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The complexities of applying Buddhist principles to real-world conflict are vividly explored
in *In Defense of Dharma: Just War Ideology in Buddhist Sri Lanka* (Routledge Critical
Studies  in  Buddhism).  This  book delves  into  the  fascinating,  and often  controversial,
intersection of Buddhist ethics and the justification of war,  specifically within the Sri
Lankan context. This analysis will  unpack the key arguments presented, exploring the
nuances of *dharma* and just war theory within a historically and politically charged
environment. Keywords like Buddhist ethics,  just war theory,  Sri Lankan conflict,
ahimsa, and dharma will be central to our understanding of this complex work.

Introduction: Reconciling Peace and Violence
Buddhism, with its emphasis on *ahimsa* (non-violence) and compassion, seemingly stands
in stark contrast to the concept of just war. However, *In Defense of Dharma* argues that
a nuanced interpretation of  Buddhist  teachings allows for the possibility of  justifiable
warfare, particularly when protecting the *dharma* (righteousness, cosmic order) and the
community. The book meticulously examines the historical context of Sri Lanka, including
the protracted conflict between the Sinhalese and Tamil communities, to demonstrate how
this theoretical framework has played out in practice. The authors don’t advocate for war
as a solution, but rather analyze how the idea of a just war, filtered through Buddhist
thought, has shaped decision-making and perceptions of violence in the country.

The Sri Lankan Context and the Justification of War
Sri Lanka's history is marked by periods of intense conflict, particularly the decades-long
civil war between the government and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). This
conflict  profoundly  shaped  the  national  psyche  and  spurred  debates  about  the
compatibility of Buddhist ideals with military action. *In Defense of Dharma* carefully
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unpacks  the  arguments  used  by  various  stakeholders  –  including  religious  leaders,
politicians, and military strategists – to justify their participation in the war. The authors
meticulously analyze how the concept of protecting the *dharma*, often interpreted as
protecting the Sinhalese Buddhist majority and Sri Lankan sovereignty, was invoked to
legitimize violence. This analysis moves beyond simplistic portrayals, acknowledging the
complex interplay of religious, political, and social factors that fueled the conflict.

Ahimsa and the Limits of Non-Violence: Reinterpreting
Buddhist Ethics
The core tenets of Buddhism emphasize non-violence. However, the book demonstrates
that *ahimsa* is not simply an absolute prohibition against all forms of violence. Instead,
the authors argue that Buddhist ethics offer a sophisticated framework for evaluating the
ethical implications of violence, considering factors such as intention, proportionality, and
the potential consequences of action. This involves understanding the difference between
intentional violence and violence inflicted in self-defense or in the defense of others. This
complex framework is central to understanding how a just war might be conceptualized
within Buddhist thought, even when it conflicts with the more literal interpretations of
*ahimsa*.

The  "Just  War"  Framework  within  a  Buddhist
Paradigm
The book carefully examines the application of traditional just war theory to the Sri Lankan
context, adapting it to a Buddhist framework. This requires a re-evaluation of concepts like
*jus ad bellum* (justice in going to war) and *jus in bello* (justice in the conduct of war).
The authors analyze the extent to which the Sri Lankan government's actions aligned with
these principles, exploring the moral implications of both the initiation and the conduct of
the conflict. Key elements such as the just cause, proportionality of response, and the
importance of minimizing civilian casualties are all examined through a uniquely Buddhist
lens.  The  text  doesn't  shy  away  from  criticizing  actions  that  clearly  violated  these
principles, highlighting the ethical failures alongside the attempts to justify actions within
a Buddhist framework.

Conclusion: Navigating the Moral Minefield of Conflict
*In Defense of Dharma* offers a valuable contribution to the scholarship on Buddhist
ethics  and  the  complexities  of  just  war  theory.  It  avoids  simplistic  conclusions,
acknowledging the moral ambiguities inherent in armed conflict. By examining the Sri
Lankan case study in detail, the book provides a powerful illustration of how religious
beliefs can be used to both justify and critique violence. The book's strength lies in its
nuanced approach, avoiding the trap of presenting a simplistic narrative of good versus



In Defense Of Dharma Just War Ideology In Buddhist Sri Lanka Routledge Critical Studies In Buddhism

In Defense Of Dharma Just War Ideology In Buddhist Sri Lanka Routledge Critical Studies In Buddhism

3

evil, and instead presenting a thorough examination of the complex factors at play. It
forces readers to grapple with the challenging question of how to reconcile the ideal of
non-violence with the realities of political conflict and the imperative to protect vulnerable
populations. The authors ultimately call for a deeper engagement with Buddhist ethics,
moving  beyond  simplistic  interpretations  of  *ahimsa*  to  develop  a  more  robust  and
nuanced framework for navigating the moral dilemmas of war and peace.

FAQ
Q1: Does the book advocate for war?

A1: No, the book does not advocate for war. Its central aim is to analyze how the concept
of a “just war” has been interpreted and applied within a Sri Lankan Buddhist context,
highlighting both the justifications and criticisms associated with the use of  force.  It
critically examines the actions taken during the Sri Lankan Civil War, analyzing whether
they aligned with a Buddhist understanding of justice and non-violence.

Q2: How does the book reconcile *ahimsa* with the justification of war?

A2: The book doesn't attempt to reconcile them directly as opposing forces, but instead
argues that *ahimsa* is  not a blanket prohibition on all  violence.  It  suggests a more
nuanced understanding of *ahimsa*, considering factors like intent, proportionality, and
the potential consequences of inaction. The defense of *dharma*, understood as protecting
the community  and upholding righteous principles,  can be seen as  a  justification for
limited violence under specific circumstances.

Q3: What is the significance of the Sri Lankan context?

A3: The Sri Lankan context provides a crucial case study because it involves a protracted
conflict deeply interwoven with religious and ethnic identities. Examining how Buddhist
principles were interpreted and applied in this specific conflict sheds light on the practical
challenges  of  applying  abstract  ethical  frameworks  to  real-world  situations.  The
complexities  of  the  conflict  enrich  the  discussion  and  allow  for  a  more  nuanced
understanding of the interplay between religious belief and political action.

Q4: What are the key criticisms of the book?

A4:  Some  critics  might  argue  that  the  book's  analysis  is  too  sympathetic  to  the
government's actions during the Sri Lankan Civil War. Others might find its interpretation
of *ahimsa* overly flexible, potentially leading to a weakening of the Buddhist commitment
to non-violence. The methodology used in gathering and interpreting data related to the
conflict also might be a point of critique for some scholars.

Q5: What are the implications of this book for future conflict resolution?
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A5:  The  book's  analysis  offers  valuable  insights  for  future  conflict  resolution  efforts,
particularly in contexts where religious beliefs play a significant role. It underscores the
importance of critically examining the ethical implications of military action, even when
such actions are presented as being in defense of  religious or  cultural  identity.  This
provides a framework for deeper engagement with the ethical  dimensions of  conflict,
especially within societies shaped by complex religious and political dynamics.

Q6: How does this book contribute to the field of Buddhist Studies?

A6: *In Defense of Dharma* significantly contributes to Buddhist Studies by exploring the
practical  application of  Buddhist  ethics  in  a  complex historical  context.  It  challenges
simplistic interpretations of Buddhist pacifism, offering a more nuanced understanding of
how Buddhist principles can inform discussions of war and peace. This engagement with
real-world political events moves beyond purely theoretical discussions of Buddhist ethics.

Q7: Who is the intended audience for this book?

A7: The book is intended for a wide audience, including scholars of Buddhism, political
science, peace studies, and anyone interested in the intersection of religion and politics. Its
accessible style makes it suitable for both academic and general readers interested in
learning more about the complexities of conflict and the application of ethical frameworks
to real-world situations.

Q8: Where can I find this book?

A8:  The  book  *In  Defense  of  Dharma:  Just  War  Ideology  in  Buddhist  Sri  Lanka*  is
published by Routledge as part of their Critical Studies in Buddhism series. It can be found
at  major  online  booksellers  like  Amazon  and  Barnes  &  Noble,  as  well  as  academic
bookstores and university libraries.

A Measured Defense of Dharma-Just War in Buddhist
Sri Lanka
This article explores the complex and often discussed topic of a "just war" framework
within  the  context  of  Buddhist  Sri  Lanka.  It's  a  delicate  subject,  given  Buddhism's
emphasis on non-violence, yet one that necessitates scrutiny given the island nation's
turbulent history. Instead of a simple dismissal of any armed conflict, this piece argues for
a nuanced understanding of how a dharma-informed approach to just war theory can offer
a potential framework for healing and the prevention of future violence. This perspective is
not about exalting war, but about grasping the conditions under which limited violence
might be a smaller evil compared to inaction in the face of extreme injustice. This analysis
references existing scholarship within the Routledge Critical Studies in Buddhism series,
integrating both historical and contemporary perspectives.
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The main argument revolves around the understanding of key Buddhist precepts in a way
that acknowledges the realities of political violence. While the principle of *ahimsa* (non-
harming)  is  fundamental  in  Buddhism,  it  is  not  always  interpreted  as  an  absolute
prohibition of all violence under all circumstances. Many scholars point to the concept of
*upaya* (skillful means), which suggests that actions, even those involving violence, might
be justifiable if they serve the greater good and lessen overall suffering. This viewpoint
becomes especially relevant in a context like Sri Lanka, where the nation has experienced
prolonged periods of ethnic conflict and armed struggle.

For instance, the conflict between the Sinhalese majority and the Tamil minority, which
ended in a brutal civil war, raises difficult questions about the limits of non-violence. While
supporters  of  complete  pacifism  assert  that  even  armed  resistance  is  morally
unacceptable, others respond that the extreme violence perpetrated against the Tamil
population might have warranted a defensive response, albeit one carefully guided by
dharma principles. A dharma-just war approach would judge such actions based on criteria
such as  proportionality,  the justness  of  the cause,  the likelihood of  success,  and the
reduction of civilian casualties. This framework would not approve indiscriminate violence,
but would seek to provide a morally justifiable framework for responding to aggression
while remaining dedicated to the ultimate goal of peace.

This approach also recognizes the importance of contextual factors. What constitutes a just
war  in  one  setting  may  not  be  applicable  in  another.  The  specific  history,  political
landscape, and cultural context of Sri Lanka must be fully considered when using any
framework of just war. This means participating with the complex dynamics of Sinhalese-
Tamil relations, grasping the historical grievances on both sides, and working towards a
reconciliation that addresses the root causes of conflict.

The use of a dharma-just war framework requires a dedication to non-violent conflict
negotiation wherever possible. It  prioritizes the pursuit of peace and the lessening of
suffering  as  the  ultimate  goals.  However,  it  also  acknowledges  that  in  extreme
circumstances, limited violence, guided by strict ethical constraints, might be a necessary
choice to safeguard innocent lives and prevent greater harm. This perspective is not about
justifying past violence, but about learning from the past and building more effective
strategies for the future that prioritize peace and justice.

In conclusion, the support of a dharma-just war ideology within the Buddhist context of Sri
Lanka requires a subtle understanding of Buddhist principles and a sensitive consideration
of the historical and political context. It's not a simple endorsement of war, but a complex
attempt  to  harmonize  the  ideals  of  non-violence  with  the  harsh  realities  of  political
violence. By adopting a framework that emphasizes minimizing harm, upholding justice,
and pursuing lasting peace, we can hope to contribute to the development of a more
peaceful and just future for Sri Lanka.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):
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Q1: Isn't this a contradiction of core Buddhist teachings?

A1: The concept of *upaya* (skillful means) allows for actions that may seem contradictory
at first glance. A dharma-just war framework only permits violence as a last resort and
under very specific conditions, primarily to prevent greater suffering.

Q2: How can we ensure proportionality and minimize civilian casualties?

A2:  This  requires  rigorous  ethical  guidelines  and  careful  planning.  International
humanitarian  law  and  the  principles  of  distinction  and  proportionality  need  to  be
integrated with Buddhist ethics.

Q3: Won't this legitimize violence and lead to more conflict?

A3: The goal isn't to legitimize violence but to provide a moral framework for exceptional
situations,  while  strongly  emphasizing  non-violent  conflict  resolution  as  the  primary
approach. A well-defined framework could even help limit the scope and intensity of future
conflicts.

Q4: How does this approach differ from traditional just war theory?

A4: A dharma-just war framework integrates Buddhist ethical principles like *ahimsa* and
*upaya*  into  traditional  just  war  theory,  adding  a  uniquely  Buddhist  perspective  on
intention, compassion, and the pursuit of lasting peace beyond the immediate conflict.
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