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COMMUNAL KARMA AND KARMIC COMMUNITY
IN THERAVADA BUDDHIST HISTORY

Jonathan S. Whalters

INTRODUCTION: .
SOCIOKARMA IN CONTEMPORARY SRI LANKA

THIS ESSAY BEGINS with my experience studying and living in a rural Sri
Lankan Theravida Buddhist village on and off since 1984. On numerous oc-
casions my deep affection for this village and its environs has been given a
karmic explanation by my village friends, who consider it obvious that during
previous lives I have lived there and experienced parallel social relationships
with the rebirth precursors of these same villagers. Thus, for example, my
university friend’s mother very quickly decided that I must be a son of hers
who died shortly before my own birth, come back to her in this unlikely
form, a belief she instantiated by calling me “son” and teaching me to refer
to everyone else in her extended family and indeed in “our” village at large
according to the kinship terms that would be appropriate were 1 in fact her
own son. Likewise, my friends often have tried to make sense of our friend-
ships—sometimes an odd meeting of worlds, to say the least—as the karmic
result of having been friends during previous lifetimes (pera atma mitrayo).
More striking still is the commonplace expression of an aspiration or
hopeful intention (called-prarthanawa) for the constitution or continuance of
specific social relationships during future lives. Typical is this aspiration, which
I happened to receive in the mail while composing the present essay: “I think
that you really are as it were my very own brother,” writes the wife of a village
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friend, “We make the aspiration, ‘definitely during the next life, may you be
born in our very own family’ ™ Such aspirations, expressed in person or in let-
ters, may include different social relationships (be my friend, father, son, hus-
band), different specifications as regards time (in the next life, in some future
life, in many future lives, in cvery life until we meet Maitreya Buddha and at-
tain nibbana), and as regards space (in this village, here in Sri Lanka, in Amer-
ica, in a Buddhist home}). But the underlying assumption that karma
constitutes present and future social relationships is clear throughout the varia-
tion. Family, friendship, and village community itself are constituted, at least in
part, by previous karma, and will be constituted in the future by present karma.
And it is important to remember that such prarthanawas, far fiom being merely
descriptive or informative, are themselves mental actions (karma) believed effi-
cacious in bringing about desired sociokarmic results.

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

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

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

SOCIOKARMA IN THERAVADA STUDIES
AND IN THERAVADA HISTORY

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

McDermott takes the term overflow karma from a 1956 tract on karma by
Bhikkhu Silacira of Ceylon; it refers to the effects of one person’s karma
upon the karma of others. This phenomenon is especially evident in the case
of famous people, whose deeds whether good (the Buddha, Gandhi) or bad
(Hitler, Alexander the Great) have had an enormous impact on millions
around them.® Another variant on this theme is the well-known idea that a
righteous king’s righteousness brings prosperity and safety to the entire king-
dom, the reverse also being true; McDermott quotes a 1918 declaration by

the Thai Supreme Patriarch Prince Vajiranana (Wachirayan) that “the king’s

acts of piety merit not only himself but the people and the guardian spirits of
the kingdom” as well.® More pervasive still is the overflow of all karma, even
that produced by ordinary people, which inevitably affects others within one’s
community.” McDermott finds “canonical precedent” for such a notion of
overflow karma in the Kummdhamma and Manicora Jatakas, where a perspective
very similar to Prince Wachirayan’s is clearly articulated,® and in a sutta of the
Anguttara Nikiya (fII.172~73), where the Buddha enumerates among the ben-
efits of a well-given gift the inability of thieves, kings, or impious heirs (in ad-
dition to fire and water) to destroy one’s property in future lives, McDermott
writes, “This suggests the recognition that no samsaric stream of existence is
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. completely independent. Although each individual is heir to his deeds alone,
the ripening of his karma has consequences that reach beyond himself””®
“The karma of communal relationship” follows directly from this sense of
the interconnection of the karma of individual participants in any given social
situation: as defined by McDermott, “in any given situation the karma of each
individual must be in confluence with that of every other participant in that
situation”'® Drawing on a book by Thai physician Dr. Luang Suriyabongs,
McDermott includes within this categorization the stmilarity in karma that
must underlic birth in a single family, or for that matter within any group. He
finds “canonical precedent” for the view not only in the Anguttara passage re-
ferred to above, but also in the story of the murder of Mahamoggallana as

recorded in the Dhammapadatthakathd, where “the karma of the sectaries and _

of the highwaymen had to be in confluence with that of Moggallina before
they could injure him, for they are all executed shortly thereafter!!

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

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

In this quotation the second type of group karma, “the karma of com-
munal reationship,” appears to be fully accepted by McDermott, but here too

he will not accept the implications drawn from it by Dr. Suriyabongs that

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

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

All of these strategies are brought to bear against the evidence of the third

EERT

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

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

It may be a question of half empty or half full, but especially in light of
the fact that seciokarmic thinking is so utterly commonplace in contemporary
Theravida societies the premodern examples provided (against himself) by
McDermott, King, or Weber are alone sufficient to convince me that so-
ciokarma needs to be taken more seriously than McDermott’s dismissals

~would suggest. I say this not merely because sociokarmic thinking is com-

monplace today, but also because I think McDermott vastly underestimates
the significance of the very sources he uses.

Thus, the Jataka as a whole represents an unmistakable monument to so-
ciokarmic thinking in its portrayal of the constantly intersecting previous lives
of the same group of people who dominate the Buddha’s final/present life.
Yasodhara, R3hula, Sariputta and Moggallina, Ananda, Devadatta, and a
whole cast of other characters are reborn together, life after life, developing
the social relationships they will have with the Buddha in the present, when
the soteriological aspect of those sociokarmic connections comes to the fore.

In many jatakas this implicit claim that the early Buddhist community was
‘constituted through karmic connections to the person of the Buddha is made

explicit by treating the early Buddhist community writ large (sometimes “the
present followers of Buddha,” sometimes “the five hundred monks™) as the
Bodhisatta’s entire community during countless previous lives human, animal
and divine. In the Jataka, the Buddhist community is one huge intercon-
nected karmic web transmigrating together across time toward a group
fruition of all the good karma combined, realized in salvific participation in
the Buddha's own intimate community.?*
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This group transmigration clustering around the Bodhisatta is charted out
and further expanded in two additional texts which McDermott and the other
scholars I have mentioned do not consider at all, the Buddhavamsa and the
Apadana. The Buddhavamsa lays out a temporal grid across which the future
Buddha, meeting up with previous Buddhas, develops his present Buddhahood;
in the Apadana the entire eardy Buddhist community is charted according to that
same grid. All the arahants enlightened by Gotama Buddha turn out to be reap-
ing the fruit of actions (karma) they performed in the same festivals, the same
kingdoms, the same communities—often the same farnilies—in which the fu-
ture Buddha himself was performing his own Buddha-becoming actions. The
prediction of future Buddhahood bestowed upon the Bodhisatta by each previ-
ous Buddha in the Buddhavamsa is echoed in similar predictions given by those
same previous Buddhas to the rebirth precursors of the various ranking relatives
and followers of Gotama Buddha, as reported in the Apaddna. And the Apadina
further enriches the picture of that particular mass of beings transmigrating to-
gether in the hope of attaining nirvana in the dispensation of Gotama Buddha,
a hope that was not in vain except for Devadatta and his five hundred followers
and their families (note the socickarma) who are sucked into hell along with
him. The Apadana does this by drawing all sorts of different sociokarmic links
among various subgroups such as married couples repeatedly reborn to marry
again (the Buddha and Yasodhari, Mahidkassapa and Bhadda-Kapilani}, nuclear
families whose members meet up again and again as they progress along the
Path (the Buddha and Mahipajipati Gotamni, Rihula and his sister, the seven
daughters of Kiki King of Kasi, numerous groups of monks), and so forth.” In
these Khuddaka and related texts, taken as a whole, we not only find an extraor-
dinary picture of karmic confluence, but also, given the consistent centrality of
the Bodhisatta himself in this transrnigrating mass, an idea closely approximat-
ing “overflow karma” And given that most jatakas involve kings and kingdoms,
there-is far more “national karma” here than McDermott has realized, too.

I would suggest further that ideas of group karma are more common in
the suttas themselves than McDermott wants to allow. Thus, I would argue that
all the suttas that describe the effects of good and bad karma imply karmic con-
fluence, given that they involve social status, wealth, and so forth.” Even if
most suttas are not as explicit about the synchrony with others’ karma as is the
Anguttara text McDermott cites, we nevertheless have reason to see the devel-
oped socickarmic thinking of the Jataka or the Apadina as a playing out of
ideas already there in the suftas, rather than as some sort of major deviation
from them (which anyway would have occurred long before the twentieth
century!). Indeed, in a farnous sutia of the Samyutta-nikaya which is quoted not
only in Theravida but also in Mahiyina sources,” and which Buddhaghosa
treats as exemplary of “the suttas,” the Buddha is reported to have declared that
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“it is not easy to find a being who has not formerly been your mother . . . your
father . . . your brother . . . your sister . . . your son . . . [or] your daughter”®
This being the case, the question becomes what social relationship does so¢
have some karmic precursor? At any rate, I obﬁously do not find an empirical
basis for McDermott’s claim that a systematic concept of “group karma” be-
came operative in the Theravada only during the twentieth century. What we
find in the full Jataka or the Apadana collections is considerably more ancient
than that, and more developed than cither the contemporary perspectives cited
by McDermott or the warm aspirations of my village friends.

Yet sociokarma remains underdetermined in the scholarship; McDer-
mott, despite his dismissals, is the only scholar who has dealt with it in any
depth at all. Thus, John Garrett Jones's well-known 1979 study of the Jatakas
does not notice this dimension of the collection at all; he includes a chapter
on “Karma and Rebirth” that does not mention society, and a chapter on
“Social Teachings” that does not mention karma.? Charles Keyes and Val
Daniel’s 1983 collection of anthropological studies of karma, even the learned
introduction and summary by the editors, respectively, never moves beyond
the recognition that karma can effect social status, and that karma itself is a
cultural construct that can vary from community to community {(both very
umportant points to be sure, but points that fall short of a recognition of
karma as constitutive of community, and vice versa).” By the same token,
karma plays almost no role in such seminal collections on Theravida Buddhist
society as the edited volumes on Religion and Legitimation of Power in Sri Lanka,
Religion and Legitimation of Power in Burma, Thailand and Laos, and The Tivo
Wheels of Dhamma, nor in such narratives of Theravida Buddhist social his-
tory as Gombrich’s Theravada Buddhism: a social history from ancient Benares to
modern Colombo™ or Chakravarti’s The Social Dimensions of Barly Buddhism.”
Melford Spiro’s Buddhism in Society, which makes its explicit project to deter-
mine the relationship between “kammatic Buddhism” and society, fails to rec-
ognize any but mundane (type 1) sociokarma and therefore can portray karma
as at best an obstacle to economic development and public charity®

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

Thus, my claim that there i sociokarma in Theravida Buddhist tradition is -
not an especially original one. In its admitted multiplicity the perspective is old,
ubiquitous, and fairly obvious. But recent trends in Theravida Studies—shifts
from “early Buddhism™ to “Theravada Tradition.” from the ‘ever-decaying orig-
inal core to the ever-enlarging Buddhist civilization, from the arabant in soli-
tude to the monk as social leader, from a hyper-rational philosophy to 2 living
religion with its own cosmology, soteriology, mythology, and communitas—
have made it increasingly important that we do recognize sociokarma. And
given the standing scholarly tradition that would minimize, ignore, or actively
deny the presence of sociokarma in Theravida Buddhist history, I hope it has
been a worthwhile exercise to review in these general terms some of the evi-
dence of its significance.

THE TYPES OF SOCIORARMA

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

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

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

. The second type of sociokarma, overflow karma, has already been discussed

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

The overflow karma of Gotama Buddha is paradigmatic of this type be-
cause people in the present moving on toward future #ibbiana in the time of
Maitreya or some future Buddha are doing so as part of the ongoing result of
their karmic connection(s) with Gotama Buddha during previous lives,
which were inadequate to wartant rebirth in his intimate community and nib-
bana in his sdsana, but nevertheless remain sotetiologically charged. Accord-
ing to the Buddhavamsa, a1l Buddhas create such soteriologically charged
“overflow” karmic connections with “countless crores” of beings who meet
them but do not attain one of the four stages of the Path then and there ™
Woodward recognizes the teleology implicit in this vision of karmically con-
stituted Buddhist community when he speculates that firture Buddhas are al-
ready constituting sociokarmic connections with members of their firure
intirnate communities in the here and now. These bodhisattas and those with
whom they forge their connections are in turn already linked together as on-
going overflow karma of Gotania and other previous Buddhas, whom a.ll
have met during previous lives, as becomes explicit in the Aragatavamsa,

I would also categorize as “overflow karma™ various doctrines 2nd
practices surrounding the so—called transference of merit, in which many
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beings somehow share the merit of one individual’s piety, through physical
actions (such as touching offerings) and verbal expressions (uttering
“sidhul,” inviting the deities or the dead to mentaily share the merit, dedi-
cating merit to friends, family and relatives) and the ideas upon which these
practices are based (about the mechanism by which ansmodana works, what
non-human beings can and cannot do karmically, etc.). Moreover, and still
within this samne rubric, it would appear despite McDermot’s protestations
that, as Bhikkhn $ilacara maintained, demerit also can be “shared” or “over-
flow” in this same way. Thus, for example, the originary sin of the Bod-
hisatta together with his companions (sahdgatd) who eventually are
massacred as the Sikyans (the final result for the Buddha himself was the

" headache he once suffered) is said in the Apadinatthakatha to be the mental
pleasure they experienced when watching a fishmonger kill fish (somanassam
uppddayimsu, note the collective verb). Though the papa belongs most prop-
«erly to the fishmonger rather than to the boys, it is shared collectively by the
Bodhisatta and his compatriots in precisely the same way that a deity or prefa
is said to share in merit; it brings them togetﬁér again in a future life when
they do something even worse, namely poison a river, and together again to
suffer the effects of that, as the hapless victims of Vididabha whose collec-
tive trickery brings on their own demise.* ‘

. The third type, “karmic confluence,” refers to instances when the members
of a social group such as 2 famnily or neighborhood ¢ome into their social
relationships on the basis of extremnely similar karmic tracks, which,
through what Baptist calls a “conspiracy of circumstances,” all lead to that
same place and time where they find themselves, the shared motivations and
predilections that drive them as a group, and so forth. This type is to be dis-
tinguished from type 1 (social context) in that, like type 2, it implies a
karmic basis for the fact of social context. It is howeverrdistinguished from
type 2 {overflow karma) because it does not imply a direct karmic relation-
ship betiween anyone, merely individual karmic paths so strikingly similar as
to lead different beings to the same time and place. The Anguttar text cited
above, and indeed all the anisamsa texts from the sutfas to the present that
proclaim sociological effects of merit, depend upon this sort of “conspir-
acy of circumstances”: not meeting with bad people implies a negative co-
incidence with their karma, meeting with good people implies a positive
coincidence with their karma, wealth and popularity and position and
power are all at least in part social things that must find a niche amidst the
sociokarmic circumstances of all others within one’s community.* .
The somewhat common trope of co-birth clearly bespeaks a devel-
oped idea of karmic confluence. Most famously, the Buddha is said to have
been born at the same instant as his seven “Co-Borns,” or in Miss Horner’s
rendering “Connatal ones” (Sahdjata)*® who would play key roles in his own
final karma-produced existence: Yasodhari, Ananda, Channa, Kiludayi,
Kanthaka, the Bodhi Tree, and the group of four treasure urns all arose at
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that same instant on that Vesak day long ago. While the first four appear
from the Jitakas and the Apadana to have had more than coincidental
karmic relationships with the Bodhisatta, and therefore to better fit the
fourth and more sociokarmically determined category, “‘co-transmigration
of social units,” Kanthaka the horse and of course the Bodhi Tree and the
treasure urns play no previous life role in the Jataka and therefore would best
fit within the rubric of this category. Because karmic confluence accounts
for all karmic dimensions of society that cannot be explained by the other
types, and therefore must be a vast and unfathomable thing as universal as
the complete range of everyone’s social interactions, everyone with whom
any single individual has social interactions throughout her or his endre life
is in some general sense a “co-born.” Thus, karmic confluence closely over-
faps with Sri Lankan trust in horoscopes; because karma determines birth
and asterisms encode what is thus determined, the comparison of horo-
scopes in artanging a2 marriage is precisely a search for an appropriate
karmic confluence. And as John Strong provocatively suggested at the con-
ference where this essay was first presented, thete is also room here for
thinking about “karmic dispersal,” the disjoining of karmic associations.

. The fourth type of sociokarma is what I consider to be sociokarma proper,

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

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

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

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

And universalizing the trope further still, the co-transmigration of social
units is by no means limited to the paradigmatic biography of the Founder
and his most intimate disciples.”” Such co-transmigration of social units is
generalized further into ordinary society at large. I have already mentioned
the ways in which sociokarma is taken to constitute village society in Sri
Lanka. Ian Stevenson’s Cases of the Reincarnation Type relates numerous mod-
ern Sri Lankan, Thai, and Burmese examples of rebirth successors recog-
nizing and/or entering into relationships with the families and friends of
their rebirth precursors. And of course if we take Literally the Buddha’s
statement that it will be hard to meet someone who has ot been a member
of one’s immediate family in some previous life, it will be clear that there is
. room to conceive of literally all society, like its homologue the Jataka, as one
big web of co-transmigrating social units. Nagasena continues from the pas-
sage above about the Buddha’s constant co-transmigration with his cohorts
to inform King Milinda that “[a]ll beings in fact . . . who, in various forms
as creatures, are carried down the stream of transmigration, meet, as they
are whizled along in it, both with pleasant companions and with disagree-
able ones”™ And so indeed does this category also include the negative ex-
amples mentioned above of groups transmigrating together around bad
group deeds, including the Sakyans who are destroyed by Vidiidabha for
having once jointly enjoyed the killing of fish and later for jointly poison.-
ing a river, the five hundred followers of Devadatta and their families who
are sucked into Avici hell together after repeated lifetimes as Devadatta’
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minions,” Bandhula and his thirty-two sons, 2 and families tragically wiped
out in bus wrecks in Sri Lanka.

- The fifth type, “sociokarmic aspiration,” flows directly from the fourth. It

refers to the means by which Theravida Buddhists attempt to act upon the
presupposition that'social groups are karmically produced and productive in
the process of co-transmigration. Thus, for example, Milinda and Nigasena
are born together in their appointed roles as the result of such aspirations
made by these men’s rebirth precursors.™ The paradigmatic aspiration to be
born in the kingdom of Maitreya Buddha is itself fundamentally social,
predicated upon being with him in his intimate community and often in-
cluding the wish for others in one’s present community to be part of that
futuere community as well,

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

Under the tubric of the first subdivision (a) we could include explic-
itly selfish sociokarmic aspirations such as the Burmese inscriptional wishes
for high status, wealth, or pretty wives, mentioned by Weber,™ as well ag
more altruistic but still individually frared aspimfions such as the Bod-
hisatta’ aspiration for Buddhaheod, or the typical person’s aspiration to play
arole in the intimate community of 2 future Buddha such as Maitreya. In the
Apadana the rebirth precursors of most of the disciples in Gotama Buddha’s
intimate community singled out for their special talents or relationship to the
Buddha—Sariputtz as chief among those with wisdom, Moggallana as THas-
ter of psychic powers, Kaludayi as best “pleaser” (pasadaka) of the people,
Ananda as best servitor, and so forth™ —aspire to that social status as the cul-
mination of their seed-pieties during previous lives. Thus, after a rebirth pre-
cursor of Mahapajapati Gotamnl witnesses a previous Buddha i:raising his
own combination aunt, step-mother, foster-mother, and leader of the nuns’
order she, feeling a surge of mental pleasure (pasada, pasanna) aspires to that
peculiar social status (fam thanam, lit. “that place™). This is not an aspiration
to be Siddhartha’ aunt-of-all-trades, but to be any Buddha's aunt-of-all-
trades; the social status itself is what her karma is directed toward, In fact, the
rebirth precursor only learns the identity of the Buddha whose aunt she does
i fact become during her final fife, after the previous Buddha intuits her as-
piration and provides her a prediction of its eventual fulfiliment when “in
one hundred thousand eons, born into Tkshvaku’s clan the one whose name
is Gotama will be the master in the land "% Precisely the same pattern is fol-
lowed in the apadanas of various other eatly disciples singled out for their
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“special talents,” who similadly are portrayed enjoying their then-present sta-
tus in the intimate community of Gotama Buddha as 2 result of a specific so-
ciokarmic aspiration for it during the time of a previous Buddha. I do not
know of any Theravadin examples of individuals consciously aspiring to a
bad future status, but the Bodhisattvas of some Mahiyina texts who aspire
to birth in hell in order to assist hell beings would certainly fit that bill. This
subtype would also embrace sociokarmic aspﬁations for birth in 2 specific lo-
cale (such as the aspirations of contemporary Sri Lankans or occasional odd
foreign scholars who want to be reborn in their same villages during future
fives), or for a more generalized social status (such as the Burmese prayers,
cited by Weber, to be reborn as a Buddhist).*

In addition to these more individual sorts of sociokarmic aspirations,
those in the other subtype (b} represent aspirations for the continuity of so-
cial relationships with particular individuals, paying less regard to one’s
own specific status or circumstance and more to the identity of one’s com-
panions. Most of the exammples of this subtype, too, are aspirations for con-
tinual rebirth with people whom one holds dear, such as the Burmese
prayers for rebirth with the members of one’ own present family, or with
friends or lovers, or with particular Bodhisattvas (say, particularly noble
kings claiming to be such).® But other apirations in this subtype are instead
despicable ones for rebirth with enemies whom one will attack or revile
perpetually, such as the former aspirations in this life and in many previ-
ous lives of Cificamanaviki, Sundari the Slanderer, and most of all Deva-
datta to harass the Bodhisatta throughout his Jitakas and final existence. >
There is also a middle ground here, in which aspirations to harass are for
the good of the victim, such as the aspiration by Nagasena’s tebirth pre-
cursor to be reborn as King Milinda’s gadfly.% Following from John
Strong’s idea of “karmic dispersal,” it is also easy to conceive of aspirations
not to be born with bad people in general and/or the particular bad people
whom one suffers in this Lifetime.

- Vam uncertain that my sixth type, “political karma,” ought to be a type at
all, because, unlike the examples of the first five types, and of the seventh,

which I shall mention momentarily, all the examples of this sixth type could

be absorbed under the other headings. Put differently, sociokarma, which is
specifically political, or what we could call “politicokarma.” is no more than
aspecific and particularly large version of one of the other types. Thus, no-
tions that karma and its results can occur in a specifically political contexi—
that the state can act a5 a group entity, or that cakkavattihood is a karmic
result of previous merit, or the Burmese plans for “state-aided karma” sur-
veyed by McDermott—are subsumed under type 1, social context; notions
about the ability of the king’s merit {or demerit) to affect everyone in his
kingdom exemplify type 2, overflow karma; conceiving of the polity as a
confluence of the karmic paths of its citizens obviously belongs to type 3;
the state as 3 Co-transmigrating social unit (as in the Jatakas when the Bod-
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hisatta and his five hundred are the king and his men, or the historical $3-
kyans reborn together a3 a political unit) exemplifies the co~transmigration
of secial units, type 4; aspirations such as Adoka’s to be overlord of all India
clearly belong to type 5, sociokarmic aspiration; ideas that the polity itself
has a karmic destiny outside the individuals who constitute it in any partic-
ufar instance, such as mentioned below, exemplify the final type I have
identified, the karma of social institutions (type 7).

Yet all of these types of politicakarma cannot be fit into a single one of
the other categories, and for the aoverlapping reasons that political or “na-
tional” karma has already been trcated as a separate type by others; that the
polity is obviously of special centrality in any study of society; and that the
examples of politicokarma are especially rich ones, I do treat it as a separate
type here. I treat it here, at this point in the list, both because in its scope it
pushes to the upper limits of the other types, and because it begins to antic-
ipate the seventh type, the karma of social institutions. Though in most of
the examples I know the various sorts of politicokarma all presume that the
karmic connections and dintensions in the polity inhere in its constituents as
individuals or as a group, but not in the institution itself, the polity has oc-
casionally been considered to have a sort of karmic life of its own. It is pre--
cisely because the nation will not be populated by the same individuals in
future lives that Rev. Nyanaponika throws out the whole notion of so-
ciokarﬁm, but to the extent that one’s nation’s reputation, wealth, power,
military sitation, and so forth are dimensions of the goodness or badness of
one’ birth in it, that is, are karmically constituted, it is at least possible that,
say, the populations of imperialist or genocidal polities should be reborn into
the populations of postcolonial societies where they experience the poverty
and other forms of suffering they created during previous lives, and some-
titnes repeat and/or experience the terror they used in creating it. In this
vein [ have heard interesting ideas about the connections between the play-
ers during World War 11 and those-in conternporary Sri Lanka,

- The distinguishing characteristic of the seventh and final type of so-

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

CONCLUSION:
SOCIOXARMA AS A HEURISTIC DEVICE

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

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

The role of sociokarma in the Jdfaka has alréady been spelled out in some
detail above, and recognized by Reeynolds and Woodward. But while reflecting
on the various layers of sociokarma in the Jataka in order to compose this essay,
1 have come to question an assumption that I think has been made universally,
certainly by me, in readings of the Jataka as key transmitter of basic ethical par-
adigms. That assumption is that ordinary Buddhists would read or listen to or
look at a jataka identifying themselves with or taking the subject-position of
the Bodhisatta.®? Even if the twenty-five Buddhas of the Buddhavamsa narra-
tive, which only covers a period of one hundred thousand plus four incalcula~
ble kalpas, should be extended into the past or into the future to produce vaster
Theravidin visions of the Buddhas of the universe, like the Kandyan “Thou-
sand Buddha Motif” studied by John Holt,* still, as far as [ know all Ther-

<
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avadins insist that Buddhas are extremely rare, that as Niagasena proves to
Milinda only one can exist at a time, and that the achievement of Buddhahood
requires an effort which in every birth across that vast expanse of time is be-
yond the capability of any but the most exceptional being.* These dogmas un-
derlie the historical record that at least publicly none but a tiny handful of
Theravadins has considered himself or herself a Bodhisatta, or has been so con-
sidered by others. Instead, the vast majority of Theravadins in literature and in
fact have aspired to become arahants in the dispensation of such a Buddha, and
in the meantime to develop foundations for such salvific participation in his in-
timate community. From the beginning Theravidins have vehemently rejected
the Mahayana claim that all Buddhists should and in fact do aspire to the Bud-
dha-vehicle (emulate the Bodhisatta, Skt. Bodhisattva),

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

John Holt’s stuclly of the “visual lieurgy” of the eighteenth-century
Kandyan king Kirti S17 Rijastimha provides an excellent foundation for an-
swering those questions. Holt’s study demonstrates that Kirti S himself em-
ulated Vessantara and attempted to portray .this self-identification as an
all-giving bodhisatta to his people.*” Holt makes most clear the ethical—and
political and economic and military—tension embodied in this self-identifi-
cation; Kirti $11 faced real challenges, but by all rights does indeed appear to
have possessed exceptional qualities that made successfitl his bid to be among
that handful of Theravadin Sri Lankan kings self-identified and identified by
others as bodhisattas or at least as the sorts of cakkavattins who could become
the same. And Holt demonstrates the many ways in which Kirti $11 did in fact
read in the story of Vessantara his own “precarious situation.”

Holt also provides a basis for answering the second question when he
points out that in the Kandyan paintings, King Vessantara and the other




28 JONATHAN §. WALTERS

characters in the story—indeed, the characters in all the Jatakas that Kirti $r1
chose to depict—are dressed like (maybe even portraits of?) the Kandyans of
the day.®® The Kandyans under Kirti $17 could certainly have imagined
themselves in the scene, participants in the story of a Vessantara as their own
king—but not as Vessantara. They would be participants as Vessantara’s fam-
ily members, sharing in the sacrifices and rebukes; or as Vessantara’s minis-
ters, trying in vain to get him to steer a more prudent economic and
political course; or as Vessantara’s subjects, angered at the expense and con-
fused about the reasons. For them, from the sociokarmic perspective, the
story would have different morals to convey, about the reasons to stop being
angry with such a Bodhisatta husband, father, or king, or about how to
share in the merit of such a being with whom one is lucky enough to be
co-transmigrating, and/or about how to deepen sociokarmic connections
with him. :

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

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

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

In a different vein, the varieties of sociokarma always serve the funda-
mental Buddhist purpose of undermining self-centered visions, in this case of
karma and the Path, by helping one recognize that the acts and fruits of merit
occur in a social context, that one’s merit overflows to others in the same
community (and vice versa), that all karmic fruition requires a confluence
with the karma of others, that people co-transmigrate with those who play
roles both good and bad in their lives, that people can act to deepen such con-
nections with those whom they hold most dear, that even political communi-
ties have karmic dimensions (or that even karma has a political dimension), or
finally, that some communities complete with their social hierarchies persist
karmically independent of the individuals who in any particular birth occupy
them. Any of these types of sociokarmic reflection or aspiration serves to dis-
locate attachment to one’s own individual karma and its results, promoting in
its place the kinds of altruistic compassion exemplified and advocated by the
Buddha himself. After all, in the end, all karma and attachment, including that
karma we call community, must be Ieft behind.
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ma ipadewd kiya api prarthand karanawd.

2. James Paul McDermott, Development in the Early Buddhist Concept of
Kamma/Karma {New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1984), esp. 151-56; id., “Karma
and Reebirth in Early Buddhism,” in Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Traditions, ed.
Wendy Doniger O'Flaherty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980}, esp. 175;
id.. “Is There Group Karma in Theravida Buddhism?” Numen XXIIL, 1 (1976):67-80.
These heavily overlapping works all draw on the author’s 1971 Princeton dissertation.

3. McDermott, “Group Karma,” 80.
4. Ibid., “Group Karma.” 67.

5. Taking up the overflow karma of the Buddha as his example, Bhikkhu Stlacira
reasons that “countless millions of beings . . . have had their Kamma completely changed
for the good through the ‘overflow Karnma® of Gotara, the Buddha. And that Kamma
has not yet exhausted itself. It is still flowing on; and in its flow fertilizing the minds and
enriching the hearts of many even today in the spiritually dullard West . .  Bhikkhu
Silacara, Kamma (Karma), ed. Bhikkhu Kassapa {Colombo: Bauddha Szhitya Sabhai,
1956), 2021, cited in McDermott, “Group Karma,” 68-69 and id., Development, 152.

6. Cited in McDermott, “Group Karma,” 69, where he is citing Robert C. Lester,
Theravada Buddhism in Southeast Asia (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1973),
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77, who in turn is citing the original source: Prince Vajiranana (Wachirayan} in Right is
Right (Bangkok: Bangkok Daily Mail, 1918). The idea goes back to the very beginmings
of Thai Theravida history, as it is explicit in the mid-fourteenth-century Trai Phum: “If
any ruler or king, while he reigns, acts righteously, and does righteous things, the com-
mon people, slaves and free men, will live peacefully and happily, wilt have stability and
balance, and will enjoy good fortune and prosperity: and this is because of the accumu-
fation of the merit of the one who is the Lord above all” Frank E. Reynolds and Mani
B. Reynolds, tr., Three Worlds Aecording to King Ruang: A Thai Buddhist Cosmolagy (Berke-
ley: Asian Humanities Press/Motilal Banarsidass, 1982), 153.

7. Bhikkhu Silacira continues: “The little thread of Kamma which we call “ours,
is thus not exclusively ours—how can it be, when, in ultimate truth and fact, there is no
‘us'?~--but in its course through the fabric of our national, and our world-Kamma, im-
parts something of its colouring to its neighboring threads. . . - We do not live, and can-
not live, to ourselves, even if we want to. The many living threads of the so-called
individual’s Kamma twine and intertwine with other threads, and change the course and
colouring of these other threads for the good or ill, according as our own particular
thread is 2 good or an ill one” Bhikkhu Silicira, Kamma, 21, cited in McDermott,
“Group Karma,” 69 and id., Development, 152.

8. Ibid., 76 and id., Development, 155.
9. Tbid., “Group Karma,” 77.

10. Ibid., “Group Karma,” 77.

il. Ibid., pp. 77-78.

12. McDermott draws on Winston King and Donald Eugene Smith for these latter
points; see McDermott, *Group Karma,” 72-73 and id., Development, 154-55. Here Bap-
tist’s views are emblematic: “[I]f a people or a group of people—the largeness of this
group may even constitute the inhabitants of a singlé country or many countries—get to-
gether and perpetrate a wrong, will they as a group, suffer for their evil deed? Though
Kamma is individual to each being, we cannot overlook the fact that in such circam-
stances, all the beings involved in the perpetration of the evil deed, have, with common
consent, done so of their own freely expressed ‘volition. Accordingly, they may at some
future time, by a conspiracy of circumstances, as it were, be drawn into a pool of anguish
and bitterness together, all at once” Egerton C. Baptist, The Buddhist Doctrine of Kamma
{Colombo: n.p., 1972), 32-33, cited in McDermott, “Group Karma,” 72. In a footnote
{n. 19) McDermott quotes Baptist quoting W. Y. Evans-Wentz in his Public Debates in
Sri Lanka during the year 1921, worth repeating here: Evans-Wentz “pointed out how
even religions must reap, as religions, what they sow. This he called ‘Religions Karma': “We
see now, he [Dr. Evans-Wentz] said, ‘how the whole of Christendom is Just beginning to
reap the harvest which was sowed in the Dark Ages. Religious Karma will see to it that
if a religion has been upheld through the shedding of blood in religious persecution, as
in the days of the Inquisition, or if it has propagated itself by the sword, it will be
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destroyed in like manner.
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13. DhA 1.360, trans. Burlingame, Buddhist Legends 11:45—46; cited in McDermott,
“Group Karma,” 79, My brackets and small elision. Another version of the cycle is
found at E. B. Cowell, ed., The Jataku or Stories of the Buddha’s Famous Births, Vol. IV, .
W. H. D. Rouse (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990 repr. of Cambridge University Press
1895 original}, 9198 (#465, Bhadda-Sila-Jataka). Cf. also n. 51 and n. 52, below.

14. McDermott, “Group Karma,” 77.

15. Ibid., 67, citing Luang Suriyabongs, Buddhism in the Light of Modern Scientific
Tdeas (Bangkok: Mahamakuta-Raja-Vidyalaya Press, 1954), 72.

16. Ibid., 71, <f. id., “Karma and Rebirth,” 175,
17. McDermott, “Karma and Rebirth in Early Buddhism,” 175.
18. McDermott, “Group Karma,” 80, my brackets.

19. Ibid., 73-75 and id., Dwe!ophrent, 153-54. I have heard people speculate that
the L.T.TE. are reincarnated Nazis, who are jointly suffering and will continue suffer-
ing karmic repetition and results of their actions as Nazis even though they are not born
together as Germans in the present.

20. Ibid., 80. Elsewhere McDermott portrays the “development of a notion of
communal or group karma of various sotts™ as one of the ways in which “contemporary
Buddhists continue to extend the notion of karma in new directions” and dates its in-
vention to a 1925 article in The Maha Bodhi (McDermott, Development, 151; cf. id.,
“Group Karma,” 67)!

21. See Winston L. King, In the Hope of Nibbana: The Ethics of Theravada Buddhism
(LaSalle, IL: Open Court, 1964}, 55 (“overflowing the strict doctrine of kammic merit
for the better,” Burmese people are generous—note that throughout, King has trouble
reconciling his overly individualistic take on karma with the active concern for and kind-
ness to others he repeatedly experienced in Burma), 148 (“Why, again, should anyone
waste his precious merit-making power upon another whose destiny he can so little af-
fect?™}, 176 (lack of social theory: ““is there any?™), 177 (“no real salvation to be found in
the socio-historical context™), 180-81 (“basic social axiom of Buddhism” is that only the
individual matters!), 231 (“Kamma doctrine . . . which especially connotes pessimistic fa-
talism and social passivity . . ). King appears to be the source of McDermott’s view that
any inkling of sociokarma must be a modern phenomenon, a new development in the
doctrine of karma (e.g., King, 230-34).

22. Max Weber, The Religion of India: The Sociology of Hinduism and Buddhism, tr.
Hans H. Gerth and Don Martindale (New York: The Free Press, 1958), 213, 218.

23. “In Burma as elsewhere the religious interests of the correct Buddhistic laity
were oriented primarily to rebirth opportunities as indicated by source inscriptions of re-
cent times [from late premodern Burma]. The queen mother prays always o be born again
as a high personage. . . . [A]gain the prayer is expressed that when the future Buddha
Maitreya comes, to be permitted to go fo nirvana with him. Some wish to escape rebirth in a
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base family. There is the wish to be born again always as a rich man and adherent to Buddha.

. . . Still another would like to be born again and again together with his present family {par-
ents, brothers, children). And another wishes in a future life to possess a particular woman as a
wife. In case they should be reborn as lay persons, monks often wished, in any case, to
have preity wives. And besides such hopes is the prayer thas good works be conferred on dead
persons, especially those who are in hell . . Weber, The Religion of India, 26263, my
emphases and brackets. For 2 paraflel and especially remarkable example by the queen
mother of Sukhothai in 1399 see Forest McGill, “Painting the Great Life,” in Sacred Bi-
ography in the Buddhist Traditions of South and Southeast Asia, ed. Juliane Schober (Hon-
olulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1997), 208-209,

24, Mark Woodward has done some of the initial work in charting out just how
regularized these sociokarmic connections become in the Jafaka, providing numbers of
appearances (out of about 547 discrete jatakas) of Siriputta (90), Moggallina (57),
Ananda (147), and Devadatra (67). See Mark R. Woodward, “The Biographical Impera-
tive in Theravada Buddhism,” in Schober, Sacred Biography, 54. T. W, Rhys Davids, tr., The
Questions of King Mitinda (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1982 reprint of Oxford University
Press 1890 original), Part One includes an interesting appendix (pp. 303—304) of births
where the Bodhisatta and Devadatta mec; his list only contains sixty-four jdfakas, but at
that point (see p. 304) the proofs of Faushall’s original edition of the Pali had only been
completed up to number 513! A complete reckoning of all the rebirth “connections”
(samodhana) in the Jataka, not just of Devadattz and other “stars” but also of all the major
and minor characters, would show how thoroughly the early Buddhist cominunity is
considered here to be karmically constituted.

25. For references to these examples see Jonathan S. Walters, “Stupa, Story, and -

Empire: Constructions of the Buddha Biography in BEarly Post-ASokan India” in
Schober, Sacred Biggraphy, 175-76, and corresponding notes on 191.

26, Thus, for example, the stereotyped sermon which the Buddha delivers ¢o the
laity throughout the Mahdparinibbanasutta (e.g., T W. and C. A. E Fthys Davids, Dialogues
of the Buddha [London: PTS., 1959, 4th edition of 1910 original, Part II, 91), on the five-

fold loss to the wrongdoer and fivefold gain to the doer of good, though it treats mostly of -

karmic fruition in this life, does indicate in its social categories (poverty or wealth, bad or
. good reputation, confissed or confident ir “whatever society he enters,” respectively) what
also characterizes the fourth and fifth categories (mental state at death, station in the nexs
life) whether bad or good. The fourteenth-century Thai compendium Tai Phum is very
explicit that boch a king's status qua king and the ability of the people to follow his lead are
effected entirely by their respective accumulated merit (Reynolds and Reynolds, Three
Worlds, 148, 154). Cf. Charles Hlallisey, “The Advice to Layman Tundila,” in Buddhism in
Practice, ed, Donald S. Lopez Jr. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 30213, for
2 late medieval “apocryphal” sutta that contains numerous specific examples of social
results of merit including weaith, family, gender, and political power.

27. The text is taken up by Buddhaghosa as emblernatic of “the suftas”” see n. 28,
below. It is also quoted, in very much the same perspective as Buddhaghosa’s but put in
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the mouth of the Buddha himself as in the Samyutta original, in the mid-sixth ¢, a.p,
Chinese apocryphal sitra Book of Resolving Doubis Concerning the Semblance Dharma (Xi-
angfa ueyi jirg), tr. Kyoko Tokuno in Lopez, Buddhism in Practice, 269 ("In future genera-
tions when all types of evil have arisen, all the clergy and laity should cultivate and train
themselves in great loving-kindness and great compassion. Patiently accepting the vexa-
tion of others, one should think, ‘Since time immemorial, all sentient beings have been
my brother, sister, wife, childrer, and relatives. This being the case, I will have loving-
kindness and compassion toward all sentienc beings, whorn I will succor.according to my
ability. If I see being who are suffering, 1 will devise varicus contrivances {in order to save
them], without concern for my own body and life”), As Charles Hallisey has pointed out
to me, ironically enough the Buddha makes this statement in the Sasmyuéta text in order
to persuade his interlocutor nof to be attached to his own family as some uniquely con-

stituted social form. -

28. Samyutia-nikaya II. 189-90, cited in Visuddhimagga 305307 (translated by
Bhikkhu Nanamoli as Path of Purification, 331-32), reproduced at length and contextual-
ized in Gunapala Dharmasici, Fundamentals of Buddhist Bthics (Singapore: Buddhist
Research Society, 1986), 58-61,

29, John Garrett Jones, Tales and Teackings of the Buddha: The Jataka Stories in relation
to the Pali Canon (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1979), ch. 3 and ch. 6, respectively.

30. Charles E Keyes and E. Valentine Daniel, eds., Karma: An Anthropological Inquiry
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), especially “Introduction: The Study of
Popular Ideas of Karma™ (by Keyes, 1-26} and “Conclusion: Karma, the Uses of an Idea”
{by Daniel, 287-300). For social statis see also Keyes's article in the collection, “Kammic
Theory of Popular Theravada Buddhism” 261-86 esp. 263—64; Keyes is, however, so con-
vinced of karmic individualism that he enters into some real intellectual gymnastics, jump-
ing around the idea of merit-transference, in order to link the karmic individuat into
Buddhist community at all. This same inconsistency between presiippositions about strict
karmic individualism and the ethnographic reality of Buddhist community-mindedness
similarly vexed King {see above, n. 21), - '

31. See Richard F Gombrich, Theravads Buddbism: A Social Histery from Ancient
Benares to Modern Colombs (L.ondon and New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1988),
which treats Buddhism as “Religious Tndividualism™ (6769, 72) despite seeing, for ex-
ample, that “if kamma is completely ethicized, the whole universe becomes an ethical
arena, because everywlhere all beings are placed according to their deserts,” (69), which is
a good description of type 3 sociokarma discussed below, “karmic confluence” Gombrich
seermns to intuit that a social history of Theravada Buddhism would for a Buddhist have to
be predicated on karma as much as a social history of Christianity would for a Christian
have to be predicated on God, but he dismisses such 2 view at the ouitset on methodolog-
ical grounds: “[A] soctal account of religion cannot command general attention unless its
author aims for a certain metaphysical neutrality. If his apparatus of causal explanation de-
pends on a particular metaphysic, so that, for example, he explains all misfortunes such as
famnine, disease and war as merely the results of bad karma or God’s punishment of sinners,
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he cannot command credence among those who do not accept the metaphysic” (8), Fair
enough as a methodological move, but taking the “metaphysically neutral” stance is no
reason to ignore the existence of the idea altogether, which in fact Gombrich proceeds
here to do, comparable to a social history of Christianity written as though God had not
been a concern of the Christians whose history is being narrated.

32. Uma Chakravarti, The Social Dimensions of Early Buddhism (Delhi: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1987). This despite the fact that her major textual and inscriptional sources
are all concerned with aspects of karma and rebirth, including sociokarmic phenomena,
which clearly were part of the real-world motivation/ideology that she otherwise so
carefully and provocatively recovers.

33. Melford E. Spiro, Buddhism and Sodiety: A Great Tradition and it Burmese Vidssi- |

tudes (New York: Harper and Row, 1970). Spiro’s explicit search for how “the members
of a social group identify with each other,” which he says determines “the extent [to
which] the group is characterized by social integration” (476-77), is taken up in terms of
karma/rebirth in an extensive chapter (438-77) that does indicate numerous type 1 ex-
amples of sociokarma (social control through fear of bad karmic¢ results, karmic legiti-
mation of power, social coopetation in merit-making festivals, sharedness of the belief as
foundation for social solidarity) but reduces more substaniial examples of sociokarma
(e.g.. on p. 451) to individualistic/ psychological terms and ultimately sees the karma/
rebirth model as socially “dysfunctional” in terms of economic development and charity
(461-63); implicitly, development it Burma will occur only when karmic ideology is
given up (467). Compare p- 156, where sociokarmic thinking {“how is it that an entire
nation or even . . . the entire world can have the same karma, which produces the same
consequence, at exactly the same time?”) is dismissed out of hand on the basis of a dog-
matic karmic individualism: “Since everyone’s karma, and therefore everyone’s karmic
retribution, is individuated (a consequence of his own unique personal history extending
over myriads of rehirths), this is clearly impossible.”

34. Frank E. Reynolds, “Rebirth Traditions and the Lineages of Gotama: A Study
in Theravida Buddhology” in Schober, Sarred Biography, 22.

35. Ibid., “R.ebirth Traditions” 23.

36. John S. Strong, “A Family Quest: The Buddha, Yafodhari, and Rzhula in the
Miuilasarviastivida Vinaya,” in Schober, Saed Biography, 114.

37. Woodward, “Biographical Imperative,” 53-54.

38. Walters, “Stupa, Story and Empire,” 170, 175-76. Cites on p. 176 {and p- 191
notes 65, 66, 67, 68) are all specific cxamples of sociokarmic co-transmigration.

39. One group event that seems to have been particularly charged with soteriolog-
icafly efficacious karma was attendance at the Buddha’s funeral, which I have heard come
up in various stories of people remembering past lives,

40. Reynolds and Reynolds, Three Worlds, 153.
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41. Ibid., 143.

42. 1. B. Horner, tr., The Minor Anthologies of the Pali Canon, Part III: Chronicle of
Buddhas (Buddhavarsa) and Basket of Conduct {Cariyapitaka) (London: BT.S., 1975), 97 (Bv
27:20): “When these kings under Dhamma [all the previous Buddhas] had pointed out
the Way for countless crores of others, they waned out with their disciples.” Likewise,
Gotama Buddha (tr. 95, Bv 26:22): “Living so long I am causing many people to cross
over, having established the torch of Dhamma (and) the awakening of the people who

come after”

43. Udaya Meddegama, tr., and John Holt, ed., Andgatavasa Desana: The Serthon of
the Chronicle- To-Be (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1993), 52-54: “Maitreya Buddha . . . will
assist those who have gained merit during the lifetime of [Gotamal Buddha to ferry safely
across the ocean of samsdra to attain wirvdga. . . . During the age of the present [Gotama]
Buddha, those who engage in meritorious acts according to their individual capabilities
will definitely see Maitreya. . . . Thus all these beings who have performed meritorious
work in previous lives will have the fortune of seeing the Buddha. Those incapable of at-
taining nirvdna will live happy rebirths in the six heavens and human world. Those who
are born as animals will be able to attain #irvdna in their future rebirths”

44, C. E. Godakumbara, ¢d., Visuddhajanavilasit nama Apadanatthakatha (Lond_on:
PTS., 1954}, 124-25; cf. Vidiidabhavatthu of the Dhammapadatthakatha {n. 13, above).

45. Cf. n. 26 above on the socickarma of anisamsas in the sutfas.
46. Godakumbara, Visuddhajanavilasing, 58, 358, 531, etc.; Jataka i. 54, BvA t. 395,

47. Thus, for example, King Milinda (demonstrating considerable facility with the
Jataka collection!) asks Nagasena in some detail to explain how it is “that Devadatta was
altogether wicked . . . and that the Bodisat. was altogether pure, full of pure dispositions

- . and yet Devadatta, through successive existences, was not only quite equal to the
Bodisat, but even sometimes superior to him, both in reputation and in the number of
his adherents,” which of course Nigasena proceeds to do. Rhys Davids, Questions of King

. Milinda, Part I, 285 (Miln 200).

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

49. Thus, according to Theravadin versions of the story (e.g., Mahavamsa
5:48-61), Emperor Afoka, Samanerz Nigrodha, Devinampiyatissa of Anuridhapura,
and Queen Asamdhimittd were three brothers and their maid, respectively, during a pre-
vious life who jointly (but with varying degrees of willingness) participated in the gift
of honey to a Paccekabuddha. Likewise, Nagasena and Milinda were during the time
of Kassapa Buddha a monk and a novice, respectively. The novice belligerently refused
a request of the monk to carry away the heap of rubbish swept up in the temple until
the latter hit him with the broom. “Then for the whole period between one Buddha
and the next these two people wandered from existence to existence among gods and
men. And our Buddha saw them too, and just as he did to the son of Moggall and to
Tissa the Elder, so to them also did he foretell their future fate, saying: ‘Five hundred
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years after I have passed away will these two reappear, and the subtle Law and the Doc-
trine taught by me will they two explain, unravelling and disentangling its difficulties by
questions put and metaphors adduced’” (Rhys Davids, The Questions of King Milinda,
Pt. 1, 4-6; Miln 2--3). And such co-transmigration continues into the future, too, as in
the claim of the Mahavamsa that what we might call the “rebirth successors” of Dut-
thagamani, his father, his mother, his vounger brother and his son will be born together
as the Sariputta, Suddhodana, Mahamaiyi, Moggallana, and Rihula, respectively, of

Maitreya Buddha (Mhv 32:81-83).
50. Rhys Davids, The Questions of King Milinda, Pt. 1, 292; Miln 204.

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

52. The story of Bandhula the Mallian, his wife Malliks, and their thirty—two sons
who are slaughtered with him is told in DhA and J {see n. 13). In this instance, the di-,
gression is embedded entirely within the story of Vidiidabha and his slaughter of the Sak-
yans (Bandhula is Vidadabha's father’s Commander in Chief), which we have seen
contains the most explicit evidence of traditional assamptions about “national karma.”
Thus, context alone would warrant Baptist’s assumption that group karma is operative in
this part of the cycle toeo. This could also be argued on the basis of the specific content of
the various frame stories that embed jt. Thus, having their heads chopped off is clearly a
parallel to Bandhula's simultaneous decapitation of 500 Licchavi kings {who try to pre-
vent him from fulfilling Malliki’s pregrancy craving foi their private drinking water, after
the Buddha himself has foretold her pregnancy, which turns out to be sixteen sets of
twins, born in succession), but the “former deeds™ of the thirty-two sons, mentioned by
Malliki in consoling her thirty-two widowed daughters-in-law, are not specified. Espe-
cially in the context of the Vidtidabha story, it does not seem a great stretch to intuit that
these former deeds, which produced their remarkable co-birth to be co-decapitated, was
in some way a matter of “group karma.” Moreover, in the Jataka version the whole cycle
is somewhat oddly framed explicitly in terms of sociokarma, as a karmic explanation of
why the Buddha is friendly with his kinsmen, to the point of saving them from Vids-
dabha three times until he finally allows their bad group karma to bear its inevitable fruit.
Their this-life deception is a form of false friendliness (they provide Vidiidabha's father,
Pasenadi king of Kosala, the daughter of 2 Sikyan nobleman’s stavegirl who becomes

Vidiidabha’s mother, rather than the pure Sikyan Pasenadi requests of them, and Vidii- |

dabha vows revenge when he learns of it). The request of Pasenadi, ironically enough, is
an attempt to get chummy with the Sakyans so that che Buddha and his followers will feel
for him the friendship they feel for their Sakyan relatives. S6 at muany levels the concerns
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' of this particular text clearly do seem to be both society/the group and the shared karmic

effects of group deeds, despite McDlermott's statements to the contrary (see above, n. 18).

53. The story continues (for first part, see above 1. 49} to relate that after being hit
with the broom the novice (King Milinda’s rebirth precursor), weeping as he carried
away the garbage, uttered socickarmic aspirations that he should be powerful and silver-
tongued in future lives. Not to be outdone, the monk (Nagasena’s rebirth precursor}
makes a sociokarmic aspiration to be born as the person who in life after life puts that

novice in his place.
54. See above, n. 23,

55. These “special” saints who appear in the Apadana are enumerated in an eatlier
list of foremost {agga) disciples, which is found in the Anguttara Nikaya (E L. Woodward,
tr., The Book of the Gradual Sayings [Anguttara Nikaya] Vol. 1 {London: PTS., 1970 repr.
of 1932 original], 16-25). They provide important structuze to the Apadana collection
as a whole, punctuating the monks’ and nuns’ sections of the collection, and united ac-

.cording to the pattern of merit/aspiration/prediction/realized statuses described here.

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

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

58. In this same vein, according to the Mahavamsa (5:59) the maid who points out
the honey store, rebirth precursor of Afoka’s chief queen Asamdhimitt3, aspires to rebirth
as the elder brother’s rebirth successor’s (Afoka’s) beautiful wife.

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

60. See above, notes 49 and 53.
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61. This way of thinking about social institutions, monuments, and so forth as
karmically persistent during the time of four Buddhas seems to have been commonplace,
as it is found in sources as widely rmging as Buddhaghosa'’s comumentaries and the travel
accounts of the Chinese pitgrims. From the earliest Theravadin work proper, the Di-
pavamsd, it would appear that Mahinda’s revelation originally circulated in independent
documents, one of which systematized it as “The 13 Subjects and the 4 Names™ (Dpv
17:4), that is the institations with a karmic life of their own and the ditferent names by
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