity to condone warfare as a function of the Buddhadharma will spread with it?
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On October 8, 1950, China decided to participate in the Korean war 
by supporting Communist North Korea against the United States of 
America and South Korea. Within a few days, the state machine had 
implemented the powerful propaganda campaign of “Resisting 
America and Assisting Korea, Protecting the Family and 
Safeguarding the Nation” (抗美援朝、保家衛國). The entire country 
was then mobilized and millions of Chinese volunteer soldiers 
crossed the Yalu River into Korea; at the same time, people 
remaining in China made sacrifi ces in order to support Chinese 
soldiers at the warfront. Under these circumstances, Chinese 
Buddhists, especially monks and nuns, became increasingly involved 
in war activities, providing material donations and spiritual support 
for the war.

This chapter examines the war-related activities of Chinese 
monks and nuns who had undertaken a series of transformative 
Marxist campaigns since the socialist liberation in 1949. Once again, 
the government expected their support in China’s war efforts. They 
had to actively demonstrate themselves as “family” members of the 
Chinese nation under the Communist leadership. Some of them, as 
recorded in Xiandai Foxue (現代佛學), became deeply involved in war 
activities, such as political propaganda, demonstrative parades, 
patriotic pledges, and material donations. The phenomenon of 
monks and nuns campaigning for donations of a Chinese Buddhist 
airplane and their competition with each other in joining the 
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Volunteer Army are highlighted in this chapter. These examples demonstrate 
how monks and nuns, being Buddhists as well as citizens of a new China, 
attempted to demonstrate their nationalistic ideals and patriotic passions.

The roles of leading Buddhists, such as Ven. Juzan (巨贊), during this 
period are examined as they assisted the government in shaping its new policy 
on Buddhism. They reveal the impact of Buddhist activities during the war on 
the subsequent development of Buddhist institutions in China as a whole. One 
may conclude that a new form of Buddhism appeared in China during this 
period. This new form was reinvented largely by the Chinese Buddhists them-
selves, especially by leading fi gures who supported the Communist regime and 
encouraged its strict control over institutional Buddhism. First, however, let 
us examine the sociopolitical situation in which Buddhists underwent Marxist 
reeducation; only then will we be able to understand how the Communist gov-
ernment effectively transformed Chinese Buddhists into new patriotic citizens 
of socialist China.

Buddhism in the Early Communist Era (1949–1953)

The vicissitudes of Buddhism in China since its introduction demonstrate that 
institutional Buddhism (the sangha) could not avoid political infl uence. In fact, 
institutional Buddhism sometimes was completely manipulated by political 
powers. Buddhism would either fl ourish under the government’s patronage 
or be persecuted mercilessly if the state turned against it. At the end of the 
Qing Dynasty and into the early Republic Period (1912–1949), Buddhist insti-
tutions throughout the country no longer received moral support and legal pro-
tection from the state. Instead, temples were destroyed in war or occupied by 
the military troops of warlords, and temple properties were confi scated for the 
establishment of public education. Under these circumstances, Master Taixu 
(太虛; 1898–1947) and others called for Buddhist reform (of doctrines, prop-
erties, and organizations) with the hope of mitigating external persecutions 
and strengthening inner spiritual energies. In the end, however, Master Taixu 
had to admit that reform efforts had failed. A number of reasons contributed 
to such failure, including the personal inability of Taixu to organize the Bud-
dhist movements, his lack of the skills necessary to implement such reform 
ideas, and the powerful resistance of Buddhist conservatives. Perhaps the most 
important factor was the reform movement’s inability to win political support 
from the Nationalist regime. This may have provided a lesson for Taixu’s fol-
lowers, such as Juzan and Zhao Puchu (趙朴初), who subsequently realized 
the vital importance of the Communist government’s support. As a result, 
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Juzan and Zhao Puchu went to great lengths to collaborate with the regime; by 
collaborating, they hoped that a new Buddhist reform could be politically guar-
anteed, thus legally safeguarding the existence of institutional Buddhism.

Shortly after the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, 
a full-scale reconstruction of socialism in China was enforced under the 
leadership of the Communist Party. Buddhism, although faced with tre-
mendous uncertainties and challenges, entered this new era with hopes for 
a better future. The Communists claimed credit for having overthrown or 
suppressed imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic capitalism. With great 
ambition, they endeavored to build a new and powerful China under the 
polity of the new democratic revolution. In the beginning, the government 
called for coexistence with religious communities within the framework 
of the United Front and patriotic ideology; a policy of freedom of religious 
belief was announced. As Holmes Welch observed, “Until the Cultural Revo-
lution began in 1966, it was the policy of the Chinese Communist Party to 
protect Buddhism, while at the same time keeping it under control and uti-
lizing it in foreign policy.”1 By announcing the freedom of religious belief, 
the government attempted to win support from various religious leaders so 
that they could effectively convey the government’s policy to ordinary reli-
gious followers.

From September 21 to 30, 1949, the Chinese People’s Political Consul-
tative Conference (CPPCC) held its fi rst meeting in Beijing and passed the 
Common Program. This served as the fi rst constitution of the People’s Repub-
lic of China. Of the 662 members who participated in the conference, seven 
were practitioners of Buddhism, Christianity, or Islam. Article 5 of the Com-
mon Program states, “[T]he citizens of the People’s Republic of China enjoy 
the freedom of religious beliefs.” In interpreting the statement, the govern-
ment announced that people enjoyed the freedom to believe in a religion and 
the freedom to refuse to believe in a religion. Although the members of the 
Communist Party did not believe in any religion, they understood that religion 
would not disappear until the advanced development of science and the elimi-
nation of social classes. At the end of the conference, the seven members of the 
religious faction expressed their satisfaction with the religion policy and their 
appreciation of the government’s protection for religions.2

It should be pointed out, however, that the religious leaders taking part in 
the CPPCC did so not because of their religious status but due to the politi cal 
consideration of presenting “the united front” (統一戰線). On April 13, 1950, 
Premier Zhou Enlai delivered a speech at the National Conference on the 
United Front Works in Beijing in which he outlined the government’s attitude 
toward the political participation of religionists:
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We have united democratic personages from religious groups just 
because they are democratic personages. Giving the permission 
to the freedom of religious belief is different from inviting the 
 democratic personages from religious groups to participate in 
CPPCC or other representative meetings. The latter is done purely 
out of political consideration no matter they are priests or monks.3

The government deliberately minimized the religious signifi cance of the 
religious leaders’ presence in the political conference, stating that the partici-
pation of those leaders in the conference was not because of their religious 
professions but because they were democratic personages (民主人士) within 
the framework of the United Front. The United Front was one of three great 
resources necessary for the success of the Chinese Communist revolution that 
had secured the victory of the Communist Party over the Nationalist Party. (The 
other two were the Communist leadership and the People’s Liberation Army.) 
The aim was to unite all Chinese people collectively to build a new China under 
the unique leadership of the Communist Party. The principle that guided the 
United Front at this period was patriotism against imperialism, feudalism, and 
bureaucratic capitalism.

Patriotism was one of the most inspiring ideas and complicated senti-
ments in modern history and deeply infl uenced the Chinese people’s thinking 
and regulated their actions.4 Although the meaning and content of patriotism 
changed with the changing political and social environments of different peri-
ods, it was always associated with the idea of nationalism. During the period 
shortly after the founding of the People’s Republic of China, patriotism was 
interpreted to mean that the Chinese people (being proud of the Chinese nation 
and its long history of civilization) should fi rmly defend their national territory 
and integrity, even at the risk of their lives.5 Being loyal to the nation-state, one 
should make heroic self-sacrifi ces for the sovereignty of the country under the 
leadership of the Communist Party.

Only the Communist Party, the propaganda declared, was able to expel the 
foreign invasion and counterrevolutionaries so that the Chinese people could 
become the true masters of their country. Within the framework of patriotism in 
connection with nationalism, the people’s love for the nation was synonymous 
with their love for the party; such love could be manifested and implemented 
only through unconditional support for the Communist government. Because 
the party, the nation-state, and the government at the time were almost identi-
cal as a trinity, the Chinese people were urged to follow government policies 
without question and to respond positively to political movements launched by 
the state.6 Only then could they be considered patriots and good citizens of the 
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country. In order to implement such patriotic ideology, the state organized a 
series of political programs nationwide to reeducate the Chinese people with 
Marxism.

Shortly after the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the govern-
ment launched a number of political campaigns (such as land reform and 
three anti- movements), and virtually the entire nation followed the path 
directed by the Communist Party, without the slightest doubt or question. 
Most Buddhists seemed to have followed the contemporary social and politi-
cal trends and expressed their support for the government. Some well-known 
Buddhists, having participated in and experienced these campaigns, became 
quite convinced that the Communist Party with its United Front could indeed 
lead them and other Chinese in the great cause of constructing a new and 
prosperous China. Although some ordinary monks and nuns may have 
continued to harbor doubts, uncertainties, and even fear toward the newly 
founded regime,7 there was no public way for them to openly express their 
feelings. It was commonly believed among Buddhists, both lay and clergy, 
that they enjoyed religious freedom and were considered to be equal citizens 
of the new China, therefore it was their responsibility to make sacrifi ces and 
contributions to the nation.

Many Buddhists believed that, by positively responding to the government’s 
call and undertaking socialist transformation, they would in return receive sym-
pathy from the government, which would then protect Buddhist institutions. Yet, 
from the viewpoint of the Communist Party, Buddhists (as well as the followers 
of other religions who became fully engaged in the socialist transformation and 
construction) would divert their attention from their faith and eventually forget 
and abandon their religion altogether. Although the Common Program, which 
served as the constitution, permitted freedom of religious belief, it never clearly 
stated that people also enjoyed the freedom of religious practice. As Richard 
Bush has pointed out, religious activities outside the walls of temples were pro-
hibited.8 Communist documents often stated openly that religion would cer-
tainly decline and die with the development of science. The government was to 
make a great effort to educate people with Marxist materialism so that people 
would gradually give up their religious beliefs altogether:

As the genesis and existence of religion is man’s oppression by the 
forces of nature and society, therefore, only when class exploitation 
has been eliminated from human society and man’s power to 
control nature has been greatly developed, and on this basis man’s 
 consciousness and scientifi c-cultural level have been greatly raised, 
may religion gradually die out.9
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Yet, religion would not die quickly; the government needed a policy to 
facilitate people in abandoning their religion. Therefore, the Communist Party 
implemented a policy of Marxist education by categorizing religion as supersti-
tion, which was considered adverse to science. At the same time, it deterred 
Chinese people from religious practice, portraying it as backward and harmful 
to themselves as well as the nation. The result of such a policy and its forceful 
implementation was the destruction of Buddhist temples throughout China. 
As Welch reported:

In the fi rst years after Liberation there were places in China where 
monasteries were destroyed, monks were beaten or killed, copies of 
the Buddhist canon were burned, and sacred images were melted 
down for their metal. In these places the sangha or Buddhist clergy, 
already worried about the effects of land reform, was reduced to “a 
state of terror.”10

The state never actually launched any campaign directly targeting the elim-
ination of Buddhism, nor did it openly announce that Buddhist practice should 
be prohibited because it opposed Marxist ideology. Rather, in order to build 
a new China, the destruction of Buddhism was systematically implemented 
by other means, such as land reform and the three antis. The declared pur-
pose was the transformation of all Chinese into new citizens who would build 
the new socialist China. Members of the sangha were requested to abandon 
their feudal ideology and superstitious practice, give up their temple lands, 
and demonstrate their hatred toward imperialists, feudalists, and bureaucratic 
capitalists. Only by doing so could they be qualifi ed as socialist workers and not 
social parasites (those whose lives depended on laypeople and exploited their 
hard work). Monks and nuns were advised to closely follow government poli-
cies or be considered enemies of the people within the framework of the peo-
ple’s democratic dictatorship. To a large extent, these campaigns successfully 
transformed monks and nuns, physically as well as mentally. As the lands of 
temples were confi scated, the livelihoods of monks and nuns could no longer 
depend on land rents; they eventually became ordinary workers and farmers 
and readily prepared to follow whatever the Communist Party would advocate 
in the years to come. As a consequence, their religious identities disappeared, 
and their religious practices, such as observing Buddhist precepts and conduct-
ing ritual services, were abandoned. Monks and nuns who refused to under-
take such transformation became the targets of class struggle. As victims of 
the campaigns, they were identifi ed as the remainders of feudal society and 
condemned as enemies of the people.
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Buddhism in Support of China’s Effort for the War

After the Second World War, Korea was divided by the Thirty-eighth Parallel 
into the Communist North and the capitalist South. When the relationship 
between the two superpowers (the Soviet Union and the United States) began 
to deteriorate and the Cold War loomed, tension between the two sides of the 
Thirty-eighth Parallel intensifi ed. Eventually, on June 25, 1950, war violently 
arrived. The exact cause for the war remains unclear, but within a few days,11 
North Korean troops advanced deep into the territory of the South. On July 7, 
the Security Council of the United Nations declared war against the North 
and established a unifi ed command under the UN fl ag. The authority for the 
command was delegated to the United States. Due to the powerful military 
intervention of the United Nations (or, rather, the United States), the course 
of the war in Korea turned against the North. Coalition troops led by America 
successfully launched counterattacks and pushed the troops of the North back 
toward its border with China.

Meanwhile, on June 27, U.S. president Harry Truman had declared that 
the United States would do its best to deter China from taking over Taiwan; 
he ordered the Seventh Fleet to enter the Taiwan Strait. Suddenly, all military 
actions were perceived as posing an imminent threat to China’s security. On 
October 8, China declared that it was entering the war to assist Korea in resist-
ing America. The Volunteer Army immediately crossed the Yalu River with 
the rhetorical mission of defending the family and safeguarding the nation.12 
Due to China’s involvement, the course of the war was again altered; this 
time, attacks by U.S. and South Korean troops were effectively halted. China’s 
involvement exerted a tremendous impact not only on the lives of millions of 
Chinese solders but also on ordinary Chinese, including monks and nuns, who 
could no longer remain as they had been as they were forced to dedicate them-
selves to nationwide efforts supporting the war.

It is traditionally believed that the sangha may not be involved in social 
and political activities, and certainly not military campaigns. The earlier his-
tory of Chinese Buddhism had demonstrated that monks and nuns in general 
remained within the temple premises or inside mountain caves, unconcerned 
with outside worldly affairs. This situation, however, began to change after 
Master Taixu campaigned for Buddhist reform in the early 1920s. He urged 
monks and nuns to enter into society and take part in social and political activi-
ties. By doing so, it was hoped that Buddhism could better serve the needs 
of ordinary people in general and that the result would be Buddhism surviv-
ing and even reviving. As an example to his followers, Taixu became deeply 
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engaged in Nationalist efforts and in resisting the Japanese invasion during the 
Anti-Japanese War (1937–1945); he was rewarded by the Nationalist govern-
ment after the war. Taixu’s legacy of political participation and involvement in 
war was later used by his followers and admirers, who believed that Buddhist 
reform (in accordance with contemporary social and political developments) 
was the only way for Chinese Buddhism to survive and be revived. One such 
follower was Ven. Juzan, well known in modern Chinese history for his vigor-
ous campaign for Buddhist reform and his unswerving support of the Com-
munist government.

When he was a student in Shanghai in the late 1920s, Juzan was an anti-
government activist against the Nationalists; he became tonsured partially to 
escape arrest. He was ordained in Hanzhou and, with the recommendation of 
Master Taixu, pursued his Buddhist education at Mingnan Buddhist College 
in Xiamen. During the Anti-Japanese War, Juzan actively organized Buddhist 
propaganda as well as military campaigns against the Japanese invasion in 
Hunan and Jiangxi; thus, he became associated with well-known Communist 
leaders and intellectuals.13

In June 1949, Juzan was nominated by his Communist friends to be one of 
the two Buddhist delegates to attend the October CPPCC in Beijing. In Febru-
ary 1950, while proposing a plan for Buddhist reform, he wrote a letter to Chair-
man Mao with the signatures of twenty-one well-known Buddhists, expressing 
Buddhist support for the revolution of the people’s democracy under the lead-
ership of the Communist Party.14 Having received no reply, Juzan then revised 
the proposal, highlighting Buddhist reform in conformance with the contem-
porary three anti- campaigns in China. The proposal was later discussed in a 
symposium held by the Religious Affairs Team of the central government. It 
was then concluded that Buddhist reform should not be implemented in haste, 
lest it jeopardize the government’s efforts in dealing with religion and cause 
confusion among ordinary Buddhists.

China’s decision to enter the Korean War in October 1950 provided Juzan 
with a new opportunity in his attempt to implement Buddhist reform. In line 
with the government’s campaign, he quickly initiated a propaganda plan for 
Buddhists to criticize the U.S. invasion. He called upon all Chinese Buddhists 
to organize anti-American parades, make patriotic pledges, and establish the 
committee called Resisting the United States and Assisting Korea Campaign. 
In January 1951, Juzan and some leading monks in Beijing gathered in Zhong-
shan Park (中山公園) to discuss how Buddhists should respond to the govern-
ment’s call. Juzan presided over the meeting and delivered the keynote speech, 
which highlighted the importance of Buddhists’ active commitment to the 
campaign and their preparation for participation in the war. He said:
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We Buddhists uphold peace, yet America is the deadly enemy of 
peace. Therefore, we must reject American imperialism in order 
to safeguard peace. . . . Now, the people of Korea have been severely 
tortured by imperialist America; assisting Korea will safeguard not 
only the nation and the world, but also Buddhism.15

At this meeting, it was decided to establish the Committee of Buddhist 
Circles in Beijing for Safeguarding the World Peace and Resisting American 
Invasion.16 Juzan and eight other leading Buddhists were elected as members 
of the standing committee. The participants then discussed plans for various 
patriotic activities. On February 2, more than 600 monks and nuns, together 
with 2,000 other Buddhists (including lamas, laypeople, and students from 
Buddhist schools in Beijing), assembled in Zhongshan Park.17 In his speech to 
the gathering, Juzan explained the signifi cance of Buddhist participation in the 
campaign against the U.S. invasion of Korea:

The Buddhist campaign as demonstrated today is not a miracle, 
but sincere responses to the call of Chairman Mao and the people’s 
government. It indicates that Buddhists love their motherland as all 
other Chinese do.18

Juzan reported to the gathering that more than 1,300 monks and nuns in Seoul 
had joined the People’s Army of North Korea. He highly praised the patriotic 
action of the North Korean monks and urged his Chinese counterparts to follow 
their example. The participants in the gathering then proceeded to the patriotic 
parade. Monks and nuns, dressed in gray and black robes with hoods, carried 
on their shoulders huge portraits of Mao, Stalin, Kim Il-sung, and other lead-
ers of Communist states worldwide. Slogans such as “Resisting the American 
Invasion” and “Opposing the Remilitarization of Japan” could be heard from 
far away.

During the meeting before the parade, three separate telegrams were dis-
patched to Chairman Mao,19 the Chinese Volunteer Army, and the Korean Peo-
ple’s Army, with statements pronouncing the patriotic pledges on behalf of all 
Buddhists in Beijing:

1. All Buddhist circles are united together in resisting a U.S. invasion of 
the Taiwan Strait and the remilitarization of Japan, and in 
safeguarding world peace;

2. studying hard to update our consciousness, fi rmly opposing all 
counterrevolutionary and heterodox sects;

3. loving the fatherland, loving the people, and working hard in 
productive activities’
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4. assisting the government to eliminate Nationalist bandits and dismiss 
rumors; and

5. supporting the people’s government, the Communist Party, and 
Chairman Mao.

Buddhists in Beijing thus initiated nationwide Buddhist participation in 
the war as they set an example for others to follow. In Wuhan (武漢), more than 
2,500 monks, nuns, and lay Buddhists took to the streets for a parade on Janu-
ary 22, 1951. A well-known lay Buddhist, Chen Mingshu (陳銘樞), delivered a 
speech in which he condemned the U.S. invaders as devils and urged all Bud-
dhists to fi ght against these devils so that peace would prevail in the world.

In Hanzhou, Buddhist representatives participated in the Symposium of 
Representatives of All Walks of Life in Hanzhou for Resisting America and 
Assisting Korea. Ven. Tongyuan, a leading monk in the Buddhist community 
in the area, explained why monks and nuns, who had traditionally remained 
within the temple premises, should now take part in such political activities. He 
pointed out that great compassion, loving-kindness, and heroic strength are the 
fundamental morals and principles of Buddhism. Therefore, Ven. Tongyuan 
reasoned, to protect world peace, Buddhists should fi ght against the invaders 
who dared to violate the peace.20

Buddhist Patriotism during the War

Buddhist activities in China during this period changed with the development 
of the war in Korea, with international politics, and with the diplomatic policy 
of the Chinese government; however, one dominant theme of all these activi-
ties was always patriotism. Patriotism for Chinese Buddhists during this period 
implied that, as members of the new socialist China, they should make uncon-
ditional sacrifi ces for the sake of defending the nation, even at the expense 
of sacrifi cing their religious commitments. The government urged them to 
demonstrate the virtues of good citizenship and to manifest their patriotic sen-
timents. Various ceremonies were arranged at which monks and nuns would 
make resolute vows to support the Communist Party. Buddhists in China thus 
embarked on organizing patriotic activities, including disseminating propa-
ganda, signing patriotic pledges, and contributing material donations.

Theoretically, Buddhists extend their compassion and loving-kindness 
toward all living beings, without showing discrimination or hatred toward any-
one. This is especially true for monks and nuns; having once renounced the 
world, they were to have transcended individual nationalistic ideology with no 
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attachment to the concept of “my country.” Yet, it is quite diffi cult if not impos-
sible (particularly during war) for Buddhists to apply such theories in practice, 
either because of their worldly inclinations or because of the contemporary 
political limitations.21

What is the just and righteous response for Buddhists, particularly monks 
and nuns, in responding to violence and war or to political and military calls 
for involvement in such violence and war? It is suggested in the Dharmapada 
that one should respond to violence with loving-kindness, as violence is never 
ceased by violence. The Buddha employed peaceful means to dissolve war, and 
his teachings of non-killing and compassion prevent Buddhists from engag-
ing in violence. On the one hand, violent revenge for violence and waging war 
against war seems to have been the general practice throughout the history of 
humanity; only isolated incidents have confi rmed that violence could be over-
come by peace. On the other hand, it seems impossible for Buddhists to substi-
tute their precepts of nonviolence for their individual responsibility to defend 
their nation—a principle often enacted into the constitution of a secular state, 
such as the People’s Republic of China.

Being citizens of the Chinese nation, Buddhists were and are duty-bound to 
positively respond to their government’s call to defend the nation. Thus, in the 
period being discussed, they needed to fi nd some way to deal with the dilemma. 
To a large extent, ordinary monks and nuns had little infl uence on the politi-
cal situation in China. They had virtually no power to dissuade the Communist 
government from involvement in war, nor to provide a peaceful solution at that 
time. It seemed that there was no choice for Chinese Buddhists but to follow 
their government’s order. Otherwise, if they entertained doubts and voiced oppo-
sition against the war, they would be branded as traitors to their country. Instead 
of attempting to change the contemporary situation and government policy, 
most Chinese Buddhists, after about two years of Marxist reeducation, willingly 
accepted the concept of patriotism as defi ned at the time by publicly demonstrat-
ing their hatred toward the United States and openly calling for the killing of the 
U.S. invaders, while preparing themselves for participation in the war.

Several articles discussing Buddhism and patriotism appeared in Xiandai 

Foxue (現代佛學 Modern Buddhist Studies) shortly after the Korean War began. 
One of them, “On Buddhist Patriotism,” was written by Juzan. Utilizing Bud-
dhist literature and history, he concluded that, since the time of Śākyamuni 
Buddha, Buddhists had always been patriotic participants against foreign inva-
sion, and the Buddha supported patriotic action against invaders.22 Early one 
morning, Juzan related, a king came to the Buddha and informed him that his 
army had just successfully repelled an enemy invasion. The king further stated 
that the invaders would not have been captured had he not responded promptly 
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by sending troops. The Buddha endorsed what the king had said.23 Then, Juzan 
cited another example from the Records of Eminent Monks: Master Gunabhadra 
once urged King Vaisa to resist an invasion by a neighboring country with mili-
tary force, explaining that “the evil invaders should be resisted.”24

Referring to the Buddhist teachings of compassion and refraining from kill-
ing, Juzan insisted that tolerance, quite different from weakness, is a virtue in 
which one sustains hardship without surrendering; and he argued that compas-
sion and killing are not necessarily contradictory but rather actions that dialectically 
complement each other. Juzan quoted a passage from the Yogācāra bodhisattva 
precepts text to demonstrate that one may kill others if the killing is for the sake of 
saving more lives. In connection with the current war, Juzan then said:

American imperialists attempt to murder more people out of craving, 
they are robbing thieves. Due to our compassion, we may kill them. 
By doing so not only would we not violate the precept but also 
generate more merit.25

Chinese Buddhists, especially monks and nuns, always had been scrupu-
lous and conscientious on the issue of killing. Yet in modern history some of 
them made efforts to reinterpret the precept of nonviolence, suggesting that 
they could kill others under certain circumstances—such as defending the 
nation, safeguarding the dharma, and saving more lives. By such reinterpreta-
tion, Buddhists might be able to escape from the dilemma of trying to observe 
the Buddhist precept against violence while fulfi lling the constitutional duty of 
citizens to defend their nation against invasion.

This type of reinterpretation had occurred during the Anti-Japanese War, 
when progressive clergy vehemently called upon Buddhists to take military 
action against the Japanese.26 Juzan, one such advocate, maintained a similar 
interpretation and spirit during the Korean War. He upheld the idea of com-
passionate killing as an act of patriotism. To Juzan, resisting America was the 
same as subduing evils, whereas assisting North Korea was a manifestation of 
compassion through skillful means. In replying to a question put forward by 
a reader of Xiandai Foxue as to how Buddhist compassion and skillful means 
would apply to the contemporary war, Juzan stated that the Korean people were 
at that time undergoing tremendous suffering caused by America. Chinese 
Buddhists, out of compassion, should therefore release the Koreans from their 
suffering by eliminating its cause, that is, the U.S. invaders, who were the ene-
mies of world peace.27 Juzan concluded:

Buddhists should face the reality without shivering, standing 
fi rmly on the side of the anti-invasion. In other words, we should 
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staunchly protect our nation without questioning. Therefore, we 
Buddhists set up an organization to participate in the activities of 
resisting America and assisting Korea, to safeguard . . . our own 
nation from invasion. By doing so, one does not violate Buddhist 
principles, rather one produces merit. This is the necessary path 
to releasing suffering for happiness, and Buddhists should take 
it up seriously. This is the reason why Buddhism and Buddhists 
resolutely uphold patriotism.28

Juzan urged Buddhists in various parts of China to become organized through 
the patriotic campaign sponsored by the Communist regime, so that they 
could also demonstrate their Buddhist patriotism. On August 3, 1951, Juzan 
responded to a letter from a readers inquiring about how Buddhists should be 
united and reorganized in the contemporary war effort. He advised them to 
set up a Committee of Buddhist Circles for Resisting America and Assisting 
Korea, which would have ten benefi ts:

1. It is in tune with the request of the government.
2. Such patriotic activities could rectify the feudal practice of the world 

escapism and world isolation of the sangha.
3. It demonstrates Buddhist compassion.
4. One cannot love the nation just by words without action; by setting up 

the committee, Buddhists might expand labor productivity.
5. It may show that Buddhists love their nation and religion.
6. It may solve all of the problems Buddhist institutions face within the 

framework of patriotism.
7. It may change traditional beliefs about Buddhism so that Buddhists 

may be respected.
8. At the end of the Korean War, the committee, after reshuffl ing, may 

be reorganized as a Buddhist society.
9. By obtaining regular supervision and instruction from the 

government, the committee may play a signifi cant role in Buddhist 
affairs.

10. The committee could deal with individual persons and carry out its 
work with skillful means.29

On June 14, 1951, at the Conference of Young Christians held in Beijing, Zhao 
Puchu, a leading lay Buddhist in Beijing and Shanghai, delivered a speech that 
summarized the political task of religious believers. He emphasized the impor-
tance of religious followers expounding on the spirit of patriotism and actively par-
ticipating in the struggles against the imperialist invasion. He then continued:
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It is required in all religions that their followers must love their 
nation and people, resisting invasion and safeguarding peace. 
Buddhists are duty-bound to repay the kindness of the nation and 
people, and always remind ourselves of this duty through reciting the 
scriptures everyday. Working for the benefi t and happiness of people 
without considering even our lives is the vow of Buddhists.30

Zhao Puchu urged Buddhists to work for the Chinese people even at the 
risk of their lives. He reiterated the importance of a religious follower loving 
his nation (愛國) more than his religion (愛教). Loving one’s nation is primary 
while loving one’s religion is secondary in that the existence of one’s religion 
depends on the existence of one’s nation. Chinese Buddhists had no separate 
political standpoints, but always shared the same ideology that the Chinese 
 people expressed under the leadership of the Communist Party. In other words, 
in demonstrating their patriotism, Chinese Buddhists should work hard for 
their country and stand fi rmly by their fellow citizens; only then could they be 
in a position to love their religion.

The patriotic sentiments of Buddhists at the time were also manifested in 
their eulogies for the greatness and nobility of Chairman Mao; only he, as they 
and other Chinese at the time commonly believed, could protect the nation and 
save them from suffering. Ven. Yiliang, a leading monk in Beijing, expressed 
his belief that Mao and the Communist Party had brought a new era to China, 
so that people could enjoy unprecedented happiness and freedom. During the 
forty years of revolution, the Communist Party had generated the superior 
merits of kindness, and all Chinese should repay these merits of kindness by 
following the instructions of the party leaders. Ven. Yiliang called upon all Bud-
dhists to pay homage to the Communist regime and to eulogize the absolute 
rightness of its policy on culture. In order to repay these great kindnesses and 
merits of the party and Chairman Mao, Yiliang suggested that Buddhists put 
Buddhist compassion into practice within the context of patriotism, willingly 
making sacrifi ces for whatever cause the nation was undertaking.

It is generally understood among Buddhists that one who practices great 
compassion and loving-kindness shares happiness with all sentient beings and 
releases their sufferings without discrimination. Yet very few Buddhists prac-
tice such ideas in their daily activities. Some monks at this time believed that 
Buddhist compassion and loving-kindness should be guided by the principle 
of wisdom. “One has to be compassionate to good people, but if one is compas-
sionate to bad people, it will indirectly help bad people to do evil things.”31 The 
standard criteria in making such distinctions between the bad and the good 
were those that were in accordance with the principles of the party and the 
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sayings of Mao. The Buddha showed great compassion to his contemporary 
people, yet he also fought against Devadatta and other evil ones. Ven. Yiliang 
(一量) reminded Buddhists that they should make a clear distinction without 
the slightest ambiguity between good and bad, friends and enemies, and stand 
always on the side of the Volunteer Army and the People’s Army; they should 
show no sympathy whatsoever but only hatred toward the U.S. troops and the 
puppet government of South Korea.32

On March 8, 1951, a Committee of Buddhist Circles in Nanchang for 
Resisting America and Assisting Korea was organized, and Ven. Xindao and 
15 other leading monks were elected as committee members. On March 11, 
Xindao made the following address to a meeting of 187 monks and nuns from 
the Nanchang area:

We know that the people’s government surely guarantees the 
freedom of religious belief. We Buddhists must unite as quickly 
as possible, and together with the followers of other religions, 
unconditionally support the Volunteer Army [志願軍] and the 
People’s Army [人民軍]. The best thing to do is to join the army 
directly and to learn the spirit in which Śākyamuni, the embodiment 
of compassion, killed robbers in order to save people and endured 
suffering on behalf of all living creatures. To wipe out the American 
imperialist demons, who are destroying world peace, is in accordance 
with Buddhist doctrines; it is not only blameless but actually will give 
rise to merit as well.33

The Buddhist campaign of patriotism conducted by leading Buddhists 
certainly affected ordinary monks and nuns, who then demonstrated their 
patriotic enthusiasm by doing whatever the government asked of them. The 
Committees of Buddhists for Resisting America and Assisting Korea already 
existed in different regions and were then gradually established nationwide. 
Some Buddhists signed their patriotic pledges and undertook political stud-
ies while others organized public parades. According to an incomplete record 
pieced together from Xiandai Foxue, monks and nuns in more than twenty 
cities organized public parades, and more than 10,000 signed patriotic pledges 
from June 1950 to August 1953.

Marxist education and the socialist transformation of institutional Bud-
dhism inside temples had begun immediately after the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China in 1949. In some places before the war, monks and nuns 
had already been transformed through the reeducation program into ordinary 
socialist workers and peasants. Their Buddhist identities gradually disappeared, 
their activities lost any Buddhist fl avor, and monks and nuns became common 
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workers and farmers in new China. Unfortunately, it is diffi cult to know the 
activities of these “ex-Buddhists.” In some places where Buddhist participation 
in the war was specifi cally reported (and even highlighted to demonstrate Bud-
dhist enthusiasm and patriotism), two of the most signifi cant and widespread 
activities were the donations for the Chinese Buddhist airplane and the recruit-
ment of young monks and nuns into the Chinese Volunteer Army.

Donation of the Buddhist Airplane and Military Recruitment

The Buddhist campaign to donate an airplane and other military equipment 
was not the fi rst time this had happened in modern Chinese history. Earlier, 
in the Republic Period, monks and nuns responding to the Nationalist appeal 
organized such campaigns during the Anti-Japanese War. Yet, at this time, 
the campaign was more widespread and was permeated with stronger patriotic 
passion. In the middle of 1951, U.S. troops intensifi ed their counterattacks, 
causing enormous casualties among Chinese solders and massive destruction 
of their military equipment. On June 1, the General Committee of Chinese 
People for Resisting America and Assisting Korea issued an urgent appeal to 
all Chinese people to participate in the campaign of patriotic pledges, to donate 
money for airplanes and cannons, and to provide desired services to the fami-
lies of the Volunteer Army.34 Quickly, effectively, and with enthusiasm, the 
Chinese people responded to the appeal, so did the Buddhists.

The Committee of Buddhist Circles in Beijing for Resisting America and 
Assisting Korea sent an open letter to all Buddhists in China, stating, “All fel-
low Buddhists, let us actively make contributions! We must donate a Chinese 
Buddhist airplane [中國佛教號飛機]. We must work hard to increase pro-
duction.”35 On June 20, 1951, Buddhists in Jiuquan in Guansu province sent 
another letter to Xiandai Foxue, challenging all other Buddhists in China to 
make contributions to the Buddhist airplane.36 The letter stated that even chil-
dren were saving their pocket money to purchase a “children’s airplane” for the 
Volunteer Army. Buddhists, who were family members of the Chinese nation, 
should not hesitate to do the same. The letter further declared:

[We Buddhists] should dispel all misgivings in observing precepts 
that we would perhaps violate the precept of non-killing if we donate 
the airplane or cannons, which are the instruments of killing. [We] 
dare to assure that one who practices the bodhisattva’s path will 
take up a knife and kill evil ones so that the good people may live in 
peace and happiness. The crazy criminals of American imperialists 
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have threatened the peace of the whole world. [They] attempt to rule 
the world and take charge over Asia, so their bombardments and 
killing have become intensifi ed. It is crystal clear now that peace 
and invasion cannot live simultaneously together. Safeguarding 
the nation is defi nitely the important task of every citizen. We 
are determined to eliminate all evil enemies through “killing for 
stopping killing.” Removing all sense of worries, we shall further 
unite all peoples of different nationalities, and take actions to 
accomplish the donation task.37

The letter specifi ed two sorts of donations, one general and one special. 
The general donation was to fulfi ll the duty of Buddhists as family members 
of the Chinese nation; the special donation was for Buddhists to make spe-
cifi c contributions for the purchase of the Buddhist airplane. Finally, the letter 
challenged all Buddhists to fulfi ll their patriotic duty in accordance with the 
Buddhist practices of compassion, loving-kindness, appreciative joy, and equa-
nimity. Within a short period, the call had received overwhelming responses 
from Buddhists throughout China. Especially in big cities, such as Beijing, 
Shanghai, Suzhou, and Tianjin, Buddhists established special committees to 
conduct the campaigns.

Buddhists in Shanghai promised to contribute 750 million yuan which, 
according to the current value, was half of the cost of an airplane. The Commit-
tee of Buddhist Circles in Beijing for Resisting America and Assisting Korea 
pledged on behalf of all Buddhists in the area that it would collect about 60–100 
million yuan within the next half year. Meanwhile, it was proposed that the task 
of providing the rest of the money needed for the airplane should be shared 
by Buddhists in other cities.38 In order to quicken the process of collecting the 
donations, the committee passionately appealed:

Fellow Buddhists all over China, everyone is duty-bound to love 
one’s country. How could we Buddhists lag behind . . . ? Please work 
harder, we must endeavor to accomplish our patriotic task in time as 
scheduled.39

The donation campaign quickly spread among Buddhist communities in 
different parts of China. It seemed that each province or city, having received 
a quota from Beijing, in turn shared it among the temples and individual Bud-
dhists in the area. Some individual Buddhists pledged to work longer every day 
and donate the extra income, while others promised to save a certain amount 
of money each day. The sangha in Shanghai urged individual monks to save 
200 yuan or 500 yuan per day; nuns were asked to contribute 200 yuan per day 
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as well. Collectively, temples were sorted into four classes depending on their 
size and wealth, with the fi rst class donating 20,000 yuan per day, the second 
donating 10,000 yuan, the third 5,000 yuan, and the fourth 2,500 yuan per 
day. The Buddhist Youth Society in Shanghai requested its 600 members to 
donate 6,000, 30,000, 60,000, or 120,000 yuan respectively.40 It was antici-
pated that the donation campaign for the Buddhist airplane in Shanghai would 
be completed within six months.

The donation campaign for the Buddhist airplane was well received in 
many parts of China due to the prevailing patriotic sentiments at the time and 
the involvement of well-known Buddhists. The money was gradually remitted 
to Beijing through the People’s Bank, with a specifi c indication for the Chinese 
Buddhist airplane. On November 3, 1951, the Panchen Lama41 in Xining (西寧) 
issued a statement:

[I] pledge to do my best to appeal to Tibetan people and Buddhists 
that they actively participate in the campaign of Resisting America 
and Assisting Korea, to donate military equipment with enthusiasm. 
We should make efforts to fulfi ll the plan of purchasing a Buddhist 
fi ghter plane earlier than scheduled.42

The available information indicates that, unlike what happened during the 
Anti-Japanese War—when some Buddhists had questioned the authenticity 
and legitimacy of a Buddhist airplane (which would cause the massive destruc-
tion of human lives)—no such voice was recorded this time. Buddhists in gen-
eral seem to have supported the campaign; some regretted the diffi culty in 
fulfi lling their assigned quotas due to different reasons, such as lack of income. 
While expressing their diffi culty and sorrow, however, these Buddhists never 
criticized the campaign itself. They did not complain about being rather forc-
ibly assigned donation quotas, nor did they articulate any unwillingness to 
make such contributions. Quite the contrary, despite bemoaning their poor 
economic situations, they promised to do their best to donate their assigned 
share of the money.43 Meanwhile, some of them who were unable to pay their 
share donated their products—such as raw rice and wheat—as substitute com-
pensation. Buddhists in Guangzhou City had been asked to donate 100 million 
yuan, but by the end of November 1951, only 20 million yuan had been col-
lected. The Study Society of Buddhists in Guangzhou then decided to organize 
a sale of vegetables, with all income to be donated to their quota. For three 
days, May 29–31, 1952, a vegetable sale was held in Liu Rong Temple (六榕寺), 
and 12,183,700 yuan were collected.44 By January 1952, Buddhists in Beijing 
proudly announced that they had already contributed 58,711,600 yuan and thus 
almost completed the assigned donation task earlier than scheduled.45
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At the same time as the campaign for the donation of the Chinese Bud-
dhist airplane, another campaign was under way throughout China to encour-
age young monks and nuns to join the Volunteer Army. The phenomenon of 
Buddhist clergy joining the army to defend the nation against a foreign inva-
sion had already been seen during the Anti-Japanese War. This time, however, 
more sangha members were recruited, demonstrating how Buddhists, endowed 
with patriotism, had supported the Communist government. Shortly after Chi-
na’s involvement in the war, a nationwide campaign for military recruitment 
among young Chinese people took place and attracted the attention of the Bud-
dhist sangha, especially the young monks.

Having gone through a number of sociopolitical campaigns and regular 
Marxist studies, young monks and nuns gradually transformed themselves, 
both physically and mentally, into new citizens of the Chinese nation, ready 
to sacrifi ce their religion and even their lives for their country. Their religious 
commitment became secularized and the sacredness of monkhood disappeared 
from their daily lives, which became no different than that of ordinary secular 
Chinese. The only exception was that they continued to wear Buddhist robes; 
in some places, they even wore the same clothing as ordinary secular Chinese. 
These young monks and nuns were then considered by themselves and by oth-
ers as common family members of the Chinese nation.

Meanwhile, Buddhist leaders, advised by the government, constantly 
encouraged the socialist transformation of the sangha. They insisted that Bud-
dhists accept the leadership of the Communist Party by following the instruc-
tions of the government and by taking part in political campaigns sponsored 
by the regime. Under these circumstances, the question of whether monks and 
nuns would violate Buddhist discipline if they followed the government’s order 
became unimportant in comparison to fulfi lling their national duty. Some 
were convinced that their activities (even bearing arms and killing enemies in 
the war) were actually sanctioned by Buddhist doctrines and justifi ed by the 
contemporary situation. The question they often asked was not why but how 
Buddhists should make contributions to the nation by participating in the war. 
Thus, the phenomenon was often seen where elder monks sent their young 
monk-disciples to report for military duties; the young monks were happy and 
proud to become members of the Volunteer Army.

At the beginning of the Korean War, it was often seen that monks and 
nuns went, alone or together, with other Chinese people and participate in a 
street demonstration. They would join in shouting anti-American slogans and 
pledging in public that they were prepared to go to the front and fi ght against 
the invaders. Later, when the campaign for military recruitment occurred in 
China, it was often reported that young monks changed from their robes into 
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military uniforms at the military recruitment stations. Their decision to join 
the army was considered to be the glory of the entire Buddhist community and 
thus welcomed by the government and supported by the sangha.

In January 1951, a young monk named Shangchun from Qingliang 
Temple in Changzhou (常州) submitted an application for military enlist-
ment, which was quickly accepted. A farewell celebration party was organized 
one afternoon inside Qingliang Temple, which was attended by more than 
forty leading monks and nuns from major temples in the area. All of them 
extended their blessings and appreciation in support of Shangchun’s decision 
and action.46 After the party, there was a public parade in which Shangchun 
rode on a horse while wearing a huge red fl ower pinned on the front of his 
clothes. More than twenty Buddhists, including monks and nuns, marched at 
the front of the parade, carrying red fl ags, beating drums, and striking gongs. 
Fireworks announced the event. The parade passed through major streets of 
the city and attracted large crowds of people who highly praised the patriotic 
act of the young monk.

After a recruitment meeting held on June 10, 1951, on Jiuhua Mountain 
(九華山), a number of monks pledged to join the Volunteer Army. One of 
them, Wu Yunhen, expressed his happiness and willingness:

Joining the army is a glorious task and we must fulfi ll [it]. After all, 
we monks are to save people and the world without any misgiving. 
I hope we young Buddhists do not cling to such a small place as 
Jiuhua Mountain, nor should we forget the great cause of serving the 
nation. Only then could we Buddhists be called Good Men [好男兒].47

It is diffi cult to hear the voices of the sangha resisting such recruitment, 
either because the monks and nuns dared not articulate their resistance, or 
because such articulation was intentionally kept away from the public. The 
sangha was portrayed as united in voice and action in following the direction of 
the government. The only negative responses could be seen in the concerned 
expressions of some older monks and nuns, who were quoted as saying that 
the temples would be left with only old and weak monks and nuns if young 
ones went to the front.48 It is diffi cult to calculate how many young monks 
joined the army during this period,49 yet according to the available information, 
Buddhist communities in general seem to have encouraged military enlist-
ment, and many young monks showed their readiness for it. For instance, in 
Jiuhua Mountain, the fi ve monks who joined the army represented one-third 
of the total number of applicants from the entire village.50 In Emei Mountain, 
several dozens (數十人) of young monks joining the army gave it the highest 
representation among all of the communities in that county.51
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Several explanations were suggested for the enthusiasm for military enlist-
ment among young Buddhist clergy. One was that it was an expression of 
patriotism. Another suggestion was that it demonstrated their appreciation of 
the government’s policy on Buddhism. It was also suggested that this was an 
actual demonstration of true bodhisattva spirit in serving the world. Yet the 
phenomenon may also indicate that, after various political campaigns, young 
monks were forced to acknowledge reality: the existence of Buddhism was at 
risk of disappearing in China, and their future as members of the sangha was 
full of uncertainty. As Holmes Welch said, “The monastery no longer offered a 
refuge from the dust of the world. And what sort of future lay ahead for those 
who stayed in it?”52 Joining the army, which could be the triple blessings for 
the Buddhist community, the nation, and young monks themselves, perhaps 
would be one of the wiser choices.

Conclusion

In the early 1950s, China underwent a dramatic transition from neo-democracy 
to socialism (1949–1956); great changes took place throughout the nation. A 
new China was founded on the ruins of colonialism and feudalism.53 Numerous 
patriotic and political campaigns sponsored by the Communist government were 
conducted nationwide to cleanse the old thoughts and to transform the Chinese 
people into new socialist citizens. These campaigns were aimed at stabilizing 
social, political, and economic developments. The Chinese people participated 
in such campaigns with complete or, rather, innocent trust and enthusiasm, full 
of hope for the better future promised by the Communist regime.

The government conducted these campaigns anticipating that all Chi-
nese people would be united under Communist leadership. Monks and nuns 
were told that they could either act as patriotic citizens or be left behind (and 
even eliminated) in the new social and political environment. In general, they 
responded to such campaigns with enthusiasm; they extended their full sup-
port to the government with patriotic passion. Indeed, some were fascinated 
with the idea of being new citizens and family members of the Chinese nation. 
They eagerly limited or hid their religious differences, mental and physical, 
from the rest of the Chinese people. Gradually, the gap between the temples 
and society disappeared as monks and nuns followed the orders and instruc-
tions of the government along with other ordinary Chinese people.

At an early period of the People’s Republic of China, patriotism reigned 
supreme in most part of China; it reached its zenith during the Korean War. 
Patriotism served almost as a new religion, which endeavored to unify the 
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nation by demanding the complete faith and surrender of ordinary citizens to 
the state. Through the use of the state machinery, the government exercised all 
of its power in conducting patriotic education and disseminating propaganda 
among the masses. The Chinese people were requested to love their nation 
by working hard to strengthen the people’s democracy, to defend the nation 
from invasion, and to make the utmost contributions to the reconstruction of 
the motherland. Such ideological education and propaganda penetrated deeply 
into the sangha. As a result, Buddhists became obliged to discontinue Buddhist 
traditions and practices that had endured for thousands of years. Voluntarily 
or by force, they were prepared for participation in the activities of resisting 
America and assisting Korea. By these activities, they were identifi ed as true 
patriotic citizens of the Chinese nation, with high and noble aspirations.

The successful self-transformation and active participation of Chinese 
Buddhists in the war were made possible largely because of the commitment 
of some leading Buddhists, both clergy and lay, such as Juzan and Zhao Puchu. 
It is still unclear whether they were fully convinced that Buddhism could be 
revived only through self-reform under the Communist leadership, or whether 
they simply realized the futility of resisting the socialist transformation of the 
sangha. It is clear, however, that they grasped the opportunity presented by the 
Korean War to push Buddhists into society to work for the nation and to make 
their contributions to China’s efforts in the war.

Buddhists in China at the time seem to have sincerely believed that only 
the Communist Party could save China and protect Buddhism. Therefore, 
only by following the path provided, or dictated, by the Communist gov-
ernment could Buddhism survive and revive. On behalf of their Buddhist 
communities, Buddhist leaders urged ordinary monks and nuns to make 
self-sacrifi ces, self-concessions, and self-submissions to the interests of the 
nation, party, and government. What was said and done during this period 
may reveal the reality that some Buddhists were even more eager and active 
to reform Buddhism than were their Communist comrades. Their activities 
and advocacy can only be understood within the contemporary social and 
political contexts and might be considered a skillful means of attempting 
to save Buddhism. The impact of their activities should also be considered 
in discussing their contributions to both modern Buddhism and the sub-
sequent development of Buddhism in China. On one hand, they helped the 
government to impose strict policies on Buddhism; on the other hand, they 
encouraged Buddhists to accept such policies without resistance. As a result, 
Buddhism almost disappeared from mainland China in the following two 
decades. Buddhists and especially their leaders probably did not anticipate 
that they might contribute to its disappearance.



buddhists in china during the korean war (1951–1953)  153

notes

 1. Holmes Welch, Buddhism under Mao (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1972), 1.

 2. Guangwu Lo, The Outline of Great Events of Religious Works in New China 
(Beijing: Huawen Publication Society, 2001), 2 (羅廣武，《新中國宗教工作大事概

覽》，北京：華文出版社，二００一年，第二頁。).
 3. Lo, Outline of Great Events of Religious Works in New China, 3 (羅廣武，《新中國

宗教工作大事概覽》，華文出版社，二００一年，第三頁。). Holmes Welch gave a 
different interpretation, in which he quoted from Juzan’s report after he had listened to the 
brief on Zhou’s speech: “The government in its cooperation with religion is after political, 
not ideological conformity. Every religion should stay within its proper confi nes” (Welch, 
Buddhism under Mao, 3). This is the second-hand translation from the later report of Juzan. 
See Juzan, Collections of Juzan (Nanjing: Jiansu Guji Publication Society, 2000), 2:713 
(巨贊，《巨贊集》，江蘇古藉出版社，二０００年，第二卷，第七一三頁。).

 4. The meaning of patriotism has varied in different social, political, and 
geographic contexts throughout its long history of use. An interesting discussion 
about its changes is in Mary Dietz’s “Patriotism: A Brief History of the Term,” in 
Patriotism, ed. Igor Primoratz (New York: Humanity, 2002), 201–215.

 5. There are similarities between Chinese nationalism and patriotism in 
modern Chinese history; see Yongnian Zheng, Discovering Chinese Nationalism in 

China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 87–95.
 6. Peichao Li, Historic Development of Patriotism of Chinese Nation (Wuhan: 

Hubei Jiaoyu Publication Society, 2001), 22–24 (李培超，《中華民族愛國主義發展

史》，湖北教育出版社，二００一年，第二二～二四頁。).
 7. Such fears and worries already existed before 1949. In some areas, 

Communists had already carried out land reform to reduce rents, and monks and 
nuns who used to possess large amounts of temple lands had to either give up their 
possessions or reduce their rents; otherwise, they would be persecuted and punished 
as counterrevolutionaries.

 8. Richard Bush Jr., Religion in Communist China (Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon, 
1970), 15. All public areas outside of any religious premises are available for atheistic 
and antireligious activities.

 9. Chang Chih-i, “A Correct Understanding and Implementation of the Party 
Policy Concerning Freedom of Religious Belief,” Minzu tuanjie (Unity of Nationalities) 
(Bejing: Minzu Publication Society, Apr. 1962), 2–5. Translated in Union Research 

Service 28 (Aug. 31, 1962): 295, here cited by Bush, Religion in Communist China, 18.
10. Welch, Buddhism under Mao, 1.
11. Burton Kaufman, The Korean War: Challenges in Crisis, Credibility, and 

Command (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986), 31.
12. Jialu Xu, ed, Daily History of the People’s Republic of China (Chengdu: Siquan 

Renmin Publication Society, 2003) (許嘉璐主編《中華人民共和國日史》，成都: 

四川人民出版社，二００三年，卷一，第四七六～四七七頁。); Yongnian Zheng, 
Discovering Chinese Nationalism in China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 476–477.



154  buddhist warfare

13. Xue Yu, Buddhism, War, and Nationalism: Chinese Monks in the Struggle 

against Japanese Aggressions, 1931–1945 (London: Routledge, 2005), 143–148.
14. Juzan, Collections of Juzan, (Nanjing: Jiansu guji chuban she, 2000), 2:706–

708 (巨贊，《巨贊文集》，南京: 江蘇古藉出版社，二０００年，第二卷，第七０

六～七０八。). An English translation of the summary of the letter can also be found 
in Welch, Buddhism under Mao, 94–96.

15. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.6 (1951): 30 (《現代佛學》，

第一卷，第六期，一九五一年，第三十頁。). This news was quoted from People’s 

Daily, January 8, 1951. Holmes Welch translated Xiandai Foxue (現代佛學) as Modern 

Buddhism. It seems that he understood foxue (佛學), Buddhist studies, as equivalent to 
fojiao (佛教), Buddhism. It was rather sensitive at the time to use the term Buddhism 
in the title of a Buddhist journal. See Welch, Buddhism under Mao, 11–17.

16. 北京市佛教界保衛世界和平反對美國侵略委員會. The committee was later 
renamed as the Committee of Buddhist Circles in Beijing for Resisting America and 
Assisting Korea ((北京佛教界抗美緩朝委員會)).

17. It was reported by the Xinhua News Agency that about 80 percent of the 
total number of monks and nuns from about 400 temples in Beijing participated in 
the parade. As one of the leading monks, Xiuquan, said, “For hundreds of years, we 
monks did not have the right of parading. Now, we are liberated. Chairman Mao treats 
us as members of the people’s family so that we can participate in the parade.” Xiandai 

Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.6 (1951): 30 (《現代佛學》，第一卷，第六期，一

九五一年，第三十頁。).
18. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.6 (1951): 30 (《現代佛學》，第一

卷，第六期，一九五一年，第三十頁。).
19. Part of the telegram to Chairman Mao goes like this:

Since the liberation of Beijing, we Buddhists of four groups [四眾眾弟子] have 
studied new revolutionary theories. Combining the Buddhist ideas of 
national protection and patriotism in connection with internationalism, we 
all have taken part in the campaign of Resisting America and Assisting 
Korea. . . . We Buddhists of four groups solemnly pledge a vow to you: Under 
your leadership, we shall intensify our studies, enhance our political 
consciousness, and work harder in productive activities. We shall follow 
[Buddhist?] doctrines, endeavor for lasting peace and resist the invasion war. 
Endowed with the spirit of great courage, we shall fi ght to the death against 
American imperialists who are the deadly enemies of the people.

Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.6 (1951): 30 (現代佛學》，第一卷，第六

期，一九五一年，第三十頁。).
20. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.6 (1951): 31 (《現代佛學》，第一

卷，第六期，一九五一年，第三十一頁。).
21. Buddhist activities in this area can be found in a number of works, such 

as Walpola Rahula, The Heritage of the Bhikkhu: A Short History of the Bhikkhu in 

Educational, Cultural, Social, and Political Life (New York: Grove, 1974); Stanley 
Jeyaraja Tambiah, Buddhism Betrayed? Religion, Politics, and Violence in Sri Lanka 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Yu, Buddhism, War, and Nationalism; 



buddhists in china during the korean war (1951–1953)  155

and 學愚，『太虛大師的民族主義與世界主義』方立天，學愚編，《佛教傳統與當

代文化》，北京：中華書局，二００六，第六一～七九頁。.
22. Juzan, “On Buddhist Patriotism,” Xiandai foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies)1.11 

(1951): 4 (巨贊，『論佛教的愛國主義』，《現代佛學》第一卷，第十一期，一九五

一年．第四頁。).
23. The original record of this event can be found in Taisho 2 (152):653.
24. The original source can be found in Taisho 50 (2059):340b, although, 

according to its context, it was originally supposed to show the supernatural power of 
Gunabhadra that he could predict the future.

25. Juzan, “On Buddhist Patriotism,” 4 (巨贊，『論佛教的愛國主義』，《現代

佛學》第一卷，第十一期，一九五一年．第四頁。).
26. Their activities in Hunan and Guilin were full of military spirit. See Yu, 

Buddhism, War, and Nationalism. 143–149.
27. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies)1.3 (1950): 27 (《現代佛學》，第一卷，

第三期，一九五０年（十一月），第二十七頁。).
28. Juzan, “On Buddhist Patriotism,” 4–5 (巨贊，『論佛教的愛國主義』，

《現代佛學》第一卷，第十一期，一九五一年（７）．第四～五頁。).
29. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 2.1 (1951): 23 and 24 (《現代佛學》，

第二卷，第一期，一九五一年（九月），第二十三～二十四頁。).
30. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.7 (1951): 7 (《現代佛學》，一九五

一年（七月），第七頁。).
31. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 4 (1954): 16 (《現代佛學》第四期，

一九五三年（四），第十六頁。). The English translation is quoted from Welch, 
Buddhism under Mao, 278–279.

32. Yiliang, “Patriotic Issues of Four Groups of Buddhists,” Xiandai Foxue 
(Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.11 (1951): 6–7 (一量，『四眾眾弟子的愛國主義問題』，

《現代佛學》第一卷，第十一期，一九五一年（７）第六～七頁。).
33. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.8 (1951): 35 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第八期，一九五一年，第三十五頁。). The translation is from Welch, Buddhism under 

Mao, 277.
34. Jialu Xu, Daily History of the People’s Republic of China, 2:190–192 (許嘉璐主編

《中華人民共和國日史》，四川人民出版社，二００三年，卷二，第一九０～九二

頁。). Meanwhile, on June 2, 1951, an editorial in the People’s Daily called for a campaign 
to have all Chinese people take patriotic oaths.

35. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 6.10 (1951): 1 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第十期，一九五一年（六）, 第一頁。).
36. It is interesting to notice that Buddhists in Jiuquan had appealed to other 

Buddhists to donate an airplane for Chinese soldiers during the Anti-Japanese War.
37. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.11 (1951): 33 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第十一期，一九五一年（七）, 第三十三頁。).
38. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.12 (1951): 28 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第十二期，一九五一年（八）, 第二十八頁。). On March 1, 1955, 10,000 Chinese 
yuan was equivalent to about 45 U.S. cents (100,000:4.5).

39. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.12 (1951): 28 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第十二期，一九五一年（八）, 第二十八頁。).



156  buddhist warfare

40. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.12 (1951): 29 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第十二期，一九五一年（八）, 第二十九頁。).
41. In May 1951, both the Panchen Lama and the Dalai Lama had come to Beijing 

on the occasion of signing the “Treaty on the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet.”
42. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 2.4 (1951): 16 (《現代佛學》第二

卷，第四期，一九五一年（十二）, 第十六頁。).
43. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 2.2 (1951): 23 (《現代佛學》第二

卷，第二期，一九五一年（十）, 第二十三頁。).
44. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 2.8 (1952): 25–26 (《現代佛學》第

二卷，第八期，一九五二年（四）, 第二十六～二十七頁。).
45. In “A Letter to All Buddhists in China,” Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist 

Studies) 1.12 (1951): 28 (《現代佛學》第一卷，第十二期，一九五一年（八）, 第

二十八頁), The Committee of Buddhist Circles in Beijing for Resisting America and 
Assisting Korea, promised to contribute 100–600 million yuan. The shortage may be 
explained by some diffi culties in the actual campaign. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist 

Studies) 2.5 (1952): 23 (《現代佛學》第二卷，第五期，一九五二年（一）, 第二十

三頁。).
46. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.6 (1951): 35 (《現代佛學》

第一卷，第六期，一九五一年（二）, 第三十五頁。).
47. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.11 (1951): 34 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第十一期，一九五一年（七）, 第三十四頁。).
48. In a temple of more than 300 resident monks, both the temple and the old 

monks were left without care after dozens of young monks joined the army. Xiandai 

Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.12 (1951): 23 (《現代佛學》第一卷，第十二期，

一九五一年（八）, 第二十三頁 。). They were told by the editor of Xiandai Foxue 
that the reduction in the number of monks would not do any damage to Buddhist 
institutions in China, but rather be a blessing for the future.

49. According to Xiandai Foxue, only one case was reported in which a nun 
joined the army and went to military college for training. The practice of leaving the 
sangha and joining the army occurred during this period even before the outbreak 
of the Korean War. By February 1950, twenty-four out of forty monks at the Jing’an 
Si Seminary in Shanghai had joined the army or entered into military training. See 
Welch, Buddhism under Mao, ch. 1, n. 90.

50. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 2.2 (1951): 21 (《現代佛學》第二卷，

第二期，一九五一年（十）, 第二十一頁。).
51. Xiandai Foxue (Modern Buddhist Studies) 1.12 (1951): 30 (《現代佛學》第一卷，

第十二期，一九五一年（八）, 第三十頁。).
52. Welch, Buddhism under Mao, 68.
53. Zedong Mao, Selected Collections of Mao Zedong (Beijing: Renmin Publication 

Society, 1967), 2:665 (毛澤東，《毛澤東選集》，第二卷，北京：人民出版社，一九

六七年，第六六五頁。).



It is almost nine o’clock in Mihintale, the dusty Sri Lankan city said 
to have hosted the arrival of Buddhism to the island.1 The sky is dark, 
but light and sound pour from the small temple of Bogahayāya. 
Silver dollar–sized red clay oil lamps cast fl ickering light on 
uniformed soldiers sitting cross-legged on the ground, listening to 
the local monk, Ānandavaṃsa, preaching a sermon on the topic of 
sīla, discipline and morality. Most soldiers in the audience bear 
physical and mental scars from their times on the battlefi eld, such 
as a fi dgeting young captain wearing special shoes to reduce the 
limp caused by a 50-caliber bullet that tore through his upper thigh 
fi ve years ago. The stocky color sergeant can barely grasp the tray of 
fl owers he offers to the Bodhi tree, having lost movement in three of 
the fi ngers on his right hand due to infection after surviving for 
three days in a swamp after his regiment left him for dead.

For each solider who survives to show scars, others never get 
the chance for a special shoe or a weak grip. The war dead, 
physically absent from the sermon at the temple, call to mind the 
Yodhājīvasutta, a story in the Pāli canon of a warrior who asked the 
Buddha whether it is true that soldiers who die on the battlefi eld 
are reborn in heaven. The Buddha remained silent in response. 
Undaunted, the warrior asked again, but the Buddha again remained 
silent. After being asked a third time, the Buddha responded, telling 
the warrior that those who die on the battlefi eld will not be reborn in 
heaven. He explained that those who die on the battlefi eld are 
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inevitably overcome with hatred and pain and are born, according to those feelings, 
in a hell realm (Saṃyutta Nikāya XLII.3). Given this bleak outlook, what does Bud-
dhist belief, doctrine, and practice have to offer to the soldiers gathered in Mihin-
tale, listening to Ānandavaṃsa’s sermon and considering the fate of their fallen 
comrades and perhaps their own futures?2 In an economy ravaged by a quarter 
century of civil war, there are few employment opportunities; most soldiers come 
from poor families to fi ght and kill for the raṭa, jātiya, and āgama: the country, 
nation, and religion. Are they doomed to hell for their choice of occupation?

Although there are no uniformed chaplains in the Sri Lankan military, 
monks living at temples near the army camps serve the religious needs of the 
soldiers both informally and through Buddhist sermons, or baṇa. Individual 
regiments often invite famous preachers to their camps to sponsor ceremo-
nies commemorating Regiment Day, which marks the day they were estab-
lished, and memorializing the missing, dead, and injured of the particular 
unit. Other ceremonies may be commissioned by high-ranking offi cers seek-
ing to increase morale or prepare for specifi c offensives, while the army as a 
whole sponsors two major sermons every year. The largest ceremony occurs 
on October 11, the anniversary of the founding of the Sri Lankan army. This 

FIGURE 7.1 Ven. Ānandavaṃsa preaches to soldiers of the Sixth Sri Lankan Light 
Infantry Regiment following a Bodhipūjā ceremony on the evening of March 9, 2007. 
Photo taken by Daniel Kent.
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sermon is performed at Panāgoḍa army temple before an audience com-
posed primarily of the families of dead soldiers. Endeavoring to ease the 
suffering of the families, the monks receive alms and transfer merit to the 
dead. The second major sermon occurs around the fi rst Sunday of October 
at the Śrī Mahābodhi Tree in Anurādhapura. This sermon takes place follow-
ing a ceremony during which all of the fl ags from all of the regiments in the 
Sri Lankan army are blessed at the Bodhi tree and then taken back to their 
respective units.

The guiding question behind the vast majority of studies of Buddhism and 
war is, how does Buddhism justify, legitimate, or otherwise allow war? Scholars 
have asked this question, attempting to resolve the perceived confl ict between 
the fi rst precept against killing and the contemporary reality of active Buddhist 
participation in warfare. Scholarship guided by this question has been, for the 
most part, quite fruitful, challenging essentialized presentations of Buddhism 
as a religion of absolute pacifi sm with more nuanced explorations of Buddhists 
making the decision to engage in warfare.3 Justifi cation, however, is not the 
concern of the warrior in the Yodhājīvasutta, nor is it the primary concern of 
contemporary Sri Lankan Buddhists participating in the war.

In this chapter, I will explore an alternative line of questioning employed 
by Buddhists engaged in war. Rather than beginning and ending my work with 
the search for Buddhist justifi cations of war, I endeavor to discover some of 
the questions asked and answers provided by the Buddhist soldiers and monks 
dealing most directly with the confl ict. Rather than examining the speeches and 
writings of the monks and politicians represented frequently in the national 
media, I have chosen informants whose voices are normally not heard. These 
voices come from soldiers with experience on the battlefi elds and from monks 
residing at temples near military bases. Although they may employ some of the 
same Sinhalese Buddhist nationalist rhetoric as do politicians, they do so not to 
build a national consensus on the war, but to address the individual problems 
facing soldiers.4

When asked of their concerns about war, soldiers and monks spoke in 
terms of karma and intentionality rather than in terms of justice. Soldiers do 
not ask monks to justify the civil war, but about the karmic consequences of 
their actions. Indeed, the vast majority of monks deny that Buddhism can ever 
condone war. “Will I receive negative karma if I kill the enemy on the battle-
fi eld?” many soldiers ask. During sermons to soldiers, monks respond to this 
explicit and implicit question, easing soldiers’ concerns and attempting to instill 
in them a positive state of mind that they hope will protect them and reduce the 
amount of negative karma that the soldiers create on the battlefi eld.
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Buddhism Does Not Condone War, but . . .

The wave of anti-Tamil violence that swept through the island of Sri Lanka in 
July 1983 shook the foundations of Sri Lankan society. Known as Black July, 
this event challenged scholars to explain how such a thing could possibly hap-
pen in Sri Lanka. Immediately after independence in 1948, Sri Lanka had been 
viewed as an example for other former colonies to follow. The violence of 1983 
caused a reevaluation across all fi elds of study as scholars began to ask why, 
how, and when Sri Lanka was transformed from a model society to a fractured 
one.

While scholars from all disciplines rushed into the discursive space ripped 
open by Black July, anthropologists and scholars of religion turned their collec-
tive gaze on religion in general and Buddhism in particular. Less than a year 
after the riots, Gananath Obeyesekere wrote:

What then is the background to this violence, unprecedented in the 
history of a country designated by the people themselves as dhamma 

dīpa, “the land of the Buddha’s dharma,” a doctrine of non-violence 
and compassion? I am a Sinhalese and a Buddhist and this is the 
troubling question that I ask myself.5

Stanley Tambiah echoed Obeyesekere, asking: “If Buddhism preaches 
non-violence, why is there so much political violence in Sri Lanka today[?]”6 
Finally, Ananda Wikremeratne expressed his own remorse, writing, “Isn’t it 
a shame . . . that all this violence should take place in Sri Lanka? After all, Sri 
Lanka is a Buddhist country. How can Buddhists resort to violence[?]”7

As Buddhist soldiers rushed off to fi ght and die on behalf of their raṭa, 
jātiya, and āgama (country, race, and religion), scholars were forced to reex-
amine their assumptions about Buddhism as a religion of nonviolence. The 
fi rst step toward reconciliation was the separation of Buddhism-the-religion 
from Buddhists who adopt violent means. In 1993, Gananath Obeyesekere 
questioned the Buddhist identity of those who advocated violence: “To say that 
the killing of one’s enemy is justifi ed is a perversion of Buddhism, and those 
who condone such acts have rejected their Buddhist heritage.”8 By condemn-
ing those who made the decision to go to war, Obeyesekere shifted the focus 
away from Buddhism to the Buddhists themselves—preserving Buddhism as a 
tradition of absolute nonviolence, while questioning the legitimacy of contem-
porary Sri Lankan Buddhists.

Whether they are legitimate in the eyes of scholars or not, however, Buddhist 
monks, like Ānandavaṃsa, are often invited to deliver sermons and perform 
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rituals for the army. As he preached before a mixed audience of uniformed 
soldiers and white-clad civilians one evening in March 2007, Ānandavaṃsa 
did not justify the war. Indeed, like most monks, he stated expressly that Bud-
dhism can never condone war or killing. In a conversation two years before this 
sermon, Ānandavaṃsa stressed to me that monks should never tell soldiers 
to kill:

We wouldn’t say, “May you have strength. May you defeat the 
enemy!” We can’t pray for that! If monks were to pray for that there, 
they would face problems with the rules of monastic discipline. A 
monk can never tell someone to kill. In the same way, they can’t say 
that killing is good. . . . That is why monks don’t have any blessing for 
killing. We say: “May soldiers be protected! May they be free from 
sickness and suffering! May they live lives without accidental harm!”9

Two weeks before preaching to an audience of over 10,000 white-clad lay-
people gathered at Panāgoḍa army temple on a warm evening in October 2006, 
Ven. Itäpanna Dhammalankāra explained during an interview: “Our dharma 
does not condone the harming of any type of being. We show maitrī for all 

FIGURE 7.2 High-ranking monks bless soldiers within the Śrīṃahābodhi shrine in 
Anuradhapura on October 1, 2005. In the front row are Sri Lanka’s highest-ranking 
offi cers, including former army commander Shanta Kottegoda, current army commander 
Sarath Fonseka, and the late Lt. Gen. Parami Kulatunga, who was killed in a suicide 
bombing six months later. Photo taken by Daniel Kent.
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people and animals. When a war starts, we must only try to stop it.”10 Two years 
later, on the other side of the island, Ven. Neluwakande Gñānānanda echoed 
Dhammalankāra’s words at a ceremony sponsored by the soldiers at a small 
infantry camp in Mihintale:

What we need is to live in peace. Everyone values life. Buddhadharma 
does not condone the murder of humans or even animals. Problems 
in society arise because of the bad actions of people. The result is that 
many people suffer. That is why we think that this country must be 
full of peace. The fi nal result must be peace. That is our goal.11

Like Dhammalankāra, Gñānānanda is careful to separate Buddhist teachings 
from the act of killing.

How is it possible for monks to support soldiers by preaching to them 
without justifying or condoning the war in Buddhist terms? Is there a way to 
understand Buddhists who decide to go to war without condemning them for 
violating their Buddhist heritage? Tessa Bartholomeusz attempted just such 
a solution in her book In Defense of Dharma: Just-War Ideology in Buddhist Sri 

Lanka. Rather than dismissing Buddhist warfare as an aberration or a rejection 
of Buddhist heritage, Bartholomeusz argued that Sinhalese Buddhists have 
employed a prima facie just-war theory. Prima facie obligations refer to ethi-
cal obligations, which can be overridden when they come in confl ict with each 
other. For example, the obligation to speak the truth may be overridden if doing 
so would result in the death or injury of another. Additionally, the obligation to 
refrain from killing or causing injury could be overridden by the obligation to 
preserve the life of an innocent. In the case of Sri Lankan Buddhists, Bartho-
lomeusz argued that the obligation to refrain from killing can be overruled by 
the obligation to protect the Buddhist religion.12

Bartholomeusz’s work provides a useful framework for understanding how a 
Sinhalese Buddhist can go to war without violating his or her Buddhist heritage. 
Bartholomeusz solves this problem by viewing the Buddhist precept against kill-
ing as a prima facie ethical obligation that is overridden by the obligation to pro-
tect the dharma. The language of “obligation” and “rules,” however, is not entirely 
compatible with Buddhist doctrinal understandings of action. In his article “Can 
Killing a Living Being Ever Be an Act of Compassion? The Analysis of the Act of 
Killing in the Abhidhamma and Pali Commentaries,” Gethin warns of the dan-
gers of applying etic, or external, concepts to Buddhist beliefs and doctrines:

Abhidhamma—and hence I think mainstream Buddhist ethics—is 
not ultimately concerned to lay down ethical rules, or even ethical 
principles. It seeks instead to articulate a spiritual psychology 
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 focusing on the root causes that motivate us to act: greed, hatred, and 
delusion, or nonattachment, friendliness, and wisdom. Thus that 
intentionally killing a living being is wrong is not in fact presented in 
Buddhist thought as an ethical principle at all; it is a claim about how 
the mind works, about the nature of certain mental states and the 
kinds of action they give rise to.13

While Gethin does not reject the possibility of comparison, he argues that schol-
ars in the fi eld of Buddhist ethics often obscure the nature of Buddhist karma 
theory. Theories of just war are composed of rules and principles unfamiliar to the 
traditional Sri Lankan frame of reference; they are incompatible with the reason-
ing behind the decisions made by Sri Lankan Buddhists participating in war.

Although Gethin can be fairly accused of privileging Buddhist doctrine 
over other sources, such as literature and ritual practice, he makes an important 
point. Buddhist doctrine does not contain conditions for laying down ethical 
rules and principles through which war could be justifi ed. On the contrary, he 
argues, Buddhist doctrine is concerned with psychology, focusing on the root 
causes and effects of individual actions.14 The decision to take up arms leading 
to a just or unjust confl ict has little relevance to contemporary Sri Lankan Bud-
dhists. After war begins, however, Buddhist doctrine, literature, and practice 
all have a great deal to say about actions and particularly the effects of those 
actions on the battlefi eld.

If the question of justifi cation is no longer a useful lens for viewing Bud-
dhist warfare, what question could we pose to replace it? In order to discover 
an alternative, I conducted several group interviews with Buddhist soldiers at 
Panāgoḍa army base, asking my subjects to explain the kinds of questions that 
they have asked or would like to ask monks about war. Many answered quickly 
that they have asked whether negative karma occurs when they fi re their weap-
ons at the enemy.15 Several monks confi rmed that this was a question that they 
commonly received from soldiers. Having heard this question repeated again 
and again by my informants, I adopted it as my main question for the monks 
and soldiers whom I interviewed. Rather than asking monks and soldiers how 
Buddhism justifi es war, I asked about the karmic consequences of individual 
actions on the battlefi eld.

The Karma of War

“Hamduruwo,16 does negative karma occur when a soldier fi res his weapon at 
the enemy on the battlefi eld?” I asked Ānandavaṃsa in an interview several 
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weeks before his sermon. Ānandavaṃsa answered defi nitively: “It couldn’t not 
occur. A negative karma occurs.” Ven. Sudarsana, a forest monk and former 
corporal in the infantry before his ordination seven years before our interview, 
took a fi rm position, arguing: “Cetanā ‘ham bhikkhave kammaṃ vadāmi. Inten-
tion becomes karma.”17 He continued, asking: “Can a soldier shoot another 
person while practicing loving-kindness [maitrī ] meditation? If he were doing 
that, how could he kill?”

Monks are not the only ones to argue that killing on the battlefi eld pro-
duces negative karma. A disabled thirty-year-old infantry corporal explained 
the consequences of actions in war:

According to the teaching of Buddhism, negative karma occurs. It is 
impossible to prevent it. According to my knowledge of the dhamma, 
the unwholesome act of killing occurs there. I think that many of our 
soldiers know this. However, this is our duty. There are many duties 
like this in the world. Many people give different reasons to justify 
unwholesome actions, but they are still unwholesome.18

The term chosen by Sudarsana to evaluate the actions of soldiers, cetanā, or 
intention, is familiar to all Buddhists. In the most commonly cited formulation 
of the act of intentional killing, which is found in the Pāli commentarial litera-
ture, fi ve conditions must be fulfi lled for negative karma to be created: (1) there 
must be a living creature; (2) one must know that the creature is living; (3) one 
must intend to kill the creature; (4) one must perform the necessary action; (5) 
the creature must die.19 For Ānandavaṃsa and Sudarsana, the act of killing on 
the battlefi eld clearly fulfi lls all of these conditions.

Not all monks or soldiers, however, agree that soldiers produce negative 
karma when they fi re at the enemy. Upon hearing my question, Ven. Ampiṭiyē 
Sīlavaṃsatissa became fl ustered and answered: “Cetanā is the thing at the root. 
Soldiers don’t take guns with the intention of killing. More than killing, they 
take them with the principal intention [cetanā] of saving the country, the race, 
and the religion [raṭa, jātiya, āgama].”20 Before our interview, Sīlavaṃsatissa 
had lifted his robe to show me the scars left from the shrapnel of a mortar 
round and from a gunshot wound. The monk had received these injuries dur-
ing an attack on his temple, which is located next to an army base, by the LTTE 
(Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam) in 2002.

One light infantry soldier explained:

Soldiers don’t shoot the enemy out of personal anger. If they 
shoot they do so for the common good. This war is on behalf of 
the country, people, religion, region, and motherland. It would be 



onward buddhist soldiers  165

negative karma to shoot one’s neighbor over a land confl ict, but the 
intention here is a good one.21

This soldier separates the act of killing on the battlefi eld from intention, trans-
forming the act into a neutral one. This soldier is not alone in his reasoning. 
Major Chakkrawarthi, the commander of the army temple at Panāgoḍa, also 
emphasized the lack of personal anger behind the actions of soldiers:

In Buddhism, one needs to fulfi ll fi ve conditions for a sin to occur. 
Those fi ve are not fulfi lled by us. Our goal is just to face the enemy 
with the goal of protecting our own lives and the lives of others. Our 
soldiers don’t kill with anger.22

Chakkrawarthi reasons that soldiers fi re their weapons at the enemy not with 
anger, but out of their duty to protect others.

The key to this puzzle is how each individual understands cetanā. Some, 
like Sudarsana, argue that the intention to kill can never be wholesome. Oth-
ers, like Ampiṭiyē Sīlavaṃsatissa, argue that the soldier’s intention to kill is 
not personal, not rooted in delusion, hatred, or desire. Although these monks 
and soldiers disagreed in their answers to my question, they harnessed similar 
terminology and concepts to provide their answers. All of my informants based 
their arguments not upon justice, but upon whether the actions of a soldier do 
or do not produce negative karma, and upon the possibility of killing with a 
positive intention. Everyone with whom I spoke, regardless of their answer to 
my question, identifi ed intention, or cetanā, as the factor which determines the 
positive or negative effects of an action; none used language applicable to the 
formation of a just-war theory, prima facie or otherwise. None of my subjects 
made reference to the idea of ethical obligations coming in confl ict with one 
another.

Soldiers and monks may be united in their use of cetanā and karma to 
evaluate the actions of a soldier on the battlefi eld, but disagreements are also 
very common among monks and soldiers regarding cetanā and the karmic con-
sequences of acts of killing.23 Of the twenty monks interviewed over the course 
of my research, eleven believed that fi ring a weapon on the battlefi eld produced 
negative karma; nine believed that it did not.24 Soldiers were also split in their 
assessments. Of fi fty-eight soldiers interviewed at the Sixth Sri Lankan Light 
Infantry (SLLI) camp in Mihintale, thirty-three believed that negative karma 
did not occur when they fi red their weapons at the enemy, while twenty-fi ve 
believed that it did occur. While each of these soldiers agreed that intention 
determines the karmic effects of particular actions, they disagreed on whether 
it was possible to fi re their weapons with a positive intention. Even though all 
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of my informants employed the same terminology in their evaluation of actions 
on the battlefi eld, they still differed in their understandings of those actions 
and employed different lines of reasoning to support their claims.

Once we begin viewing war through individual intentions and actions, 
rather than in terms of justifi cation or legitimation, the sermons that monks 
deliver to soldiers take on new meaning. If soldiers and monks view individual 
karma as the primary problem on a battlefi eld, it follows that preachers will 
concentrate their sermons on infl uencing karma, rather than justifying war in 
objective terms.

Performing Intention

As Ānandavaṃsa preached before his audience of uniformed soldiers, he did 
not justify the war. One night, Ānandavaṃsa did not even preach about war. 
Instead, he preached a commentary on the famous Pāli verse Yo dhammaṃ 

passati, so maṃ passat (he who sees the dhamma sees me). When I asked 
Ānandavaṃsa about his goals when preaching to soldiers, he explained that his 
primary goals were to comfort their hearts, instruct them in morality, and wish 
for their protection.

The themes of nirvana, meditation, and the fruits of the homeless life, 
however, were conspicuously absent from Ānandavaṃsa’s sermon. Indeed, 
almost all of the preachers with whom I spoke avoided these topics, explain-
ing that such topics would not help to effect positive change in the soldiers’ 
hearts. Instead, the monks explained, they selected topics that were “timely” 
and “appropriate” to their audience of soldiers.25 Ven. Vimaladhajja, a monk 
who lives two kilometers from Panāgoḍa army base, described the kinds of top-
ics that are appropriate to soldiers:

When I go to preach to a group of soldiers, I preach in the necessary 
way to them. I preach about the greatness of King Duṭugämuṇu. 
Each occasion calls for a timely sermon. Each occasion has an 
appropriate sermon.26

Vimaladhajja explained that stories of Duṭugämuṇu (Pāli: Dutṭ ạgāmaṇī), 
the second-century BCE Sinhalese king who conquered the ancient capital of 
Anurādhapura from the South Indian king Eḷāra, are the most appropriate for 
soldiers. Duṭugämuṇu, whose name literally means “Gämuṇu the Fierce,” is 
said to have led his armies carrying a spear festooned with a relic of the Bud-
dha.27 According to the Mahāvaṃsa account, after his victory over King Eḷāra, 
Duṭugämuṇu, like the Mauryan king Aśoka before him, was plagued with guilt 
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because he had killed so many people. Eight arahants28 soothed him, explain-
ing that he was only guilty of killing one and a half human beings: one who 
had taken the fi ve precepts and another who had taken refuge in the triple 
gem.29 The Mahāvaṃsa records that, after his death, Duṭugämuṇu was reborn 
in heaven to await rebirth as the chief disciple of the future Buddha Metteya 
(Maitreya). Duṭugämuṇu is said to have explained his motives, declaring, “Not 
for the joy of sovereignty is this toil of mine, my striving [has been] ever to 
establish the doctrine of the Sambuddha.”30

Vimaladhajja, whose enthusiastic support of the army has earned him the 
nickname “Brigadier Monk,” explained that stories of Duṭugämuṇu can but-
tress a soldier’s courage. There is a fi ne line, however, between encouraging 
soldiers and encouraging them to kill. Ānandavaṃsa explained:

First let’s imagine the reason why someone joins the army today. 
We can think of two reasons. The fi rst is for a job. The guys in our 
army today joined because they didn’t have a job. As for a national 
army . . . soldiers act according to the orders that they receive from 
above. If he goes to war, he must fi rst protect himself. When we 
preach to soldiers, we have to decide whether we should preach in 
a way that would decrease their belief, self-confi dence, and pride in 
themselves or in a way that would increase their self-confi dence.31

FIGURE 7.3 Monks tie protective threads around the wrist of army commander Sarath 
Fonseka at the Śrīmahābodhi shrine on October 1, 2005. Photo taken by Daniel Kent.
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On the one hand, Ānandavaṃsa does not want to encourage killing; on the 
other hand, he does not want to put soldiers into danger by reducing their con-
fi dence in themselves.

Ven. Mangala shares Ānandavaṃsa’s concerns for the immediate well-
being of the soldiers. He asserted: “If I were to go to an army camp and tell 
them to love their enemies, saying, ‘Love your enemies. May your enemies 
be healthy.’ What would the enemies do? They would come and destroy the 
camp!” He continued later: “If a soldier thought, ‘I can’t shoot this person; it 
is a sin,’ he would not be suitable for that job. If he were to do that, another 
soldier would come along and shoot him.”32 A soldier who fears the sinful 
consequences of his actions, Mangala argued, may be more physically vul-
nerable than a soldier who is confi dent in the correctness of his actions. If a 
soldier were to join the army and suddenly decide to not perform his duties, 
he would be endangering himself, his unit, and ultimately his country; thus, 
preaching to soldiers of sin would upset their minds and potentially endan-
ger them.

One might argue that monks should not speak to soldiers at all, but should 
leave soldiers to their wrong livelihood. This, however, is not an option for 
Ānandavaṃsa or Mangala. They have both known many of the soldiers that 
visit their temples from the time the soldiers were children attending Buddhist 
school. Like many other monks, therefore, they cannot remain silent when 
soldiers come to them, but neither can they discuss the very real possibility 
that the karma produced by the soldiers in battle will lead to dire consequences 
in the future. Despite their disapproval of acts of intentional killing from a 
Buddhist perspective, both Ānandavaṃsa and Mangala remain silent on the 
consequences of killing on the battlefi eld,

How does a monk encourage a group of soldiers without encouraging them 
to kill? Different preachers succeed in this task to varying degrees. While there 
are monks who in their sermons urge soldiers to go forth and kill, such monks 
are in the minority.33 The majority of monks attempt to assist soldiers without 
specifi cally encouraging killing. As with Ānandavaṃsa’s sermon on one the 
days I was there, sometimes monks will not even mention war during their 
sermons to soldiers; instead, they focus upon the importance of sīla (moral-
ity) or on the importance of the dhamma. Ven. Vipuladhamma, the head of 
the meditation center outside of Mihintale, explained the dilemma that arises 
when he preaches to soldiers whose job it is to kill:

Now the soldiers’ goal is to create an environment where peaceful 
and harmonious people can live freely. So it is not good to have 
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the intention [cetanā] of destroying people. It is not good to have the 
intention [cetanā] to take revenge. That is because everyone living 
here in Mihintale has the right to live. There are people who are 
trying to grab away that right. Those people must be stopped in 
order to give [the rest of the] people the opportunity to live together 
harmoniously. If they go to battle with that goal, their goal is very 
good. We give them encouragement for that.34

As discussed above, all of the monks and soldiers with whom I spoke drew a 
clear connection between intention and the karma created by an action. Many 
argued that a soldier fi ghting with selfl ess intentions to save the innocent or 
protect the country would not create negative karma when he fi red his weapon 
at the enemy. Taking this for granted, monks like Vipuladhamma attempt to 
instill particular intentions in the minds of soldiers going off to battle.

This strategy is apparent in Ven. Vimaladhajja’s sermons praising 
Duṭugämuṇu. In this short composition of his own, he sang:

Niridun Duṭugämuṇu Maha yuda keruvēya
Bērāganna āgama dana näsuvēya
Pirisidu sirilakama eksatkeruvēya

Avasana sandahāmin suvayak läbuvēya

Duṭugämuṇu, the lord of men, fought a great war.
He killed people in order to save the religion.

He united the pure Sri Lanka
and received comfort from that in the end [of saṃsāra].35

This poem could be taken as a blanket justifi cation of war. When viewed in 
terms of individual karma, however, it does not justify war in objective terms 
at all. On the contrary, it describes the ideal intention that an individual soldier 
should take into battle.36 Because Duṭugämuṇu went to battle with the inten-
tion of saving religion, he was reborn in heaven. Vimaladhajja suggests that 
the soldiers in his audience should adopt similar intentions as they go to the 
battlefi eld.

Military personnel agree that a good sermon can help soldiers to establish 
a wholesome cetanā. Intention, however, should not be understood merely as 
a cognitive decision underlying particular actions. On the contrary, the monks 
and soldiers with whom I spoke used the term cetanā interchangeably with the 
term hita, or heart.37 The state of one’s hita is directly related to the amount of 
piṅ, or merit (Pāli: puñña), produced by particular activities.
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Writing about intention and merit production during acts of ritual alms 
giving, Jeffrey Samuels explained:

For the laymen and laywomen with whom I spoke about meritorious 
giving, conversations rarely, if ever, touched upon the need for 
giving to be accompanied by a donor’s conscious reasoning. Instead, 
making merit was largely discussed in conversations focusing on the 
emotional state of the donor.38

As one of Samuels’ informants put it: “Merit means happiness [piṅ kiyannē 

satuṭa]. Happiness is the heart/mind [hitē santōṣaya]. Demerit means unhappi-
ness [pava kiyannē asatuṭa]. Merit is based on these two.”39

Major Chakkrawarthi, the commander of the army temple at Panāgoḍa, 
stressed the importance of a healthy heart:

The battleground is uncertain. It is uncertain whether you will die 
today or tomorrow. Bombs and mortars fall everywhere. Friends die. 
Then your heart gets upset. That is why we always need to keep our 
hearts healthy. It is times like that that you need the help of a monk. 
Not every monk can accomplish that in a sermon.40

Chakkrawarthi explained that a beautiful sermon or well-told story can help to 
keep the hearts of soldiers healthy. Another offi cer referred to the sermons of 
monks as “medicine for the heart”:

The monks preach in order to calm [the soldiers’] hearts. They fi x 
their hearts by saying things like “You all are doing a good job.” 
There is a saying that if you break your arm there is medicine, but if 
you break your heart there is no medicine. So the monks preach in 
such a way as to calm people’s hearts so that they don’t break.41

These offi cers testify to the potential transformative healing capacity of a skill-
fully delivered sermon and a well-told story.

What are the benefi ts of taking a calm heart into battle? First, soldiers 
explained that a calm heart is the only real protection that a soldier can receive 
from religion. Second, monks explain that a calm heart can reduce the nega-
tive karma that soldiers create on the battlefi eld. Finally, not only does a calm 
heart intrinsically produce less negative karma than an upset one, but soldiers 
who go to battle with a calm heart will be less likely to engage in activities that 
produce negative karma.

Many soldiers reported to me that a calm heart is the only sure way of 
being protected on the battlefi eld. “A protective medallion cannot stop a bul-
let,” claimed one offi cer at Panāgoḍa camp. “The only way to get any kind of 
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protection on the battlefi eld is to have a calm heart.”42 The soldier was not 
implying that a tranquil heart can magically protect one from enemy artil-
lery, but it allows one to act with equanimity and without obstructive negative 
emotions.

It should be remembered here that hita as an equivalent to cetanā does not 
refer to one’s emotional state alone; hita is also intimately connected with the 
creation of karma. Soldiers and monks both explained that actions performed 
with a calm hita do not result in negative karma. As such, shaping the hita of 
soldiers does not just protect soldiers through the evocation of a meritorious 
state of mind; shaping the hita of soldiers also shapes their intentions, thus 
reducing the negative karma created when they fi re their weapons.

Ven. Assaji, an offi cial advisor to the Sri Lankan army’s Buddhist associa-
tion, explained the importance of a composed heart in soldiers: “A soldier’s 
mind must be calm because he has a sharp weapon in his hand. A person with 
a sharp weapon in his hand must work with wisdom. They have to work with 
intelligence and effi ciency. A soldier must be wise and have a calm heart.”43 
Assaji’s comments have a dual meaning: not only can a soldier easily harm 
the enemy, he can also harm himself and those around him. In order to keep 
himself and his regiment safe, the soldier must have the presence of mind to 
use his weapon effectively.

Monks hope that their sermons will also limit negative behavior in very 
concrete terms. Ven. Ratanavaṃsa stressed the potential danger of a soldier 
with an upset heart:

Normally when people are fi ghting with weapons in an extraordinary 
mental state, they need to have mercy and compassion. . . . If not, they 
may go out and use their strength for wrong things. . . . A soldier can 
be very skilled at theft. As for murder, a soldier can do that too. That 
is why he needs to have love, compassion, and mercy to direct his 
mind towards good things.44

Given the dangers of a battlefi eld, it is very easy for a soldier to fall into nega-
tive behavior. Ratanavaṃsa explained that a soldier on the battlefi eld is often 
“consumed with hatred for the enemy, thinking, ‘Where are they coming from, 
who shall I kill, who shall I shoot, who is coming forward?’ ”

As the Buddha points out in the Yodhājīvasutta, if a soldier dies seized 
by anger in the midst of battle, he will be reborn in a hell realm. While it is 
impossible to control completely the contents of a soldier’s heart, many preach-
ers stress that they do their best to shape soldiers in other directions. Ven. 
Dhammalankāra explained his role in reducing unnecessary violence on the 
battlefi eld:
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They could go to war and kill innocent Tamil people. We don’t want 
this at all. On the battlefi eld there is a war between two groups and 
people from both sides die. However, we can’t condone the killing 
of innocent Tamils, Muslims, or Sinhala. We tell them to never do 
such things. We tell them not to harm a single animal whether it is 
a goat or a cow. There is no need to harm animals like that. They are 
innocent animals.45

By preaching in this way, Dhammalankāra seeks to reduce collateral damage. 
Soldiers who go to war with calm minds, Dhammalankāra explained, are less 
likely to harm innocent civilians or animals.

When I asked Vimaladhajja, whose sermons contained the most martial 
themes of any of the monks with whom I spoke, if he saw anything wrong with 
his sermons to soldiers, he exclaimed:

My gods! If we go to the battlefi eld and recite protective verses, 
tell them stories of the kings, and preach some sermons about the 
Buddha, the morale of the boys will increase, won’t it? Won’t such 
things increase their spiritual comfort [adyatmika suvaya]? It is not 
an offense or a disgrace for a monk to go to the battlefi eld. It gives 
comfort to the boys. Our boys are happy when they hear that our 
monks are going to the battlefi eld. How great would it be to turn a 
battleground into a place of worship? [He was making a play on the 
Sinhalese words yuda bīma and puda bīma, “battleground” and “place 
of worship.”]46

While Vimaladhajja’s statements may be troubling to scholars of Buddhism, it 
should be noted that he never justifi ed nor authorized the war. On the contrary, 
Vimaladhajja’s goal is transformation. By preaching to soldiers and shaping 
their hearts, he seeks to increase their morale and spiritual comfort. By trans-
forming the hearts of soldiers, he seeks to protect them and limit the violence 
in which they engage on the battlefi eld. Through the transformation of indi-
viduals, Vimaladhajja hopes to ultimately transform the world itself, making 
yuda bīma into puda bīma.

Conclusion

At the end of Ānandavaṃsa’s sermon, the gathered soldiers begin distributing 
orange fruit drink to the civilians in the audience. This ceremony, like the six 
that had preceded it every night of that week, had been commissioned by the 
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army to correspond with a large-scale military operation that was about to begin 
in the north of the island. The commander of every army base in the country 
had been ordered to commission sermons during the week leading up to the 
operation. This entire ceremony had been sponsored by the army in an attempt 
to bless its soldiers, protect them, and grant them success in battle.

When a monk preaches before a group of soldiers, he walks a fi ne line 
between serving the needs of the soldiers as individuals suffering in saṃsāra 
and serving the Sri Lankan government, which needs soldiers willing to fi ght 
and die for its cause. On the one hand, a preacher does not want to encourage 
soldiers to kill; on the other hand, he does not want soldiers to have any doubts 
that might put them into danger. At the same time, these monks hope that the 
soldiers to whom they preach will go into battle with selfl ess intentions. Rather 
than fi ghting for money or out of personal hatred, the monks urge the soldiers 
to adopt selfl ess intentions, such as the intention to protect the innocent and 
defenseless. Whether or not each individual monk believes that it is, in fact, 
possible to kill without akusala, or unwholesome, intention, when they preach, 
they attempt to instill this intention in the hearts of the soldiers, thus granting 
them the protection of a calm mind and discouraging theft and unnecessary 
killing on the battlefi eld.

In this chapter, I have suggested an alternative approach to Buddhist war-
fare. Scholarship on the topic of Buddhist warfare has focused primarily on 
Buddhist justifi cation of war, but there are many other questions that must be 
asked about Buddhists participating in war or in any type of state-sanctioned 
violence. Rather than asking how Buddhists can justify war, I have asked, how 
does an individual Buddhist understand his actions on the battlefi eld and the 
consequences of those actions? How do monks balance their desire to assist 
the young men who go off to war with Buddhist teachings on the negative con-
sequences of killing? How do Buddhists understand death on the battlefi eld, 
and how do they remember the dead? By investigating the questions asked by 
Buddhist soldiers and the responses given by the monks ministering to them, 
we can get beyond perceived confl icts between Buddhism and war and begin to 
understand the complicated world of Buddhists engaged in war.
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In a school within a Thai Buddhist monastery in southern Thailand, 
a monk in saffron robes sat beside me in a corner of the room; 
twenty feet away from us, another monk gave a Pāli lesson to seven 
novices.1 We spoke in hushed voices; our bodies were relaxed, our 
countenances devoid of emotion. Our conversation was different 
from most conversations between a layperson and a monk. I was 
there to learn more about the issue of military monks. I asked him: 
“Why did you decide to become a soldier?”

He explained that this decision was quite typical for a twenty-
one-year-old Thai man. We talked about the training exercises he 
went through, the places he stayed, and then I paused. Clearing my 
throat, I turned to him and asked: “When you became a military 
monk, did you have to train more?”

“No,” he replied. “I fi nished training when I was twenty-two. 
Then I ordained as a monk. For this position, we have to start as a 
noncommissioned corporal and work our way up from there.”2 Our 
conversation continued, but I could not stop thinking about how 
publicly, yet covertly, we were discussing the militarization of monks 
inside this Pāli classroom. With this conversation, I realized that a 
new space for violence had emerged in the Thai sangha.

In this region, once an Islamic kingdom, the predominant local 
identity is Malay Muslim. Confl icts emerged throughout the 
twentieth century revolving around the ethnoreligious clashes 
between the Malay Muslims and the Thai Buddhist state. Since 
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January 2004, Thailand’s three southernmost provinces—Pattani, Yala, and 
Narathiwat—have been under martial law due to numerous bombings, mur-
ders, and arson attacks by unidentifi ed groups. In this most recent surge of 
violence in southern Thailand, Buddhist monks have been targets and victims 
of the violence. In the most dangerous districts of southern Thailand, abbots 
own and sometimes use fi rearms. These abbots claim that they never plan to 
use fi rearms to hurt people; rather, they fi re their guns to scare off potential 
attackers. However, according to Thai Buddhist ecclesiastical codes, the use of 
fi rearms by an ordained monk is a misdemeanor. In this respect, by even han-
dling a weapon, one would be performing a military action. A military monk, 
however, is quite different from a gun-wielding abbot. The role of the abbots 
remains strictly religious. Military monks, however, maintain both monastic 
and state values and responsibilities, though this dual political identity is for-
bidden according to monastic guidelines. Drawing upon my fi eldwork during 
frequent trips to southern Thailand between July 2004 and November 2008, 
this chapter focuses on the state’s militarization of Buddhist roles and the mili-
tarization of Buddhist spaces.

Brief Background

The issue of militarization is absent from most introductory books on “Bud-
dhisms” in the United States.3 The perception, by inference, is that militariza-
tion is in direct contrast to Buddhist principles. This perception is well merited, 
since militarization is grounded in violence and suffering (Pāli: dukkha) and 
refl ects a seemingly counterintuitive approach to one of the core tenets of Bud-
dhisms, namely, to overcome suffering. The root word “military” can refer to 
the positions of uniformed personnel in the armed forces, or to the Weberian 
category of the state, wherein organized violence is accepted as a legitimate 
means of realizing social objectives. Following the Weberian view, military 
organizations, such as the army, are structures for the coordination of activi-
ties meant to ensure victory on the battlefi eld.4 For the purposes of this chap-
ter, “militarization” will refer to the process that invests social, economic, and 
political responsibilities in military institutions and values.5 As such, the Thai 
state’s militarization of Thai Buddhism refers to the process by which the state 
invests military responsibilities in the Thai Buddhist sangha.

Although Buddhist studies has paid little attention to the relationship 
between Buddhisms and militarization, the military has been involved with 
Buddhist affairs throughout the history of Buddhisms.6 Although written 
over fi fty years ago, Paul Demiéville’s seminal work “Le bouddhisme et la 



militarizing buddhism  181

guerre” has not until now been incorporated into U.S. Buddhist studies; its 
fi rst English translation is provided in this volume. Even more surprising is 
that Demiéville’s article did not spark broader conversations about the nature 
of Buddhist traditions in relation to militarization. The one exception to this 
trend is the isolated, albeit voluminous, discussions on Buddhist militarism 
in Sri Lanka.

States throughout South and Southeast Asia have long enjoyed a healthy 
relationship with Buddhist monasticism. This extended tradition led scholars 
such as anthropologist Stanley Tambiah to argue that Buddhisms were cen-
tered not merely on enlightenment, but also on kingship and the polity.7 The 
role of the early Indian Buddhist Mauryan emperor Aśoka was an actualization 
of the religion’s political design, not an aberration or evolution of the religion. 
The design and infrastructure of Buddhist principles and rules were, and con-
tinue to be, amenable to militarization.8

However, over time as the structure of polities changed, so did state appli-
cations of Buddhisms. One important and signifi cant change occurred in Thai-
land in the early 1900s. At the same time that nation-states were developing in 
western Eurasia (otherwise referred to in its continental sense, Europe), a new 
form of religiopolitical Buddhism was surfacing in Siam: State Buddhism.9 
Historian Kamala Tiyavanich applies the term “State Buddhism” to refer to 
acts of Siamese nation building under King Chulalongkorn (r. 1868–1910).10 
These acts created and perpetuated a new form of Buddhism, one specifi cally 
designed to centralize and unify Siam. While further accentuating the Siamese 
nation-state’s application and integration of Buddhist nationalism, King Chu-
lalongkorn’s son King Vajiravudh (r. 1910–1925) also instituted his personal 
politics. Infl uenced partly by his education at the Royal Military Academy, 
Sandhurt, and in Christ Church at Oxford, King Vajiravudh publicly identi-
fi ed three ideological canons (lak thai) of Siam: nation (chāt), religion (sāsanā), 
and monarchy (phramahākasat), which bear a striking similarity to England’s 
“God, King, and Country.” In a speech to the Wild Tigers Corps, his national-
ist party, on May 26, 1911, Vajiravudh fi rst referred to these three ideological 
canons.11 In the same speech, Vajiravudh used “religion” as a synonym for 
Thai Buddhism.12

Siam, through bureaucratic reforms, continued to sustain systemic ideo-
logical interconnections between the state and Siamese Buddhism.13 In each 
instance, the state was an active force in both shaping and utilizing the power 
of the Thai sangha. Peter Jackson, after examining the role of Thai Bud-
dhism in Bangkok, declared that, throughout the twentieth century, using 
Thai Buddhism to legitimize a bureaucracy was virtually endemic with Thai 
administrations:
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[E]ach new political regime in the past century has attempted to 
restructure the organization of the order of Buddhist monks in 
its political image in order to maintain a legitimatory [sic] parallel-
ism between the symbolic religious domain and the secular power 
structure.14

According to Jackson, twentieth-century Thai political regimes continued to 
garner symbolic capital from state Buddhism to further buttress their own cap-
ital and ensure legitimacy.

This closely intertwined relationship between the Thai state and the Thai 
Buddhist sangha continues in the twenty-fi rst century; it is particularly visible 
in the three southernmost provinces, where the state has situated its forces 
within local Buddhist monasteries. This military presence within the monas-
teries symbolizes the collapse of any distinction between Thai Buddhism and 
the state. This intimate relationship is in stark contrast to the distinctive Malay 
Muslim culture and religion in the area, which is relatively dislocated from the 
national government and politics. It has also contributed to violence in the area 
and the targeting of Buddhist monks. Simultaneously with the collapse of any 
visible distinction between Thai Buddhism and the Thai state has come the 
advent of the military monk (thahānphra).

Military Monks

Military monks are fully ordained monks who simultaneously serve as armed 
soldiers, marines, or navy or air force personnel. This amalgam of Thai Bud-
dhism and the military refl ects the inherent violence. For many, the idea of a 
militarized monk confl icts sharply with a monk’s most fundamental duties. 
A Buddhist monk’s purpose is to avoid life’s vulgarities, to aspire toward 
enlightenment. A soldier’s life is virtually the opposite; that job requires con-
frontation with life’s worst vulgarities.

In addition to these ideological complications, there is also an ecclesiastical 
interdiction that prohibits soldiers from becoming monks. However, as anthro-
pologist Hayashi Yukio explains in his study of the Thai-Lao of northeastern 
Thailand, a people’s religious practice is rooted in experience. Buddhism “does 
not consist merely of cultivated knowledge sealed in texts, or of its interpreta-
tion. Rather it consists of practices that live in the ‘here and now.’ ”15 While the 
Buddhist textual tradition clearly disallows the existence of a military monk, 
lived Buddhist traditions demonstrate a different attitude. Throughout the 
development of Buddhisms in such countries as China, Korea, and Japan, we 
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fi nd traditions that do not follow the idealized notions of Buddhisms. Similar 
to Thai Buddhists, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese Buddhist monasticisms also 
have had military monks.

The Thai Theravāda Buddhist tradition is unique among these monasti-
cisms in allowing men to temporarily join the sangha. It is common for Thai 
Buddhist men to ordain as monks for a short time at least once in their lives. 
Other Theravāda, Mahāyāna, and Vajrayāna traditions treat ordination as a per-
manent life decision. Anthropologist Charles Keyes notes that Thai men gain 
considerable esteem by their temporary ordinations, which generally occur 
during Buddhist Lent (Thai: khaophansā). By entering the Thai sangha, all men, 
regardless of class, have access to education and a means of increasing their 
social status.16 Moreover, in addition to these social benefi ts, it is also popularly 
believed that, by becoming a monk, a son grants his mother merit to enter 
heaven.

According to the Vinaya, certain interdictions surround ordainment. 
Many such interdictions revolve around physical or social characteristics 
that would preclude ordination, such as if a person has a disease, is a crimi-
nal, or is disabled. Most of these guidelines resulted from the historical 
Buddha trying to cope with specifi c sociopolitical and economic dilemmas. 
For example, a prohibition evolved that specifi cally relates to the ordaining 
of soldiers:

During the time of the Buddha there was a war on the border of the 
northern Indian kingdom of Magadha, one of the primary supporters 
of Buddhist monasticism. Several generals who did not want to join 
the battle entered the Buddhist Sangha. At the request of the king, 
the Buddha declared that henceforth soldiers were not allowed into 
the Sangha. (Vin. I, 73–74)

Since this historic incident, the offi cial doctrinal stance has been to prohibit 
active soldiers from entering the sangha, though we have already noted that this 
interdiction is subject to regional and historical exceptions. Richard Gombrich, 
a well-respected scholar of Theravāda Buddhism, has offered a slightly differ-
ent context for this doctrinal prohibition:

A minister advised the king that anyone who thus deprived him 
of his soldiers deserved to be executed. As the king was on good 
terms with the Buddha, he advised him that other kings might not 
take such as a thing lying down. Reading between the lines, we 
can deduce that he warned the Buddha that for their own good the 
Sangha had better not ordain soldiers.17
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The Thai state has formally acknowledged and supported the ecclesiastical 
interdiction on ordaining soldiers. In 1905, to avoid the overlapping of duties 
to the state and sangha, the Chulalongkorn administration created a legal provi-
sion called the Thai Military Service Act, exempting monks from military ser-
vice. The act also eliminated the tensions concerning the possibility of monks 
enlisting in the army. Thus, in accordance with ecclesiastical restrictions, the 
Thai Military Service Act was designed to prevent the monk-to-soldier process. 
However, later in contemporary Thai society, it became clear that the tension 
was not the result of the monk-to-soldier process, but the reverse: the soldier-
to-monk process.

By means of its temporary ordinations, the Thai Buddhist tradition allows 
maneuverability around these obstacles to the existence of Buddhist soldiers. 
According to stipulations articulated by the Offi ce of National Buddhism, sol-
diers are allotted one four-month paid leave of absence during their service 
in order to ordain at a local monastery (wat). Soldiers generally take this leave 
during the annual Buddhist Lent (which generally lasts from June until Octo-
ber). They return to duty after the rainy season retreat has ended. This leniency 
surrounding ordination is extended even further by another and more covert 
exercise regarding the status of military monks.

As early as 2002, a covert military unit (authorized by a confi dential 
department) began directing Buddhist soldiers to ordain while remaining on 
active duty. Every year since, military monks have been assigned to specifi c 
posts. According to some of the military monks I interviewed, this secret mili-
tary unit operates semi-independently. Its operations are unknown to most of 
the military in Bangkok, although there have been numerous reports impli-
cating the Thai monarchy, especially Queen Sirikit. For example, there have 
been reports of groups of military monks becoming ordained in honor of the 
queen’s birthday.

It is diffi cult to determine how many Thais in the military truly do not 
know about military monks as opposed to those who know but who refuse to 
disclose what they know. As the state-appointed guardian of Thai monastic 
lifestyles and activities, the Offi ce of National Buddhism does not acknowledge 
the presence of military monks. When asked about their presence, the director 
dismissed the issue:

Why would soldiers have to dress like a monk? In dangerous monas-
teries, we have soldiers there to take care of them. And this point is 
a really serious point in Thai Buddhism. We can’t let something like 
this exist. The monk can’t fi ght and can’t have weapons. People may 
think this is possible, but it’s not.18
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The offi cial position of the Offi ce of National Buddhism mirrors that of the 
Thai Buddhist Vinaya. As historian Craig Reynolds notes, the Vinaya goes so 
far as to forbid monks from even observing an army in battle dress.19 Although 
the director of the Offi ce of National Buddhism argues emphatically that mili-
tary monks do not exist, they are a very real and active part of many monaster-
ies in southern Thailand.

Accounts of military monks in southern Thailand are cloaked in rumors 
and secrecy.20 In numerous interviews with abbots, journalists, and local Bud-
dhists, there were allusions to military monks; they were short references but 
direct confi rmations nonetheless. Such brief references to military monks were 
always followed by bouts of hesitation and reluctance. If not for the fact that 
I personally and directly interviewed military monks, I might have dismissed 
these informants’ depictions as a communal fabrication.

To dismiss this atmosphere of secrecy as insignifi cant would be to dis-
miss the very real ideological effi cacy of the military monk. Thai Buddhism 
is perceived as a peaceful, meditative, and supportive tradition, devoid of any 
violence. Monks, as embodied agents of this tradition, are considered diametri-
cally opposed to violence and agents of war, i.e., the military. Hence, there 
is a reluctance to talk about military monks. Anthropologist Michael Taussig 
postulates that truth comes in the form of a public secret. The importance of 
this public secret is knowing what not to know.21 One clear indication of this tacit 
social understanding is the many interviews with abbots in the southernmost 
provinces who claim to know nothing about military monks. Contrary to their 
assertions, however, a high-ranking monk in the southernmost provinces con-
fi ded that abbots throughout the region met in 2004 and discussed the issue 
of military monks receiving military stipends.22 Living in an environment that 
normalizes bombings and armed attacks, southern monks and some privileged 
members of the Buddhist laity are aware of military monks, but they also know 
that they should not openly speak of them. Such a discussion would combine 
elements that socially and religiously are considered opposites: Buddhism and 
violence.

The very concept of military monks does represent a powerful clash 
between Thai Buddhist doctrine and the Thai lived Buddhist tradition. This 
confl ict between doctrine and praxis, when made public, creates a palpable dis-
comfort in most Thai Buddhists. One example of this occurred during an after-
noon interview with Phra Nirut, a high-ranking monk in southern Thailand. 
The interview was lighthearted and relaxed until I asked him about military 
monks. Phra Nirut paused for a few seconds and sighed. Seemingly reluc-
tantly, he nodded, confi rming that he knew a little about them. Pressing the 
issue a bit more, I asked his opinion of military monks: were gun-wielding 
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figure 8.1 Thai boy mimicking an armed soldier at a Buddhist monastery during 
a celebration of the annual Kathin ceremony. Photo taken by Michael Jerryson.
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monks legitimate? After the question, Phra Nirut squirmed a bit in his chair, 
smiled faintly, and let out a series of fi ller words. Finally he replied, “I cannot 
say. It depends on many things.” He paused again and I let the silence linger. 
Frowning slightly, Phra Nirut spoke again, this time in a soft voice, “For me, it 
is not okay. For me, it is not okay.”23

Phra Nirut’s inability to condone military monks could very well be a reac-
tion to their changing role in southern monasteries. Beginning in 2002 with 
limited guidance by the Thai sangha, military monks went to areas that lacked 
monks. Their presence at assigned posts was indefi nite and depended upon 
the circumstances surrounding their assignment. If a military monk decided 
to quit his post, another would come to replace him.

Thai Buddhist monasteries need a minimum of fi ve monks in order to 
perform crucial ceremonies, such as the annual Kathin ceremony, in which the 
Buddhist laity bestows new robes and gifts upon the monks at the end of Bud-
dhist Lent. Populating these understaffed monasteries with military monks 
enables monasteries to perform important rituals, granting local Buddhists a 
chance to make merit. At the same time, through its interrelationship with the 
Thai sangha, the presence of these military monks also augments the state’s 
presence.

The situation changed in 2004, however, when Prime Minister Thaksin 
Shinawatra declared martial law. The Thai state found a new use for military 
monks. Instead of assigning them to specifi c monasteries to fi ll voids in the 
monastic infrastructure, under martial law the stationing of military monks 
was to bolster the defense of particular monasteries. In 2006 and the early 
half of 2007, there were not many military monks in the southernmost prov-
inces, and the ones with whom I conferred stated that there was no networking 
among them.

Late one evening in 2007, a monk sat with me at a table outside his quar-
ters, relaying what he had heard about military monks:

A monastery in Narathiwat had a few monks. When insurgents 
attacked, the monks moved to stay in the city. The monastery became 
abandoned. Muslims went to the monastery to destroy the Buddha 
images, buildings, pavilions, and the monks’ quarters. The queen 
ordered soldiers to become monks and go stay in the abandoned 
monastery, to guard the monastery and its religious objects. In this 
respect, I agree that there has to be military monks.24

One clear indication of this strategy is the commissioning of military 
monks throughout the three southernmost provinces. The majority is sent to 
Narathiwat, the second largest group of military monks is assigned to Yala, and 
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the fewest go to Pattani. These proportions correspond to the level of violence 
and instability in the three provinces since 2004. Typically, a soldier training in 
southern Thailand is contacted before his graduation that he has been selected 
to become a military monk. To proceed through full ordination as a military 
monk, he attends a local monastery, one in his home neighborhood or one in 
a more clandestine location in southern Thailand. From that point in time, the 
military monk serves as an active and vigilant protector of his monastery and 
its monks.

Early one evening, while smoking his hand-rolled cigarette within the mon-
astery, a military monk to whom I refer as Phra Eks, proudly opened his saffron 
robes to show me the Smith and Wesson handgun tucked beneath the folds 
around his waist. He keeps his M-16 hidden in his sleeping quarters and gen-
erally carries the handgun in case of trouble. For Phra Eks, a military monk’s 
primary duty is to protect monks from terrorists (phūkokānrai):

We need to disguise ourselves as monks to protect [the monks]. If 
we don’t do this, in the future, there will be no monks in the three 
provinces. We need to give them moral support, to serve our nation, 
religion, and army, to foster harmony, to prevent social disruptions, 
and to prevent people from abusing others.25

Phra Eks is thirty years old and comes from a poor Thai Chinese family in one 
of the border provinces. His father, who died when Phra Eks was very young, 
also served as a soldier in southern Thailand. Being one of seven children, Phra 
Eks helps his mother take care of his siblings by contributing part of his salary 
each month to the family. In this way, he is able to provide his mother with 
both merit and money.

Phra Eks’s disguise is more than a superfi cial undercover persona or a 
means of preserving a public secret. Seemingly contradicting himself, he 
also asserts that he is not pretending to be a monk; he is a real monk (phra 

čhing). Because he considers himself to be both a soldier and a monk, I pressed 
Phra Eks as to his ultimate allegiance. He replied that his duties as a soldier 
simultaneously fulfi ll his duties as a monk. For Phra Eks, these two separate 
sets of duties do not confl ict with one another. In the event the monastery is 
attacked and he kills an attacker, he is confi dent that he would remain a monk. 
Although killing a human being would transgress the most important of the 
pārājikas (severe offenses that result from violating Buddhist law), Phra Eks 
explained the apparent contradiction. He stated that there were certain people 
at the monastery who would “clean up” the situation—in order to allow him to 
remain at his post.
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Although Phra Eks recognizes the gravity of murdering a terrorist, the 
defense of the monastery and its occupants overshadows it. I asked Phra Eks 
on several occasions why the existence of military monks is necessary. He 
explained:

If the nation does not have Buddhism, it is a country of thievery 
[mūang čhon]. Buddhism as a religion helps to clean the heart and 
shape the mind. Buddhism teaches people to abandon their greed, 
anger, and obsessions, to live moderately. If there is no Buddhism 
to teach and guide people, it would be a nation of chaos fi lled with 
selfi sh people. . . . I will use a gun whenever I see someone who tries to 
attack monks at the monastery, such as setting fi re [to the monastery], 
or coming to hurt or shoot the monks. I will shoot.26

To Phra Eks, a Muslim terrorist attack on Buddhist monks is symbolically an 
attack on the moral integrity of the nation. Without military monks, Thailand 
would revert to chaos; its people would become selfi sh. His rationalization is 
that this ideological threat of moral turpitude justifi es the use of violence. Phra 
Eks’s stance on terrorists is reminiscent of the rhetoric used by ultraconser-
vative monks in describing Communists in the 1970s. At that time, for the 
staunch Thai nationalist supporter Phra Kittiwuttho, Communism was ideo-
logically antination and antireligion; a Communist was the living embodiment 
of Māra, the manifestation of desire. Phra Kittiwuttho perceived that the use of 
violence against Communists was justifi ed:

[B]ecause whoever destroys the nation, the religion, or the monarchy, 
such bestial types [man] are not complete persons. Thus we must 
intend not to kill people but to kill the Devi [Māra]; this is the duty of 
all Thai.27

Kittiwuttho’s justifi cation for opposing the Communists in the 1970s rests 
on two concepts: (1) the antagonist to the state is a manifestation of Māra, an 
embodiment of moral depravity, and (2) killing such a manifestation is not the 
same as killing a human being, a “complete person.”

While Phra Eks does not go so far as to dehumanize Malay Muslim ter-
rorists, his justifi cation for violence is eerily reminiscent of Phra Kittiwuttho’s. 
Phra Eks will attack those who seek to bring about a chaotic and selfi sh nation, 
a nation which Kittiwuttho would consider dominated by Māra. It is this ideo-
logical threat to the nation and Buddhist principles that provoked both monks—
Phra Eks and Phra Kittiwuttho—to condone the use of violence. Unlike Phra 
Kittiwuttho’s rationale, however, Phra Eks’s rationalization enables him to 
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directly enact violence. Kittiwuttho became the moral voice of the state during 
the violent crackdowns in 1973 and 1976.

Military Monks in Buddhist Traditions

This rationale of justifying violence due to an endangered tradition may be 
endemic throughout different Theravādin traditions. In Sri Lanka, Janatha 
Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) Buddhism has blurred the lines between sacred 
duty and murder. Sri Lankan JVP monks rationalize the violence they com-
mit through Buddhist justifi cations and a legacy of Buddhist precedents. They 
trace these precedents back to the Sinhalese mythohistorical chronicle called 
the Mahāvamsa. In this second-century BCE work, the Buddhist king Dutthag-
amani (Pāli: Duṭṭagāmaṇī, Sinhala: Duṭugämuṇu) wages a sacred war against 
foreign invaders led by the Tamil king Eḷara. The killing of heathens did not 
constitute murder, since the Tamil warriors were neither meritorious nor, 
more important, Buddhist.

Centuries later, during the 1980s, JVP monks reconceptualized Dut-
thagamani’s cause in the ethnoreligious war between the secular separatist 
movement LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam) and the Sinhalese Bud-
dhist state. As they demanded President Jayewardene’s resignation in 1988, 
JVP monks launched a rash of violent attacks on police, teachers, and politi-
cians. Their threats, brutal physical assaults, and an attempted assassination 
all became the means toward realizing an important and justifi able cause: the 
preservation of the nation and Sri Lankan Buddhism.28 Interestingly, the rheto-
ric employed by JVP monks is similar to Kittiwuttho’s rhetoric regarding Com-
munists, and not too different from the mentality of the Thai military monk 
Phra Eks. This commonality suggests a uniform latent tendency in Theravādin 
Buddhist traditions for justifying violence.29

In addition, this tendency to justify Buddhist violence—and the advent of 
military monks—can be traced beyond the borders of southeast Eurasia and 
beyond the borders of Theravādin Buddhism to Mahāyāna Buddhism. Histori-
cally in eastern Eurasia, under the canopy of Mahāyāna Buddhism, there were 
situations in which both monasteries and monks were militarized. In China, 
there have been many instances, such as the messianic Maitreya rebellions 
during the Sui and Tang dynasties (613–626), when soldier-monks led revolts 
and rebellions. In 1891, after examining the militant aspects of Chinese Bud-
dhism, J. M. M. de Groot offered the following ideological rationale for the 
militarism:
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A last reason for the warlike behavior of Buddhist monks we see in 
an imperative order of the Fan-mang-king to all the devotees of the 
Church, to afford protection to the Sam-Pao, or the triad embracing 
the Buddha, the Law and the Clergy. No one, says the book, can ever 
hope for the bodhisattva-dignity, unless he conforms in every respect 
to this most holy duty of all the children of Buddha. Now, defending 
the Sam-Pao is identical with protecting monasteries and sanctuar-
ies against hordes of invaders and rebels, who as is fully proved by 
China’s history of all periods, have never manifested one whit more 
clemency for religious than for secular buildings.30

Throughout Chinese Buddhist monks’ scriptures, we fi nd Buddhist milita-
rism repeatedly justifi ed in order to protect sacred spaces. This phenomenon 
is not limited solely to China. During the course of defending Korea’s borders 
between the twelfth and seventeenth centuries, Korean armies enlisted monks 
as soldiers to fi ght the waves of successive invaders: Jurchen, Mongol, Japa-
nese, and Manchu.

Japan also has a long history of militarized monks. As early as the tenth 
century under the abbotship of Ryōgen, Tendai armies marched into battle. 
These soldier-monks were well aware of their transgressive behavior and, 
because of their actions, were dubbed “evil monks.” Regardless of this sanction 
against them, the monks perceived their tasks as absolutely necessary. Chris-
toph Kleine explains that the purpose became cosmic in importance: “armed 
monks had an important task to fulfi ll, for the sake of Buddhism and thus 
the sake of all sentient beings.”31 Centuries later, during the Warring States 
period of the 1500s, Japanese warrior-monks (ikko-ikki) became prevalent, and 
in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905),32 Japanese Zen monks could be seen 
marching in the front lines of the military.

The rationale for violence in Theravāda Buddhism may be a latent ten-
dency in its adherents and monks. As such, this tendency toward violence 
would remain inactive until a Buddhist sovereignty is threatened and triggers a 
defensive (yet aggressive) reaction. In southern Thailand, the ongoing terrorist 
actions—like the violence committed by the Khmer Rouge (which, according 
to Kittiwuttho, awoke in him the need to defend Buddhism) or the ethnic frat-
ricide in Sri Lanka during the 1980s—have activated this latent tendency for a 
militant Buddhist response.

Ordinations, although uncommon in the southernmost provinces due to 
the low Buddhist population, have drastically decreased in numbers. In one dis-
trict I visited, there had been only one ordination in over a year. That individual 
was a young teacher who decided to ordain for a few weeks before defrocking 
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and returning to lay life. Those individuals who remain monks describe the very 
existence of Thai Buddhism in the region as endangered. For them, the vio-
lence is not merely about worldly existence and its mundane matters but, more 
important, about the survival of the dhamma, the Buddhist doctrine. One monk 
who is in favor of military monks explained that this militancy is a necessity:

It is benefi cial to have military monks in order to protect the reli-
gion. I mean to protect religious rituals, the dhamma, artifacts, and 
people. . . . Buddhist artifacts have been destroyed. It is good to have 
a guard to keep an eye on these things. The Buddha’s teachings, i.e., 
the books, are still here. The religious people are still here. If you are 
asking about the military monk’s importance, I would like to ask you 
back—what if there were no military monks? What would happen? 
The monasteries might be attacked and destroyed. When the monas-
teries are destroyed, what would happen then?33

It is in this respect that military monks and some nonmilitary monks regard 
Thai Malay Muslims as their enemies. I asked Phra Eks to defi ne Thai-ness 
(kwāmpenthai):

Thai-ness means good human relationships [that are] gentle, [in 
which each] helps the other. But now it’s not like that here. Thai 
Buddhists are still the same; they are gentle like [Thai-ness pre-
scribes] but Thai Muslims have only violence.34

Violence against monks and monasteries has activated the latent tendency in 
Thai Buddhism to demonize the Other and justify violence. It is this mentality 
that has spurred atypical behavior in Thai monks, behavior such as abbots who 
go to sleep at night with guns next to their beds.

Caught between the confl icting tides of doctrine and practice, a few high-
ranking southern monks do offer doctrinal justifi cation for the military monks. 
According to them, although the Vinaya strictly prohibits monks from using 
any aggressive force, it does allow them to defend themselves. For these south-
ern monks, the advent of the military monk is an example of this allowance. 
An examination of different Buddhist traditions reveals varying explanations. 
Richard Jones provides a slightly different view to justify the creation of mili-
tary monks by the Thai Buddhist state. According to Jones, the monk’s most 
central social obligation is to teach the dhamma. Any action taken to preserve 
this primary social responsibility is secondary in importance to the repercus-
sions of not teaching the dhamma.35

Employing this rationale, the obligation of some monks to teach the 
dhamma in southern Thailand requires the presence of military monks. Only 
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they can ensure the existence of monks in this region; otherwise, there would 
be no monks present at all. Military monks may accept the doctrine and the 
patriotic justifi cation of their actions; nonetheless, they still must conceal their 
purpose. I once asked Phra Eks if I could take his picture. He quickly refused, 
explaining, “It would be too dangerous.” Indeed, Phra Eks does need to be con-
cerned about exposure. A photograph of him brandishing a gun would expose 
the secret of military monks and subsequently result in his expulsion from the 
sangha and possible death.

Anthropologist Stanley Tambiah argues that militancy separates a monk 
from his sacred identity. Referring to the militant activities of the JVP monks 
in Sri Lanka, Tambiah explains, “The monk who has fi nally taken to the gun 
can no longer be considered a vehicle of the Buddha’s religion.”36 In this vein, 
a picture of Phra Eks with a gun would strip him of sacrality, destroy the per-
ceived pacifi sm of southern monks, and undermine the clandestine nature of 
the entire military monk program. Although their existence is a secret, military 
monks embody the militarization of Buddhist roles.

From Monastic to Military Compound

In addition to the militarization of Buddhist roles, Thai Buddhist spaces are 
also being militarized. On November 9, 2006, the Bangkok Post published a 
brief article about 100 Thai Buddhist villagers who fl ed their homes in Yala, 
one of the southernmost provinces. Women, men, and children abandoned 
their homes and livelihoods and traveled to the capital district to fi nd refuge 
in Wat Nirotsangkatham.37 By the beginning of December, their numbers had 
grown to over 228 people.38 The Buddhist refugees did not feel that it would 
be safe to return to their villages; instead, they made temporary homes at the 
monastery. The villagers were not the only laity then residing at Wat Nirot-
sangkatham. Thai soldiers were already living at the monastery, guarding the 
entrance and fortifying its perimeters.

The military encampment at Wat Nirotsangkatham is one of many 
instances in which the state has militarized Thai Buddhism. Although soldiers 
protect the monks and refugees at the monastery, they also use the Buddhist 
space to strategize and execute military commands, effectively converting the 
monastic compound into a military headquarters.

The most common place signifi ed in Thai Buddhism is and has always 
been the monastery, which often has been identifi ed by locals as a communal 
investment. The signifi cance of the site has changed, however, due to the prac-
tices that now take place in the monasteries. From the time when martial law 
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was declared in southern Thailand in 2004 through 2007, Buddhist monks 
reported that Malay Muslims no longer frequented the Buddhist monasteries. 
Instead of serving as communal gathering places, monasteries became spaces 
of contestation. Military units and covert operatives situated there guard mon-
asteries against such dangers as power outages and armed assaults. A conse-
quence of this vigilance by the state and its militarization of Buddhist spaces is 
that Thai Buddhist identity has also been militarized.

The local investment in a monastery can be measured from different van-
tage points. Although there are many, in this chapter I will outline only two 
levels for analysis: the religious and the secular.39 In religious terms, having a 
monastery allows the surrounding religious community easy access to annual 
ceremonies and to rituals, such as funerals, ordinations, and holidays. Buddhist 
monks who live in the monastery go outside it daily for morning alms (bintha-

bat). This routine provides the local laity with affordable, continual opportuni-
ties to make merit. From a secular perspective, having a monastery allows the 
community access to basketball and volleyball courts, schools, meeting areas, 
medical care, and therapeutic counseling for people of all faiths.40 These two 
different communal functions lead scholar Donald Swearer to identify a mon-
astery as the “religious, cultural and social center of the community.”41

In Thailand’s southernmost provinces, a monastery’s religious function 
is dominant as it is used to demarcate Buddhist space within every district. 
According to the Offi ce of National Buddhism’s records, Pattani province has 
eighty-eight monasteries, Narathiwat has seventy-fi ve, and the smallest num-
ber is found in Yala province, which has only forty-fi ve monasteries.42 Inter-
estingly, Buddhist space is not refl ective of the Buddhist populations in these 
three provinces. According to the National Statistical Offi ce in Thailand, Yala, 
with the fewest monasteries, has the greatest number of Buddhists: 127,442.43

Prior to the state’s declaration of martial law in January 2004, a southern 
monastery signifi ed a place for communal gatherings as well as Buddhist 
veneration. These shared spaces attracted Thai Buddhists, Thai Chinese Bud-
dhists, and Thai Malay Muslims. From 2004 to the present, southern Thai 
monks have considered the monastery’s space altered due to the contem-
porary violent context. Specifi cally, they feel that locals view and use their 
monasteries in a distinctly different manner. Emblematic of this difference 
are statements made by the abbot of Wat Kūaanai in Pattani province. In a 
phone interview, he explained that, before the increase in violence: “Islam 
was just Islam and Buddhism was just Buddhism. They did not intermin-
gle. But, whenever we had Thai cultural events like Mother’s Day or Father’s 
Day, Muslims would come to our monastery.”44 Locals, whether they were 
Malay Muslim or Thai Buddhist, would also gather together at monasteries 
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for Thai national celebrations such as the Thai New Year (songkran) and the 
Thai king’s or queen’s birthday.

The state’s implementation of martial law and the insurgent violence in 
Buddhist villages in southern Thailand have resulted in a different function for 
monasteries in the area. Wat Nirotsangkatham serves as a striking example of 
this new appropriation. On an early December afternoon in 2006, I spoke with 
the abbot from Wat Nirotsangkatham. In his offi ce, he explained that some 
of the current refugees living at his monastery had donated money years ago 
in order to erect the very buildings in which they were now living: “Now, the 
villagers want the monastery to help them. It’s like what they did in the past 
comes to help them now. . . . This building where villagers stay now was built 
by them.”

Thai and Thai Chinese Buddhist refugees from Yala’s Bannang Sata and 
Than To districts currently view the monastery as more than a religious and 
communal space; they have also made the monastery their home. Although 
many Thai Buddhists believe that a monastery is a sacred space and is endowed 
with protective powers, many Yala refugees chose the location for more mun-
dane reasons: it contains useful facilities and is a shelter large enough to 
accommodate them. In December 2006, under one of Wat Nirotsangkatham’s 
pavilions, a community leader relayed some of the refugees’ initial consider-
ations for sanctuary. “Other places were not big enough to fi t all of us,” he said, 
and then added, “and it is safer here because of the soldiers.”45 The community 
leader’s comment about it being safer at the monastery addresses an impor-
tant social association in southern monasteries located within violent environ-
ments. In addition to their religious and secular signifi cance, monasteries are 
now recognized as among the most militarily fortifi ed areas in the three south-
ernmost provinces.

One of the more devastating attacks by militants occurred immediately 
after the Chinese New Year, on February 18, 2007. A number of bomb attacks 
targeted restaurants, karaoke bars, shops, and Buddhist homes in Pattani and 
Yala provinces. The Bangkok Post, Thailand’s most widely read English news-
paper, described this as the “biggest wave of coordinated bombings, terrorism 
and murders” that had occurred in the southern border provinces.46 At the time 
of these attacks, I was living in Pattani province in a monk’s quarters (kuti) at 
Wat Chang Hai. The monastery, as well as other buildings in Pattani and Yala 
provinces, lost electricity when the central power stations were bombed.

Wat Chang Hai, known for its connection to Lūang Phō Tuat, one of Thai-
land’s most venerated monks of the late sixteenth century, is an internationally 
renowned Buddhist pilgrimage site. The facilities at Wat Chang Hai sprawl 
over thirteen rai47 of land and include a school system and amulet shops. 
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Because of this and the restaurants located in its vicinity, Wat Chang Hai rep-
resents a signifi cant local investment. The existence of Wat Chang Hai is owed 
largely to the Hokkien Khananurak family, who fi nanced the renovation of the 
monastery in 1936. Historian Patrick Jory writes that the Khananurak fam-
ily supported numerous other Thai monasteries, and they exemplify Chinese 
families in the southern provinces who have enjoyed good relations with the 
local Chinese, Thai, and Malay communities.48

By 2007, many of these shops had been vacated. They were visible remind-
ers of the economic impact that violence has had in the southernmost provinces. 
A few restaurants remained open, but all closed their doors at 5:00 p.m., which 
coincided with the time that the monastery’s front gates were locked. Monks 
and locals explained that, before 2004, stores and restaurants used to stay open 
late into the evening. One restaurant that did receive enough business to stay 
open was a small family-owned establishment with a dozen wooden tables and 
a small television mounted on the ceiling in the back. I went to the restaurant 
the day after the organized attacks and noted the difference between these cus-
tomers and their conversations and those from previous days.

There were very few customers and all spoke in hushed tones about the 
recent bombings. The old man who owned the restaurant appeared to be more 
concerned about the lack of customers than about a potential attack on his 
restaurant. Wat Chang Hai is surrounded by the heavily Buddhist-populated 
district of Khokpo. That was only one of his reasons for feeling secure. “There 
are quite a lot of [Buddhist] people in this area,” he explained. “I always leave 
the lights on at night. Many people walk past [my restaurant] at night. And the 
police and soldiers are also around. Terrorists would not dare to come here.”49

At Wat Nirotsangkaham and Wat Chang Hai and throughout the south-
ernmost provinces, soldiers and national police use monasteries as their pri-
mary bases of operations and as their homes. Thai monasteries have excellent 
strategic positions. They are near the highest population of Buddhists in an 
area, have access to ample supplies of food and water, and contain facilities 
large enough to accommodate the police and soldiers. Abbots generally feel 
receptive to the needs of soldiers and police and make efforts to accommodate 
them. One abbot in the capital district of Pattani explained that the soldiers at 
his monastery had no daily stipends. “The soldiers need food and need to use 
the bathroom, so this is why they stay at my monastery. [T]he soldiers depend 
on lay donations to my monastery for food.”50 One of the policemen stationed 
at the monastery noted:

There are many reasons [to be stationed at a monastery]. One is to pro-
tect the monks. Another is to help in the development of the  monastery. 
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And the monastery is a convenient place for us as well. Because of the 
monastery, we do not have to fi nd somewhere else to stay.51

The military occupation of monasteries is more than a pragmatic exer-
cise of protection and sustenance. Pierre Bourdieu states, “Space can have no 
meaning apart from practice; the system of generative and structuring disposi-
tions, or habitus, constitutes and is constituted by actors’ movement through 
space.”52 It is what people practice in the monasteries that shapes the signifi cance 
of the monasteries. Practices within southern monasteries have changed dra-
matically—primarily due to their new military occupants.

It is more than thirty years since southern Thai monasteries began to be 
used by the Thai military. Thai soldiers have a history of living in monasteries 
during times of crisis and confl ict. During World War II, soldiers occupied 
monasteries in the northeastern and southern provinces. Later, in the 1970s, 
in areas considered hot beds for Communist forces in the southernmost prov-
inces, monasteries were simultaneously used to house soldiers and as training 
grounds for the Border Patrol Police’s Village Scouts.53 Now, the military occu-
pation of monasteries has resurfaced in the three southern provinces.

figure 8.2 Thai pavilion converted into a barracks within a Buddhist monastery. 
Photo taken by Michael Jerryson.



198  buddhist warfare

Since 2002, these Buddhist spaces have become militarized by the very 
existence of military personnel working and living in them. To protect a south-
ern monastery’s occupants from being observed and attacked, the military 
personnel residing at it usually raise the outer walls and stretch barbed wire 
around the entrance and the perimeter. They also convert Buddhist pavilions 
into barracks, transform sleeping quarters into bunkers, and create lookout 
posts near the entrances.

Some monasteries have over forty police offi cers or soldiers living within 
them. Military personnel are armed with handguns and M-16s and wear cam-
oufl age uniforms. I had been told that both Muslim and Buddhist police and 
soldiers had been living in the monasteries, but every monastery I visited was 
staffed solely by Buddhist personnel.54 This distinction of strictly Buddhist mili-
tary personnel encourages locals to merge religious and political identifi cations 
and to view the Thai state as a Buddhist state, although its constitution (and its 
many redactions) does not proclaim a religious allegiance.

State police, soldiers, and government offi cials (khārāchakān) maintain 
that there is no religious preference or requirement for the police and soldiers 
working at a monastery. This is an important position for the state to take. Both 
Buddhist and Muslim residents in the south feel alienated from the state due to 
reoccurring acts of corruption and illicit activity by local and state government 
offi cials. The notorious disappearance of Somchai Neelaphaijit, a popular Mus-
lim human rights attorney, symbolized the state’s failure to honor and protect 
the rights of southern Thai Muslims.55 Due to this and other examples, there 
has been increasing pressure for the state to appear impartial. Having both 
Muslim and Buddhist soldiers and police working at monasteries might lessen 
the symbolic impact of having state offi cials residing at a Buddhist monastery. 
However, the absence of any Muslim soldiers or national police in the southern 
monasteries underscores the perception of a state Buddhism.

Only a handful of large military camps exists in the southernmost prov-
inces. For instance, in Pattani province, there are only two soldier units that 
have their own military space—apart from the monasteries—one for combat 
and one for community support activities. Soldiers are sent to live in one mon-
astery for as long as two years before relocating to another. The superior offi -
cers will issue commands to relocate, and the new site will generally be in 
southern Thailand.56 The advantage of stationing soldiers in the south is that 
the extended duration allows soldiers to become familiar with locals and to 
develop trust and contacts in the surrounding communities, which prior to 
2004 maintained strong ties to local Muslims. When asked, monks often say 
that they prefer to have soldiers, rather than police, living in their monasteries; 
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ultimately, however, the decision is not theirs. Soldiers living in monasteries 
are characterized as being hard working and more respectful of Buddhist pre-
cepts than the police who live at the monastery.

Many abbots in safer areas stress that they did not ask the state for protec-
tion; they say that the military is at the monastery due to governmental con-
cerns. Early one evening just before the Chinese New Year, an abbot and I were 
sitting in front of his quarters. It had just fi nished raining, and the abbot was 
smoking a cigarette while relaxing on his front step. He explained to me:

This monastery is not in danger; it is not in any dangerous scenario. 
The monastery didn’t ask for soldiers, but the government sent 
them. The monastery has never called for soldiers to be here. But the 
government felt worried, afraid that the monastery will be destroyed. 
I’m afraid if I go outside the monastery. But I think in the monastery 
there is nothing [to be afraid of ].57

His monastery had over twenty soldiers patrolling its perimeters, with forti-
fi ed stations at every entrance. The abbot’s position on the violence changed 
considerably after the Chinese New Year, however, when his monastery lost 
power for an hour and there was an arson attempt just a few kilometers away. 
Yet even during this period of heightened fear and tension, this abbot’s lack 
of appreciation for the soldiers differed greatly from that of abbots who live in 
more isolated areas with higher populations of Muslims and higher rates of 
murders and bombings.

Some of the soldiers have gone outside of Thailand to work with soldiers 
from other countries. This international experience has provided them with 
a seasoned view of the violence in the southernmost provinces. Many of the 
soldiers I interviewed in the monastery have international work experience in 
areas such as Aceh during the recent confl ict (2003–2005). A few fought in 
Vietnam during the U.S. war. They typically assist with the general upkeep 
of the monastery, sweeping the grounds and cleaning latrines. Although they 
make their homes in the monastery, they keep their personal habits private 
within their quarters. Because of their respectful and helpful nature, as well as 
the long-term protection they bring, some abbots and monks have built bun-
kers and living quarters in their monasteries. While monks generally prefer 
soldiers to police, they are less enthusiastic about the military commanders, 
who dispatch the soldiers into the area and yet situate themselves outside the 
sphere of violence. As I sat at a monastery with an abbot underneath his pavil-
ion, accompanied by four members of the laity, the abbot—with much bitter-
ness in his voice—relayed the following:
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The military sent the soldiers here, but didn’t provide them with a 
place to stay, so they have to sleep under the pavilions with the dogs 
and ants. Because of this, I built a shelter for them. The military 
 offi cers are really bad. They call themselves men of honor but they 
sit in air-conditioned rooms while their privates, who have to follow 
orders, are sent to sleep with mosquitoes and ants. Military offi -
cers sent soldiers down here so these offi cers should care for their 
welfare. An offi cer came to check in on the situation once, but he left 
even before his driver came back from [the] toilet! Didn’t even walk 
around to see where the soldiers slept, how they were living, or what 
they eat. He just came and left.58

As the violence increases, there is more interaction between soldiers and 
monks within monasteries. This is especially true in monasteries in more 
remote locations that have a higher percentage of Muslims living in the village. 
The shared isolation of monks and soldiers sometimes encourages the sharing 
of resources, and the two groups exchange information about locals in the sur-
rounding area.

Police are gathered from different provinces throughout Thailand and live 
at monasteries in southern Thailand from six months to a year. A majority of 
the national police who are stationed in the southernmost provinces are origi-
nally from central and northeastern Thailand; consequently, they have little 
experience with or knowledge of the Thais living in the southern provinces. 
And unlike the soldiers, very few possess any international experience. The 
police rotate on and off duty within the monastery, which allows them days 
or nights to relax and drink. Within the monastery, the conduct of the police 
contrasts sharply with the conduct of the soldiers. Soldiers generally keep to 
themselves and maintain strict vigilance while living in the monastery. One 
reason for the monks’ preference for soldiers became apparent at one monas-
tery where I was staying. Policemen had created an outdoor kitchen in which to 
prepare and eat their food and consume alcohol. This was just meters behind 
the novices’ quarters. After dinner, the police concluded the evening with a few 
hours of drinking whiskey and soda beneath the abbot’s pavilion. This police 
behavior has resulted in empty whiskey bottles overfl owing trash cans within 
the monk’s quarters.

The transgressive act of drinking intoxicants within a monastery is not the 
only action worth noting. In December 2006, I asked fi ve policemen on duty 
in a monastery if the police living there make merit (tham bun). A policeman 
in his mid-thirties gestured around at the barracks and to his fellow police-
men, who were armed with M-16s; he responded: “Yes, we do. Actually, what 
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we do right now is merit as well.”59 The very act of protecting the monks and 
the monastery, a duty inherent in national police and soldiers’ responsibilities, 
also has become a means of making merit. This encapsulation of merit making 
within military duties is another consequence of the collusion of state and Thai 
Buddhist elements.

The state’s appropriation of Buddhist sites has altered the monastery’s spa-
tial signifi cance in southern Thailand. Under the banner of a strident nation-
alism, monasteries serve as home bases for the military; in exchange for this 
form of nationalism, the monasteries have lost some of their sacrality. Today, 
if one were to visit multiple monasteries in an area—a common act for Thai 
Buddhists on pilgrimage—locals might consider those visits to be indicative of 
military communication rather than religious devotion. This change in the spa-
tial signifi cance of monasteries has had an impact on their patronage; Buddhist 
monks report that local Muslim offi cials in the three southernmost provinces 
try to avoid contact with the monastery as much as possible. Ačhān Mahāwichī, 
a former secretary to the Pattani sangha leader who has been a monk for over 
twenty years, explained that currently a trip to a monastery is viewed by many 
Muslims as a sin:

Muslims have said many times it is a sin to come to the monas-
tery. . . . An Islamic village leader, who has to sign a paper when some-
one dies, complains that when someone dies he has to come to the 
monastery and get the thing signed, because it is a sin to come to the 
monastery.60

Ačhān Mahāwichī is the second highest-ranking monk at Wat Chang Hai. 
According to him, the monastery has become a profane space for many Malay 
Muslims in the southernmost provinces. For the Islamic village leader, enter-
ing a monastery meant entering a space of impurity, a distinction of the Dur-
kheimian profane as opposed to sacred space. The association of coming to 
a monastery with the commission of a sin, while not universally recognized, 
demonstrates a growing public reconsideration of what coming to a monastery 
signifi es and what such an action signifi es for group identifi cations.

Local Malays’ newfound negative attitudes regarding monasteries heighten 
the signifi cance of visiting a monastery. Entering a monastery may imply 
more than simply a visit; it could indicate one’s adherence to Buddhism. As 
there is no specifi c ritual or offi cial declaration for conversion to Thai Bud-
dhism, the very public and regular performance of visiting monasteries (and 
making merit) becomes an identity-making or identity-reaffi rming exercise.61 
This emerging perception contrasts with local views prior to the institution of 
martial law. Before 2004, visiting a monastery held fewer implications, and 
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Buddhist identity was largely denoted in two ways: by participating in specifi c 
merit-making exercises and, one could argue, eating pork (which is still a very 
powerful religious signifi er, as Muslims do not eat pork).

The new signifi cance of visiting a monastery arises out of the violently 
charged environment and the Thai state’s militarization of the monasteries. 
While the militarization of Thai Buddhist monasteries is not unique within 
Buddhist traditions, it is still important to assess its social implications in light 
of the twenty-fi rst-century context.62 As a safety precaution, religious practices 
and ceremonies at southern monasteries have either declined or stopped alto-
gether since martial law was imposed. In areas outside of capital districts, 
funeral rites—which used to occur in the afternoon or night—are now held 
during the day. In addition, the regular practice of morning alms has ceased 
throughout the most dangerous areas. At these monasteries, monks rarely go 
outside their compounds. One sixty-six-year-old monk, seated at a bench out-
side his quarters, explained:

I want to go out and meet people, give them blessings, all that and 
more. However, they forbid it because it is dangerous. . . . I listen and 
obey my abbot and the government, so I don’t go out.63

The absence of monks going in and out of monasteries further accentuates 
the presence of the military, which can regularly be seen entering and leav-
ing the monasteries to perform checks around the area. Soldiers and police 
use the monastery as military headquarters and implement and develop mili-
tary intelligence while sequestered in monastery buildings. For instance, at 
several monasteries, abbots showed me detailed reports of the villagers in their 
communities. The reports described areas that should be heavily watched and 
included pages of information on local suspects. The reports are a compilation 
of information shared between the monks and the military and specify which 
of the local people are (1) arrested (thūk čhap lǽo), (2) on the run (lop nī ), and 
(3) those whose identities are still undetermined (yang mai sāmāt phisūt sāp tūa 

bukhkhon dai). Military intelligence does not necessarily impact the public’s 
perception of a monastery, but it does illustrate the level at which monks and 
military collaborate and how the monastery functions as a military headquar-
ters in southern villages.

While these documents are private, military practices in a monastery are 
not. If locals walk past the entrance of a monastery, instead of seeing monks 
performing daily chores, they see fully armed, uniformed military standing 
guard day and night. These habits and practices, according to Pierre Bourdieu, 
shape the signifi cance of the space and have an important effect on the sur-
rounding Thai community. Monks have become less visible as the military 
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has become more visible. The stationing of soldiers and police at monaster-
ies together with their military habits transform the monastery into a military 
space. As this happens, the problematic relations between Buddhists and Mus-
lims in the southernmost provinces are exacerbated.

The 228 Buddhist refugees who stay at Wat Nirotsangkatham see the mon-
astery as a safer space than their villages. According to the refugees, their vil-
lages are over 95 percent Muslim. They say that murders occur almost daily in 
their villages. While I was visiting them at the monastery, there was a funeral 
for a man from a neighboring village. The sister of the deceased told me that 
in her village everyone is a target—from the elderly to two-year-old children. 
She is a farmer and, like the refugees, considers her village no longer safe. Part 
of the refugees’ decision to come to Wat Nirotsangkatham is due to the recent 
conversion of southern monastic compounds into military compounds. Bud-
dhist villagers stay inside the protective perimeters of the monastery and leave 
as seldom as possible—only to buy food. Unfortunately, perceiving a monas-
tery as a sanctuary from violence does not distinguish it from the violence; 
rather, it highlights the monastery’s role and preferential treatment by the state 
within a violent climate.

Southern Thai monasteries have assumed defensive functions for the Bud-
dhist laity living in the surrounding areas. Much of this change developed due 
to physical changes made to the monasteries, i.e., barracks, wire, and block-
ades positioned at the entrances. Another factor that has converted the public’s 
perception is the change in the occupants they see entering and exiting the 
monasteries. Instead of the monasteries acting as bases for monks, from which 
they leave for their morning alms, they are now acting as bases for the military 
as they leave for their daily rounds.

Since 2005 in the three southernmost provinces, there have been more 
Muslims murdered than Buddhists. Yet, despite all of the fortifi cations at the 
monasteries, not one Muslim uses a monastery as a place of refuge. Living 
under martial law, monasteries in southern Thailand have clearly become an 
exclusive military space for Thai and Thai Chinese Buddhists.

Conclusion

As stated earlier, the focus of this chapter has been the militarization of Thai 
Buddhism in southern Thailand. Buddhist monks and monasteries have been 
and continue to be targets for violence in the southernmost provinces. This 
started in 2002, with a bomb threat at Wat Chang Hai in Khokpo, Pattani 
province. In many ways, this attack represented the nascent policy of targeting 
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monks and monasteries. In a phone interview during the summer of 2004, a 
high-ranking monk explained the motivation behind the attack on this particu-
lar monastery:

People attacked Wat Chang Hai in order to destroy the morale of 
the Buddhist people. Because people believe that Wat Chang Hai is 
sacred and since [it is] sacred, bombing it might decrease the degree 
of sacredness; people might lose their belief in the monastery.64

The militarization of monasteries clearly enhances the protection for some 
monasteries and their monks. Unfortunately, the state’s militarization of mon-
asteries also heightens the association of Thai Buddhism with the state. In light 
of the martial law initiated in 2004 and the current violence in these south-
ernmost provinces, this militarization raises a monastery’s political value and 
exacerbates local Muslim contestation.

Another state action that has led to the militarization of Thai Buddhism 
comes in the form of the military monk. While militarizing monasteries has 
resulted in increasing the political value of monasteries, it has simultaneously 
led some Muslims to identify monasteries as taboo spaces. Unlike the very 
visible militarization of monasteries, however, the militarization of monks is a 
covert exercise; fortunately, it has yet to produce a similar result in how Mus-
lims view monks. Nevertheless, military monks embody the nexus that links 
the militant state to Thai Buddhist principles. This has the dangerous potential 
of further politicizing the situation and incurring Muslim derision of southern 
monks.

While working undercover in monasteries as ordinary monks, military 
monks fulfi ll obligations to both the Thai sangha and the state. Their roles are 
not publicized; at times, their roles are not even disclosed to the very monks 
who ordain them. Violence in southern Thailand is saturated in secrecy: anony-
mous militant agents, unspoken grievances, and victims from both sides who 
often go unnamed. From this blend of secrecy and violence, another form of 
secret arises: a communal secret. Some Buddhists living and working along-
side military monks are aware of military monks’ identities but choose not to 
publicize them. Their decision to protect the secrecy of military monks may be 
an indirect result of the religious angst many feel concerning the presence of 
military monks within the monasteries.

In the current Thai milieu and the current understanding of Buddhist doc-
trine, there is virtually no public support that advocates military monks. This 
lack of overt support derives from Buddhist interdictions dating back to the 
time of the Buddha. One of the earliest canonical sources prohibiting mili-
tary ordination derives from a time when soldiers could deliberately avoid their 
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military duties by entering the sangha. Ironically, the current circumstances 
are inverted, resulting in the near-opposite reaction. Hand-picked Buddhist 
soldiers who wish to perform their duties can now receive a salary, weapons, 
and admittance into the Thai sangha. The contradictions embodied in the mili-
tary monk engender a secret that, if publicly disclosed, would most likely yield 
intense reactions from Thai Buddhists and the local Malay Muslims.

Before 2004, an attack on a southern monk represented an attack on a 
victim—a pacifi st operating outside of the violence. Unfortunately, this rep-
resentation is changing in southern Thailand. One clear example of this is 
Phra Eks’s monastery, which is now a fortifi ed and heavily guarded military 
base. Police living inside his monastery collaborate with the abbot and monks. 
Another example is Phra Eks himself, a soldier doubling as an ordinary monk. 
These components are powerful infl uences on the local community. As Bud-
dhist spaces and monks become closely associated with the military and its 
functions, they increase the religious divide between Buddhists and Muslims.

Prior to the imposition of martial law, some Buddhist and Muslim locals 
believed that their local strife was the result of an ethno-economic divide between 
Thai Chinese and Thai Malays. However, with the government’s implementa-
tion of martial law, the confl ict has been exacerbated and polarized into one of 
religious division. Anthropologist Amporn Mardent, who works with Muslim 
women in Pattani province, notes how local Malays discerned an increasing 
amount of distrust and suspicion between Buddhists and Muslims.65 The mili-
tarization of monasteries affects the way Buddhists and Muslims feel about 
each other and about themselves. Some southern monks still see their monas-
teries as fortresses of moral integrity. As if embodying the growing socioreli-
gious divide, one abbot stood on a hill overlooking his monastery and pointed 
to the wire fence surrounding his territory. To him, the space was divided into 
religious borders—and it was his monastery’s perimeter that demarcated the 
religious space in the community—where Thai Buddhism ended and “Islam” 
(tīislam) began.
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In our time of terrorism and rising fundamentalisms, examining the 
relationships between Buddhism and violence has acquired a certain 
urgency. This is only indirectly refl ected by the chapters contained in 
this volume and in the book on a similar topic edited by Michael 
Zimmermann.1

I will simply outline a few themes running through these 
chapters, starting from the observation that they deal mostly with 
certain forms of discourse—textual or oral, representing canonical 
dogma or extracanonical doxa. In other words, they rarely deal with 
actual cases of Buddhist violence—Vesna Wallace’s description of the 
“spine method” of killing being a signifi cant exception—but 
essentially with discursive representations and justifi cations. Derek 
Maher, for instance, analyzes the Fifth Dalai Lama’s rhetoric, 
showing how he tried to justify the use of violence or to explain the 
relation between Buddhism and violence. In Michael Jerryson’s 
chapter, we hear about the politics of representation. Several chapters 
deal with canonical sources that seem to allow for a certain use of 
violence, for instance, the Satyakaparivarta Sūtra and the 
Suvarṇaprabhāsa Sūtra.2 The Satyakaparivarta Sūtra, mentioned by 
Wallace in the Mongolian context, was also important in Japan as a 
scripture for the protection of the state, beginning in the Nara period.

Most of the chapters found in these two volumes start from what 
is taken to be the basic interdiction against killing, one of the pārājika 
rules whose transgression leads to exclusion from the sangha.3 

Afterthoughts

Bernard Faure



212  buddhist warfare

The rule in question is actually limited to the killing of human beings, while 
the killing of other types of beings only entails a lesser offense. Other norma-
tive texts, like the Sutta Nippāta, forbid the taking or harming of any life.

Most of the authors raise the question of whether killing is compatible or 
not with Buddhist ethics, in light of the Vinaya and also of the spirit of compas-
sion promoted most conspicuously by Mahāyāna. The general opinion is that 
there is some discrepancy between the normative claims of Buddhism and its 
more pragmatic approach to war and violence. The assumption that the Bud-
dhist teaching fundamentally condemns killing (and lesser forms of violence) 
is rarely questioned. According to Daniel Kent, the apparent contradiction or 
inconsistency between the normative claim and the pragmatic approach can be 
explained by recognizing that abstaining from killing fellow humans is merely 
a prima facie obligation. As such, this obligation needs to be reconsidered as 
a function of the context. On the other hand, Stephen Jenkins argues that the 
Buddhist position is coherent in this respect, inasmuch as the notion of killing 
with compassion runs through Mahāyāna literature.

Although reasons for bending the principle of nonviolence are never want-
ing, they often sound like casuistry. They can take a number of more or less 
sophisticated forms, particularly in the Mahāyāna and Tantric traditions. But 
“killing with compassion,” like the “compassionate torture” mentioned in Wal-
lace’s chapter, remains a dubious oxymoron. The defi nition of torture as skillful 
means or as a necessary evil calls to mind the worst casuistry of twentieth- and 
twenty-fi rst-century history. The real evil here, what Jacques Derrida once called 
the “evil of abstraction,” shows its true face when “compassion” takes the con-
crete form of techniques such as the “spine method” described by Wallace.

Thus, even granting Jenkins that the only killing compatible with Buddhist 
ethics is “killing with compassion,” a sense of uneasiness remains. We hear, 
for instance, that the “evil” Tibetan king Lang Darma was “killed with compas-
sion in 842.”4 Some historians have questioned the historicity of that regicide, 
but that is not the problem here. The point is that this murder has become 
a paradigm that has been periodically reenacted, and still is today, in widely 
attended rituals. In these rituals, the offi ciating monk stabs an effi gy that per-
sonifi es the demonic forces. The ritual murder is designated by a euphemism, 
“liberation”—since the demon, owing to this compassionate killing, is alleg-
edly released from ignorance and can be reborn under better auspices. Inciden-
tally, the same kind of euphemism was used by the Khmer Rouge to describe 
the physical elimination of their political opponents.

Another oft-invoked argument to justify killing is the claim that, when the 
dharma is threatened, it is necessary to ruthlessly fi ght against the forces of evil. 
The notion of a cosmic battle between the forces of good and evil (which seems 
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to derive from the Hindu myth of the fi ght between the devas and the asuras) 
gives Buddhism an eschatological dimension that it seems to have lacked ini-
tially. This notion, promoting the need for violence in order to preserve a cos-
mic balance (see Wallace), lends itself to the development of a kind of just-war 
theory (see Maher). A more metaphysical argument arises from the Mahāyāna 
notion of emptiness. Indeed, how can one kill another person when, accord-
ing to good Buddhist orthodoxy, all is emptiness? The man who kills with full 
knowledge of the facts kills no one because he realizes that all is but illusion, 
himself as well as the other person. He can kill, because he does not actually 
kill anyone. One cannot kill emptiness, nor destroy the wind.

In Chan Buddhism, the Jueguan lun similarly states that, if a murderous act 
is as perfectly spontaneous as an act of nature, it entails no responsibility:

Question: “In certain conditions, isn’t one allowed to kill a living 
being?”—Answer: “The fi re in the bush burns the mountain; the 
hurricane breaks trees; the collapsing cliff crushes wild animals to 
death; the running mountain stream drowns the insects. If a man 
can make his mind similar [to these natural forces], then, meeting a 
man, he may kill him all the same.” (94a1–5)5

As Brian Victoria has shown, the same kind of sophism can be found in the 
writings of modern Zen advocates like D. T. Suzuki.6

Another common justifi cation relies on the Two Truths theory, a cardi-
nal tenet of Mahāyāna. In the best of all possible worlds, or better, from the 
standpoint of ultimate reality, of course we are compassionate and therefore 
we should not kill. But we live in the world of saṃsāra where we have to cut 
some corners.7 One Sri Lankan monk quoted by Kent vividly expresses the 
Two Truths theory. He emphasizes that, whatever Buddhists may say about the 
importance of fi ghting for one’s country (which here is conveniently confl ated 
with the dharma), the dharma itself never condones violence or killing. He 
argues that you would never fi nd any such justifi cation in the Buddhist canon, 
just like you wouldn’t fi nd a recipe for chicken curry there. Now, anyone who 
has read extensively in the Buddhist canon knows that you will fi nd everything 
there, even possibly a recipe for chicken curry. Indeed, the Two Truths theory 
gives you a sense of how you can eat your chicken and have it too.

The Two Truths theory also has more practical variants: for instance, it 
allows the distinction between two social spheres—those of the priests and of 
the warriors. A further distinction (one not always maintained in practice) is 
that between the world of the clerics and the world of the householders and state 
offi cials. The semantic dualism of the Two Truths theory, by establishing an 
absolute distinction between “good” and “bad” violence, allows for preemptive 
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strikes. However, if history has taught us anything, it is that such a distinction 
is highly problematic.

A related type of argument that is used by modern Thai and Sri Lankan 
monks (see Kent and Jerryson) is more psychological and seems to rely on the 
Abhidhamma. This argument emphasizes intention and claims that, if the kill-
ing is committed with the right state of mind (detachment or compassion), it 
entails no karmic consequence and therefore can be considered to be a whole-
some act.

Let me fi nally mention an argument that is not a moral one but rather an 
ontological one. It is used, for instance, by the Fifth Dalai Lama when he argues 
that his Mongol protector, Gushri Khan, is a man who is “entitled” to violence, 
because he acts to protect the dharma; or, rather—a slightly different claim—
that violence is justifi ed in Gushri Khan’s case because of who he is, namely, 
a bodhisattva in disguise (see Maher). It is no longer the act but the agent that 
matters; when that agent is no longer acting on selfi sh motives, he is no longer 
truly a responsible agent. This type of argument has often been invoked in 
antinomian traditions such as Tantric Buddhism and Chan/Zen.

Those are some of the main Buddhist justifi cations for killing, some of 
which are examined at length in the chapters contained in this volume. By 
focusing on such justifi cations, however, one may leave the casual reader with 
the false impression that one endorses them. Yet such justifi cations are typi-
cal of an ideological discourse, i.e., a discourse that misrepresents relations of 
power and the causes of violence (historical, sociological, economic, political, 
ethnic). Indeed, a common feature of many discussions on the issue is that 
they tend to focus solely on normative texts. Concrete practices of Buddhism 
are largely ignored or, when they are examined, it is still often only to question 
whether they fi t normative texts.

Buddhist exegetical discourse regarding violence is not always apologetic, 
however: sometimes, it constitutes a kind of speech act. The sermons of mod-
ern Thai and Sri Lankan monks, for instance, have pragmatic and performative 
goals, namely, to boost the morale of the troops and, if possible, to safeguard 
the soldiers’ moral conduct. The chapters by Kent and Jerryson move away 
from texts to emphasize performance—perhaps under the infl uence of Mark 
Juergenmeyer’s notion of violence as performance.8 In Kent’s chapter, Bud-
dhist sermons justifying violence are presented as a kind speech act in which—
an interesting idea in itself—delivery is more important than content. In other 
words, what the monks say matters less than how they say it. The real point 
is not the semantic (ethical or philosophical) content of their sermons; the 
content may even at times seem to contradict fundamental Buddhist ethics. 
Rather, these sermons have pragmatic goals—and a smooth delivery increases 
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the chance that they will achieve their purposes, namely, pacifying the soldiers’ 
minds (thereby diminishing their bad karma) and protecting their lives.

In Jerryson’s chapter, performance appears in the fact that alms begging 
is perceived as a kind of state ritual. In that sense, it is not as pacifi c an activity 
as it may seem—from the Muslim minority’s viewpoint at least. This brings to 
mind the case of Bhutan, a state whose offi cial religion is Tantric Buddhism, 
where the Muslim minority feels increasingly threatened by the performance 
of Buddhist rituals.

Emphasizing the performative level, however, does not mean that the 
semantic level has become insignifi cant and does not need to be submitted to 
an ideological critique. When Sri Lankan or Thai monks argue that there is no 
sin for soldiers in fi ring at the enemy, are we not confronted with an invidious 
form of false consciousness—or worse, a blatant deception? And those monks 
who admit in private that it does constitute a sin, yet refrain from saying so 
publicly for fear of undermining patriotic morale, fare hardly better. In that 
context, Western followers of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama rightly might have 
felt disappointed when he (admittedly caught between a rock and a hard place) 
abstained from condemning the U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq.

So far, I have been talking about texts and words in their apologetic or 
performative functions. Yet, apart from words—oral or written—we have 
images. Mythological imagery and narrative are perhaps as important as nor-
mative sources such as the Suvarṇaprabhāsa Sūtra. Paradoxically, this text was 
instrumental for much of the martial imagery that developed in East Asian 
Buddhism. The Suvarṇaprabhāsa Sūtra emphasizes the fi gures of Vaiśravaṇa 
(J. Bishamonten), one of the four wrathful deva kings, and the eight-armed 
Sarasvatī (J. Benzaiten), whose martial appearance (perhaps infl uenced by the 
image of Durga) appealed to medieval Japanese warriors. Another example 
of martial imagery is the conversion of shamanists by a vegetarian Mahākāla 
(a Buddhist form of Śiva), as described by Vesna Wallace. This is somewhat 
ironic when we recall that Mahākāla (J. Daikokuten) was initially described by 
Buddhists as a fl esh-eating deity roaming the forest at night with his horde of 
blood-thirsty demons.

The motif of coerced conversion can be traced back to the myth of the 
submission of Maheśvara (another avatar of Śiva) by the dharma protector 
Vajrapāṇi. The latter, whose name appears in several contributions to this vol-
ume, is usually depicted as a powerful, wrathful fi gure. Initially a servant of 
the Buddha, he plays an important role in Indian Buddhism. Vajrapāṇi also 
appears in Chinese Buddhism, where he is the muscular protector and model 
of the Shaolin monks. These monks have played an important paramilitary role 
and have come to be seen as the founders of several martial arts traditions.9 
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Vajrapāṇi’s subjugation of Maheśvara constitutes the paradigm of the eso-
teric Buddhist relation with non-Buddhist deities: Vajrapāṇi tramples to death 
Maheśvara and his consort because they refuse to submit to the new Buddhist 
order. The Buddha, who has witnessed the whole scene without intervening, 
now feels vaguely sorry for them and asks Vajrapāṇi to resuscitate them. As a 
result, the couple comes back to life, now duly metamorphosed into Buddhist 
followers. This happy ending looks very much like an interpolation, a clerical 
attempt to paper over Vajrapāṇi’s hubris.

Images often speak louder than words, and they do not always say the 
same thing. All of the dialogue about Buddhist compassion cannot erase the 
impression produced by the above scene of subjugation and similar ones. 
Tantric imagery reveals, in a most obvious and at times obscene fashion, a kind 
of violence that, once noticed, can also be found throughout Mahāyāna Bud-
dhism. Despite all arguments to the contrary, this imagery seems to contradict 
the claim of compassion made at the level of normative discourse. Imagery is 
obviously an important dimension that tends to be neglected by textual schol-
ars, and it is just mentioned in passing by some of the authors in this volume. 
On the iconographic plane, if compassion is well expressed by serene images 
of meditating buddhas, conversely, the angry gods of Buddhism and Mongolia 
partake in a puzzling symbolic violence: does this symbolic violence mark a 
return of the repressed or an outlet for real violence, or is it its mirror image, 
indeed, its underlying cause? The question must remain open.

A theme such as “Buddhism and violence” entails some more fundamental 
issues, beginning with the problem of defi ning these two terms. What one calls 
Buddhism is admittedly an elusive entity. There are many kinds of Buddhist dis-
courses, which do not so much reveal a common essence as what Wittgenstein 
would call a “family resemblance.” It is therefore at best problematic to posit, 
as we often do, an “authentic” Buddhist teaching, one allegedly based on “what 
the Buddha taught” (to use the title of Walpola Rahula’s infl uential book).10

Brian Victoria’s chapter is the only one in this book that defi nitely 
denounces Buddhist war ideology. While acknowledging that other Buddhist 
schools were involved in the Japanese war effort, he restricts his sharp criticism 
to Zen, the tradition that nurtured him and that he tends to contrast too quickly 
with some timeless, universalist Buddhist ethics. Although, as a Buddhist, he 
is justifi ed in underscoring the moral imperative of non-killing, I fi nd it more 
diffi cult to follow him when he seems to imply that this moral imperative has 
been and should remain the horizon of Buddhist ethics and was once histori-
cally embodied in a specifi c (“authentic”) form of Buddhism. This view of an 
authentic early Buddhism (as opposed to “decadent” Zen) fl ies in the face of 
reality. As far as we can tell, Buddhism has always been closely associated with 
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rulers, even if the Indian context gave Indian monks more autonomy than their 
Chinese and Japanese counterparts had. From the start, Buddhism was seen 
in these countries as an instrument of power. The same is also true in Tibet 
and Southeast Asia. This conventional view also tends to view later forms of 
Buddhism—and in particular Tantric or esoteric Buddhism—as degenerations 
(a few exceptions in the case of “reformers” like Dōgen notwithstanding).

In a word, there is no generic, fundamental (or even mainstream) Bud-
dhism. It may not even be suffi cient to say that we are dealing with a multivo-
cal tradition, or multiple traditions that we could call “Buddhisms.” Rather, 
we are dealing with a variety of people—clerics and lay believers, kings and 
commoners—who call themselves Buddhists. From their respective vantage 
points, these people hold discourses that are, not surprisingly, often at odds 
with each other. Among them, some may deplore violence, others condone it, 
and we fi nd all kinds of intermediate positions between pure affi rmation and 
pure rejection, including various types of denial.

Defi ning the term violence is equally diffi cult. Most authors so far seem to 
have restricted its meaning to “war.” This is legitimate as a fi rst approach, to the 
extent that war is the most obvious and massive form of violence. For instance, 
this approach was taken by Paul Demiéville in his seminal essay “Le boud-
dhisme et la guerre,” originally written as an appendix to Gaston Renondeau’s 
detailed historical survey of the warrior-monks (sōhei) of medieval Japan.11

Violence is often implicitly defi ned in contrast to compassion and tol-
erance. Indeed, compared to other world religions, Buddhism does seem 
relatively tolerant. The Two Truths theory, for instance, allows Buddhists to 
integrate various alien doctrines as belonging to the level of conventional truth, 
which the dharma (the ultimate truth) both complements and transcends. The 
Buddha himself is said to have preached on the conventional truth in order 
to adapt his teaching to disciples of shallow understanding while reserving 
the ultimate truth for an elite. The use of “expedient means” (upāya) renders 
dogmatism diffi cult, inasmuch as any dogma belongs to the realm of speech, 
hence, of conventional truth. This approach allows several forms of militant 
syncretism. Using militant syncretism, rival doctrines were co-opted and inte-
grated at a lower rank in a doctrinal classifi cation (Ch. panjiao) that placed one’s 
own doctrine at the top. Needless to say, this kind of syncretism easily led to 
sectarianism.

As in the case of Maheśvara’s “conversion,” the mythological realm 
refl ects Buddhism’s encounter with local cults. Indeed, it is in this realm 
that a certain intolerance most clearly manifests itself. Buddhism claims that 
it “pacifi ed” the new lands to which it spread. A case in point is the myth 
of Tibet’s pacifi cation by Padmasambhava. Padmasambhava, owing to his 
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wondrous powers, subjugated all of the local “demons” of that land (actually, 
they were the former gods). The metaphor behind the conversion of local 
deities is often that of sexual submission. In all of these tales, Buddhism is 
fundamentally male, whereas local cults are often feminized. For instance, 
prior to Padmasaṃbhava’s conquest, we are told that the fi rst Tibetan king, 
Songtsen Gampo, subdued the telluric powers symbolized by a demoness, 
Srinmo. The Tibetan king subdued the demoness, whose body covered the 
Tibetan territory, by “nailing” her down to the ground. He did so by erecting 
(no pun intended) stūpas that served as so many metaphoric nails driven into 
the twelve points of her body. The Jokhang Temple in Lhasa, the most holy 
place of Tibetan Buddhism, is said to be the nail driven into the central part 
of the demoness’s body, her genitalia. The rape imagery could hardly be more 
explicit. An even cruder sexual symbolism is found in a variant of the myth 
of Maheśvara’s submission, in which Rudra (another form of Śiva) is literally 
sodomized by his Buddhist nemesis, Hayagrīva (a terrible form of the “com-
passionate” Avalokiteśvara).

The claim that Buddhism is a tolerant religion is based on the fact that 
Buddhist history does not show the kind of fanatic excesses familiar in the 
histories of Christianity and Islam. Opponents of the Buddha may have been 
labeled “heretical masters,” but (in part for lack of an ultimate authority) the 
accusation of heresy rarely led to physical purges. In China, the teaching of the 
three stages (sanjie jiao) was suppressed merely for political reasons. In Japan, 
the doctrine of the “heretical” Tachikawa branch of the Shingon school was 
apparently censored because of its sexual elements. It was eventually forbidden 
in the fi fteenth century, and almost all of its texts were destroyed in a kind of 
Buddhist autodafé. Other cases of Buddhist intolerance include the denuncia-
tion of the new Pure Land school of Hōnen (1133–1212), his exile in 1207, and 
the profanation of his grave after his death. We should also mention the sectar-
ian antics of Nichiren (1222–1282), the founder of the Nichiren school, who 
liked to compare the priests of other schools to dogs wagging their tails in front 
of their masters and to mice afraid of cats. Nichiren barely escaped execution; 
he was sent into exile. One of his successors, Nichiō (1565–1630), launched 
the so-called fuju fuse (not giving, not receiving) movement, which required 
his adherents to forsake all relationships with outsiders. Through their intran-
sigence, Nichiō’s disciples were even led to refuse allegiance to the shōgun and 
eventually had to go underground. The Nichiren sect is also well known for its 
coercive conversion methods (shakubuku). Yet, in part because of this, it is one 
of the most powerful Buddhist sects in Japan today. But these cases are the 
exception that proves the Buddhist rule, and they underscore the contrast with 
the practices of the Inquisition in Christianity.
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Violence is not always directed at the Other, however. Well-ordered vio-
lence begins with oneself. As with all established institutions, the Buddhist 
sangha has remained ambivalent toward the interiorized form of violence 
known as asceticism. Monastic discipline and practice, whose aim is to form an 
obedient body and mind, can also be seen as a kind of muted violence against 
oneself. To show their determination, Chinese monks would sometimes muti-
late themselves—including cutting off or burning one or more of their fi ngers. 
In extreme cases, self-denial could extend to self-immolation by fi re. As James 
Benn’s book has demonstrated, many such cases have been recorded.12 We still 
recall the disturbing image of the Vietnamese monk who immolated himself as 
a sign of protest during what is known in Vietnam as the American war. Para-
doxically, one of the main scriptural sources that legitimizes that form of vio-
lence is the apocryphal Fanwang jing (Brahma-Net Sūtra), a disciplinary text that 
most vehemently condemns any direct or indirect participation in murder.

Another important aspect of violence which has come to light is the Bud-
dhist discrimination against women. Despite the theoretical equality between 
genders asserted by Mahāyāna, Buddhism has always been and remains a 
fundamentally patriarchal, and therefore largely sexist, tradition. Even in the 
twenty-fi rst century, nuns in most Buddhist cultures have a subaltern status 
that largely derives from the eight “heavy rules” (gurudharma) allegedly laid 
down by the Buddha. The media reported the case of a Thai nun who was 
physically attacked by some monks for requesting an improvement of that sta-
tus. But a discussion of this form of violence, as well as various forms of sexual 
abuse toward children, for instance found in Buddhist monasteries, is beyond 
the scope of this chapter.13

In the name of objectivity, Buddhist scholars often content themselves with 
presenting their materials without passing judgment. Brian Victoria’s chapter 
is the exception, even though his expression of moral outrage does not quite 
replace a thorough ideological critique. His chapter—like Vesna Wallace’s—
provides us with a wealth of information concerning actual acts of violence com-
mitted in the name of Buddhism, whereas representations of violence found 
in the Buddhist forms of discourse analyzed by other authors tend to misrep-
resent the causes of violence. These representations may assist in replicating a 
form of false consciousness, although the notion of false consciousness may 
sound paradoxical when applied to Buddhist masters. Regardless, we need to 
know more about the causes—structural, sociopolitical, psychological—of vio-
lence before we can pass judgment on Buddhist representations of violence.

When confronted with the complex relationships between Buddhism and 
various forms of violence, a more fundamental question arises: is violence con-
textual, parasitic, or intrinsic to Buddhism? The Buddhist apologies of violence 
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presented in this book are mostly contextual, in other words, they owe as much, 
or more, to the cultural context as to Buddhism per se. When that context is 
violent (as is too often the case), Buddhists tend to use their casuistic resources 
to reinterpret creatively the fi rst pārājika rule and to condone the use of certain 
forms of violence.

Buddhists repeatedly have gone beyond the call of duty, confusing the Bud-
dhist dharma with the reasons of State and with patriotism. For instance, the 
esoteric Buddhist monks of medieval Japan argued that the law of the Bud-
dha and the kingdom’s law were identical (ōbō soku buppō). Thus, nationalism 
or patriotism surreptitiously replaced the alleged monastic detachment toward 
worldly values. Buddhist doctrine has become at times a quasi-magical device to 
acquire peace of mind and protection of the body during battle. In the Mongolian 
case studied by Wallace, for instance, we are dealing with a culture of violence 
in which Buddhism merely serves as an alibi for repression. Like the Mongol 
ruler Gushri Khan, whom the Fifth Dalai Lama praised as a cakravartin king, the 
Manchu rulers of Mongolia were glorifi ed as emanations of the wrathful form of 
the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī. Likewise, the death penalty was generously infl icted 
in the name of King Yama, the ruler of the underworld. As Wallace points out, 
the image of the Mongol monarch is closer to that of the Hindu god Indra than 
to that of the cakravartin king. Like the Indian ruler following the injunctions of 
the dharmaśāstra, he punishes in order to preserve cosmic order, a notion that is 
at fi rst glance alien to early Buddhist or Mahāyāna ideals. However, if the Indian 
Buddhist discourse on kingship is itself largely indebted to such non-Buddhist 
texts, can its position on violence be seen as representative?

In Thailand, monks are perceived (and perceive themselves) as symbols 
of patriotism (Jerryson chapter) and as members of a community that is not 
only the sangha, but the whole nation. As such, they feel obliged to partici-
pate in nationalist discourse and to condone acts of violence committed in the 
name of the nation. Here again, much of the Buddhist discourse on violence 
is contextual.

Not surprisingly, when it had to adapt to societies such as those of China 
and Japan, the Buddhist sangha had to make hard compromises. But Buddhist 
monks often went one step, or several steps, further. This can be seen in the case 
of Japanese warrior-monks embroiled in internecine struggles, or in the cases 
of modern Thai and Sri Lankan monks yielding to patriotic frenzy. During the 
Mongol attempts to invade Japan, in the second half of the thirteenth century, 
Buddhist priests gave their unrestricted support to both sides of the confl ict. 
A more recent example is the Japanese Buddhist support of the war effort dur-
ing the Second World War. In the process, Buddhist monks came at times to 
legitimize the worst kind of brutality in the name of “ruthless compassion.”
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Although the dharma often has had to bow to reasons of State, in some 
instances it also provided an ideology for counterforces, inspiring peasant 
revolts in the name of a millenarianism centered on the coming of the future 
Buddha, Maitreya. In one of these movements, which arose in China at the 
start of the sixth century CE, the rebels, claiming for themselves the name 
Great Vehicle (Mahāyāna), undertook to rid the world of its demons—among 
which they included the established Buddhist clergy.

In Japan, on the other hand, Buddhism paved the way to feudalism, 
with a new type of religious fi gure, the warrior-monk. It was only at the end 
of the sixteenth century, after centuries of feudal struggles, that the power 
of the great monasteries was crushed by military leaders. The subordinate 
status of Buddhism during the Tokugawa rule explains in part why, after 
the Meiji restoration (1868), Buddhists did not express any resistance to the 
rising militarism; eventually, they fell in line with “spiritual mobilization.” 
The Buddhist theory of selfl essness served, for instance, to justify giving 
one’s life for the emperor, while the notion of the Two Truths was used to 
explain the contradiction between the principle of respect for human life and 
patriotic duty.

But contextual explanation, while it accounts for a large part of the Bud-
dhist discourse on war and violence, soon reaches its limits. For some reason, 
however, scholars have been reluctant to consider the idea that violence could 
be intrinsic to Buddhism, that the nondual dharma could include violence. Yet 
this question, which raises the specter of Buddhist fundamentalism, must be 
asked.

If Buddhism is not reducible to its sociopolitical and economic contexts, 
there may be something more disturbing in it. What if the discourse on com-
passion turns out to be, in some cases at least, merely a form of lip service or 
wishful thinking? Could one go so far as to speak of the “sacrifi cial nature” 
of Buddhism? As is well known, Buddhism rejected animal sacrifi ces. Yet 
exceptions to that rule could still invoke a Buddhist argument. Buddhist veg-
etarianism, too, suffers many exceptions—beginning perhaps with the Buddha 
himself, who allegedly died from meat indigestion, and more recently with 
the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s tongue-in-cheek statement that he is a Buddhist 
monk, not a vegetarian.

Are there deeper explanatory models to be found below the surface of the 
texts? Could violence result from specifi c intrinsic structures, for instance, 
ritual mechanisms? Despite the importance of ritual in Buddhism—and the 
fact that a lot of work has been done in this area by anthropologists and histo-
rians—it still seems beyond the purview of Buddhist scholars. Among some 
possible theoretical frameworks for the data discussed here, we could consider 
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Émile Durkheim’s notion of social effervescence; Michel Foucault’s discussion 
of discipline and punishment; René Girard’s explanation of the intimate link 
between violence and the sacred, between mimetic desire and its resolution 
through sacrifi ce and scapegoating;14 Georges Bataille’s theory of violence as a 
form of expenditure belonging to the “general economy.”15

Another interesting model is Maurice Bloch’s analysis of the ritual struc-
ture of violence.16 Like Foucault in his analysis of power, Bloch shifts the focus 
from psychological forms of aggressiveness to systemic violence. This sys-
temic violence derives from a certain ritual structure that is aimed at obtaining 
(through initiation) an identifi cation with the transcendental realm (symbol-
ized by apparently permanent social institutions). Bloch argues that the sub-
ject’s attempt to reach transcendence at the cost of human vitality already 
implies violence; so does the “rebounding violence” required in order to regain 
this vitality. Bloch actually discusses Buddhism, and more specifi cally Japanese 
Buddhism, although this is an area where his fi eldwork is clearly insuffi cient 
and his model’s application most problematic. Without following him com-
pletely in his claim that Buddhist ritual (like all ritual aimed at transcendence) 
is fundamentally violent, it is clear that much of Tantric Buddhist ritual is cen-
tered on exorcisms and black magic. Without forcing an alien theory at all costs 
on our data, there are many theoretical tools that could prove useful in better 
grasping that complex problem.

Indeed, the fundamental Tantric narrative is one of subjugation, a forced 
conversion of the non-Buddhists or a taming of the infi dels. Conversely, like 
the maṇḍala, the Buddhist sangha looks sometimes like a besieged citadel. 
Even a cursory look at esoteric ritual manuals gives the feeling that the world 
is a dangerous place, where humans are constantly threatened by demonic 
forces. This category of demonic forces conveniently includes social rebels 
and political opponents. In other words, Buddhists have constantly resorted 
to the demonization of their rivals, Buddhist or non-Buddhist. A similar term 
for demonic forces was used by the priest Dōgen (1200–1253) to label some 
Chinese monks that the Chan/Zen tradition accused of having murdered the 
fi rst “Chinese” Chan patriarch, the Indian monk Bodhidharma. The tendency 
to debase outsiders (or sometimes rival insiders, as in this case) and to deny 
them the status of human is quite common in religious groups. The notion of 
nonhumans (J. hinin) has played an important role, for instance, in Japanese 
Buddhism and has justifi ed a social discrimination that is still rampant. In the 
Kālacakratantra, a text often used by the Dalai Lama and recently translated by 
Vesna Wallace, the narrative speaks of a fi nal showdown between Buddhists 
and heretics—clearly designated as Muslims—who threaten the mythical 
kingdom of Shambhala. On the other hand, many eschatological movements 
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have inserted themselves into this mythological narrative context of a cosmic 
fi ght between the forces of good and evil—as was the case with the millenarian 
rebellions in China.

Let me return to my question: could the dharma, or ultimate reality, be intrin-
sically violent? Would that not explain fi gures such as Vajrapāṇi and the “Bright 
Kings” (Skt. vidyārāja, Ch. mingwang, J. myōō), emanations of the cosmic Buddha, 
who are represented as fi erce beings bent on destroying the gods or demons 
they were supposed to convert or tame? To speak of ruthless compassion here 
is, at best, a euphemism, at worst, an ideological sleight of hand.17 In Japanese 
Buddhism, we fi nd a divine/demonic fi gure called Kōjin (also read in Japanese 
as aragami, or “wild god”). The term designates an individual deity that is both 
a dharma protector (known as Sanbō Kōjin, “Kōjin of the Three Treasures”) and 
a “god of obstacles” (sometimes identifi ed with the elephant-headed Vināyaka, a 
Buddhist version of the Hindu god Gaṇeśa). Aragami also designates a category 
of autochthonous spirits not yet individualized and tamed by ritual. The term 
ara, which is contained in their name, is related to the verb aru, “being.” At the 
risk of anachronism, one could perhaps heuristically read it as referring to some 
quasi-Heideggerian “ground of being” (a manifestation of ultimate reality that 
is really violent) and to the idea that the dharma manifests itself violently. This 
interpretation seems to refl ect the general thrust of Tantric Buddhism.

The fundamental ambivalence of this kind of deity calls to mind a cardi-
nal tenet of Mahāyāna Buddhism, refl ected for instance in the Tendai notion 
of “original awakening” (J. hongaku). This notion fi nds its expression in such 
mottos as “Passions are no different from awakening” (bonnō soku bodai), or 
“Māra and the Buddha are one and the same” (mabutsu ichinyo). Playing with 
this kind of nondualism leads to the perception that evil is intrinsic to our real 
nature and that enlightenment is, again, the manifestation of that evil reality 
within us.

Because Buddhists have made compassion their trademark, their com-
plicated (and at times, disingenuous) relation with violence has raised more 
questions than in the case of followers of other religions. In a time of fear and 
terrorism, when the only form of tolerance that seems to increase is, sadly, the 
tolerance toward banalized violence, Buddhists too have tended to lower their 
standards, even though such compromise is clearly in opposition to the ethi-
cal absolute against killing. This is because, now more than ever, the religious 
sphere is unable to exist outside of the political sphere. In Asia at least, Bud-
dhism has become ancillary to nationalism. More fundamentally, however, it is 
time to ask ourselves whether being Buddhist does not require a confrontation 
with the violence that lurks at the heart of reality (and of each individual), rather 
than eluding the question by taking the high metaphysical or moral ground.
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Date Country/Government Event

402–517 Tabgatch empire, China Six Buddhist-inspired revolts against Māra
613–626 Sui and Tang dynasties, 

China
Monk rebellions focusing on Maitreyan 
messianism

815 Tang dynasty, China Soldier-monk-led revolts; spiritual murder as 
path of deliverance

841 Tibet Assassination of Tibetan ruler Lang Darma
1173–1262 Japan Shinran’s Shin sect monks fi ght over the 

belief in Amita paradise
1100s–1200s Northern Wei dynasty, 

China
Buddhist monk military squadrons versus 
Mongols and Jurchens

1100s, 1300s, 
1500s, 1600s

Korea Monks enlisted to fi ght against Jurchen, 
Mongol, Japanese Hideyoshi, and Manchu 
invasions

1400s Japan Ryōgen calls on Tendai sect to embody 
principles of Mañjuśrī and carry bows and 
arrows to battle

1400s–1500s Ming dynasty, China Dhyāna Buddhist monks combat Japanese 
pirates

1500s Nara Empire, Japan Japanese warrior-monks (ikko-ikki) active 
during Warring States period

1600s Tibet Fifth Dalai Lama offers just-war ideology in 
support of Mongol armies and their attacks

1699–1959 Northeastern Thailand Holy Man revolts led by Buddhist monks
1904–1905 Japan, Russia, Korea, 

China
Zen monk-soldiers in the Russo-Japanese 
War

1980s Sri Lanka JVP monks kill Sinhalese citizens and 
politicians who oppose their politics

1996 Tokyo, Japan Asahara Shōkō’s Aum Shinrikyō gas bombs 
Tokyo subway

2002–present Thailand Buddhist soldiers work undercover as fully 
ordained monks

Appendix

Examples of Buddhist Warfare
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