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Pilgrimage and the Structure
of Sinhalese Buddhism

by John C. Holt

Throughout the history of Buddhism in South and Southeast
Asia, Buddhists have undertaken religious pilgrimages to sa-
cred places where, according to tradition, bodily relics of the
Buddha are enshrined. This “cult of traces”! has been so wide-
spread and powertul that at least one scholar has suggested that
in the formative period of Theravada Buddhism in Sri Lanka,
it provided the primary focal point of spiritual orientation for
much of the lay tradition.? As the monastic community focused
its cultic activities upon the study, recitation and interpretation
of the Buddha’s teachings (dhammakaya), the laity propitiated
the Buddha through venerating the remains of his physical
body (rapakaya). These two orientations represent the means by
which the monastic and lay segments of the early Buddhist
community sustained the legacy of the Buddha’s life and teach-
ings. The origins of this division of spiritual labor may be found
in texts that are as ancient as the Mahaparinibbana Sutta of the
Digha Nikaya, articulated perhaps within one hundred years of
the death of the Buddha.

However, pilgrimage to sacred places where relics of the
Buddha are enshrined is more than a matter of commemorat-
ing the great master. The Buddha's relics were popularly be-
lieved to be latent manifestations of miraculous power. Pious
political rulers assumed that possession of the Buddha’s relics
legitimated and strengthened their abilities to rule.” From the
time of the Indian emperor Asoka in the third century B.C,,
relics were closely associated with temporal power.

In modern Sri Lanka, kingship is now a matter of past his-
tory. Yet pilgrimage to sacred places associated with the Bud-
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dha’s relics continues to be a widespread religious practice. One
of the holiest shrines in Sri Lanka is the Dalada Maligawa
(Temple of the Tooth) in Kandy. At all times during the year,
especially during the annual Asala Perahira festival in July-
August, thousands of traditional-minded Buddhists make a pil-
grimage in order to honor the Buddha's relic. This is a brief
study of pilgrimage to Kandy and its wider significance within
the structure of Sinhalese Buddhism.

1. The Symbolism of the Relic and its Ritual Importance

Of the several reasons for the dalada’s (tooth-relic’'s) contin-
ous charismatic appeal for traditional Buddhists, one of the
most important is its past association with the power of Sinha-
lese Buddhist kings.

The Dathavamsa—written by Dhammakitti in the twelfth
century A.D. and purportedly based upon an ancient Sinhalese
poem, the Daladavamsa—contains a mythic account?’ of how the
relic remained in Dantapura® under the patronage of a long
line of righteous kings. According to this account, in the fourth
century A.D. an Indian king, Guhasiva, converted to Bud-
dhism, thereby angering the brahmanical priests of his court.
War followed when the priests complained to the Pandu king at
Pataliptutra. To insure the continued safety of the relic, Gu-
hasiva gave it to his daughter and son-in-law and told them to
take it to Ceylon. When they arrived with the relic, the Sinha-
lese king paid it great homage and placed it in a shrine known
as the Dhammacakka. From that time, Buddhist kings protected
the tooth-relic as if its well-being constituted one of their pri-
mary responsibilities.

The Dathavamsa’s account contains a number of significant
motifs familiar to the traditional chronicles of Sri Lanka. In the
first instance, off-spring of a converted Indian Buddhist mon-
arch are sent on a royal mission to take relics to Sri Lanka. This
parallels the Mahavamsa's account of how the alms-bowl Relic
and scion of the Bodhi Tree were brought to Sri Lanka by
Mahinda and Sanghamitta during Asoka’s kingship.® Second,
its placement by the Sinhalese king in the Dhamma-cakka shrine
explicitly identifies the relic with the king's duty to “rule by
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righteousness.”” Third, the legend helps to sustain a national
belief that the future well-being of the Buddha’s religion is in
the hands of the Sinhalese people.®

An earlier account of the relic’s importance is given by the
Chinese pilgrim Fa-Hien, who traveled in Ceylon during the
5th century. By the time of Fa-Hien’s account, venerating the
tooth-relic had become an auspicious means for the king and
the laity to “amass merit for themselves.” Ten days before the
king sponsored a grand procession of the relic from his palace
to the Abhyagiri monastery in Anuradhapura, a royal an-
nouncement containing a description of the Buddha’s career as
a bodhisattva was issued. The description, reminiscent of the
Vessantara Jataka, emphasizes how the Buddha sacrificed his
entire kingdom out of compassion for the well-being of the
world and implies that the bodhisattva career of the Buddha
had already become an ideal model for Buddhist kings to emu-
late. Thus, by the fifth century, the tooth relic seems already to
have become the king’s own personal talisman and pdlladlum
of the Sinhalese people.”!?

Bardwell Smith writes that the tooth relic continued to be
of immense symbolic importance to Buddhist kings during the
early medieval Polonnaruva period: “The regalia needed by
monarchs to authenticate their sovereignty included the Tooth
Relic and the Alms-Bowl Relic. The suspicion or dubious lin-
eage that their absence implied spelled the promise of dire
consequences. When taken, they were to be retrieved at any
cost.”!! The symbolic importance of the tooth relic for the le-
gitimacy of Buddhist kingship was not lost upon the people of
the kingdom. The king’s close association with the relic under-
scored the popular belief that the king was actually a “Buddha-
in-the-making,” the most pious religious layman of the realm.'?
His possession of the relic gave him access to sacral power
which, ideally, he would use for the general well-being and
security of his people. In this way, “royal power was regarded
as an instrument of cosmic power.”!

The king's relationship to this cosmic power was graphical-
ly illustrated in the ritual life of the city, a ritual life in which the
tooth relic played an important role. The capital seems to have
functioned as a sacred center, an axis mundi, from which righ-
teous power through ritual performance was thought to be
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magically radiated to the outlying provinces to insure stability
and order. The king, thus, occupied a mediating position be-
tween cosmic power and his people. Rituals and relics were
magical conduits of power enabling the king to meet his pre-
scribed royal duties.

During the Kandyan period, the king’s relationships to cos-
mic power and to his people were brought into unparalleled
high relief with the inauguration of the annual Asala Perahira
procession. In the middle of the eighteenth century, King Kirti
Sri Rajasimha initiated sweeping religious and political reforms
that he hoped would legitimate his South Indian Nayakkar
dynasty in the eyes of the Sinhalese people.!* Early in his reign,
he reestablished orthodox lines of monastic ordination for the
Asgiriya and Malwatta nikdayas (monastic chapters) in Kandy.
Since the sangha was also a traditional source of legitimation
for Buddhist kings, the importation of Siamese monks to con-
fer upasampada (ordination) upon aspiring Sinhalese aristo-
cratic monks eonstituted a calculated move to strengthen his
rule. But the move almost backfired. The Siamese became
grievously offended when they witnessed the king promoting a
perahdra (procession) in which Hindu gods wre publically ven-
erated and dignified to the exclusion of the Buddha.!s Kirti Sri
reacted to the monks’ condemnation with discretion: “A new
dalada (tooth relic) perahdra was introduced into the general
ritual complex and was given primacy over all other perahdiras.
The perahdra in this form reestablished the primacy of Bud-
dhism within the Sinhalese religious system.”t6

In so doing, the king wittingly or unwittingly fused to-
gether two powerful and ancient ritual traditions. Before the
inclusion of the tooth relic into the ritual proccedmgs of the
Asala Perahira, the ceremony consisted chiefly in the propma—
tion of deities who were petitioned by Hindu priests to insure
the fertility and prosperity of the realm. Although the inclusion
of the dalada in the ritual proceedings may have reestablished
the primacy of Buddhism, the gods were by no means banished
from the annual rites. Today, one of the major events of the
Asala festival is a ritual circumambulation of four wooden kapa
(poles), which symbolizes the king’s former petitions to the gods
for the kingdom's fertility and prosperity.!” This ritual tradi-
tion complements the second rite of circumambulation, which
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was introduced to accommodate the importance of the dalada.
In that second circumambulation, the king, with the dafada ca-
parisoned on a royal elephant, led a procession around the
boundaries of Kandy in a symbolic “capture” or “righteous con-
quest.” Together, the two circumambulation rites represent a
dramatic theatrical enactment of what numerous scholars refer
to as “the doctrine of the exemplary center.”'* More specifical-
ly, these rites represent an ontogeny of the king’s power, which
was rooted in ritually currying favor with the gods and invok-
ing the power of the Buddha. The former insured prosperity,
the latter righteous political order.

When the British seized the relic during their takeover of
Kandy in 1815, some Buddhists openly worried about the fu-
ture of Buddhism, while others (including the British)! be-
lieved that possession of the dalada would guarantee colonial
hegemony. But since 1847 (when the British, under severe
pressure from Christian groups in Britain as well as in Ceylon,
turned over custody of the relic to the Asgiriya and Malwatta
monasteries), the daluda has officially been regarded as a reli-
gious object only. Thus, Wilhelm Geiger has written:

At the present the Dalada is no longer a symbol of political
ower, but is the revered centre of worship for all pious
uddhists living in Ceylon and for many thousands of

pilgrims who come from abroad each year to profess their

veneration and devotion for that holy relic of the Great

Master of the World.*

Although Geiger’s statement is formally correct, it cannot be
denied that the relic’s continued popularity is due in part 1o a
resurgence in “civil religion” among Sinhalese Buddhists in the
19th and 20th centuries.?! That is, the relic continues to sym-
bolize the traditional cultural and social values of Sinhalese
culture. Government tourism officials actively promote the
Asala Perahara at home and abroad as a national holiday cele-
brating indigenous customs and cultural identity. The relic’s
continued political symbolism is recognized by modern-day
Sinhalese politicians, who find it expedient to participate in the
daladd’s ritual procession or conspicuously to visit the Dalada
Maligava.?? It is also evident that the Asala Perahira procession
continues to depict symbolically the social structure of Kandyan
27



society.?® What these social and political facts reflect is that the
dalada is a public symbol which expresses the continuing close
association between religion and politics in this contemporary
Asian society.?!

Therefore, pilgrimage to Kandy constitutes both a religious
and political act, especially in these times when Tamil separat-
ism appears to be regaining some momentum in Sri Lanka.
While it is clear that many traditional Buddhists undertake the
pilgrimage to Kandy for purely religious reasons, and that their
religious behavior exhibits a personal devotion to the Buddha
resembling that of Hindu bhakti, the entire pilgrimage com-
plex retains something of its medieval ethos. From its partici-
pants, it commands a reverential “civitas.” Even the three daily
prayers offered by officiating bhikkhus at the Dalada Maligava
repesent petitions to the Buddha for the continued moral or-
der and prosperity of the realm.?” H. L. Seneviratne, whose
studies of ritual life in Kandy are especially definitive, has re-
ferred to the public Asala Perahira performances and ritual
life in the temple as part of a “creative and selective process” by
which a traditional culture is asserting its indigenous systems of
value and power in response to changes brought about by
modernity.26 That is, while significant numbers of traditional
Sinhalese have remained separated from new forms of culture
and social, economic and political power, pilgrimage to Kandy
remains a means to assert and maintain beliefs in indigenous
concepts of power and cultural legitimation. Or, pilgrimage to
Kandy is a religious act affirming traditional modes of power
used to maintain order and prosperity.

I1. Pilgrimage to Kandy and the Structure of Sinhalese Buddhism

The comparative study of pilgrimage has much in common
with the comparative study of religion in general. Pilgrimage
patterns are cross-cultural, historically archaic, and persistently
popular. Within these patterns both cognitive and affective for-
mulations of spiritual piety may be significant for both the per-
sonal and social orientations of existence. Also, while pilgrim-
age, like religion, can be defined in relatively simplistic terms,
there is no single body of critical theory that can serve as a
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wholly adequate framework for its definitive interpretation.
Like religion in general, pilgrimage seems to resist facile reduc-
tions. It is no doubt true that the pilgrimage process in general,
especially from an existential perspective, manifests a uniform
structure. Turner is largely correct in identifying that process
in terms of separation, liminality and re-aggregation.?” More-
over, it is equally clear that pilgrimage, as a devotional act, can
result in a transformation or regenertion of social and religious
identities. However, differing types of religious behavior ob-
servable at various sacred places of pilgrimage also indicate that
pilgrimage may not necessarily climax in “exterior mysticism,”
or in an anti-structural, convivial, egalitarian “communitas.”?®
Rather, a comparative study of religious behavior at various
pilgrimage sites indicates that certain sacred places are settings
for specitic types of religious behaviors, not all of which con-
form to Turner’s notion. In the case ot Kandy, I have charac-
terized this behavior as reverential “civitas.” I will now deter-
mine the significance of pilgrimage to Kandy first within the
context of Sinhalese Buddhist religion and then within a cross-
cultural comparative context.

While pilgrimage to Kandy sustains the ethos of the public
civil religion formerly administered and symbolized by the
presence of the king, other sacred places in Sri Lanka and India
express other dominant spiritual orientations of great impor-
tance to the Sinhalese. Bodh Gaya in India, the seat of Gotama’s
enlightenment, and Sarnath, the place of the Buddha's first
sermon, have been for centuries the destinations of pious Bud-
dhist pilgrims, especially Theravada bhikkhus. Gunawardana
has pointed out that pilgrimage to sacred places in India associ-
ated with the most important events in the life ot Gotama con-
tinuously resulted in the cross-fertilization of Theravada Bud-
dhist traditions during the medieval periods of Sinhalese
history.?* Then, as now, Sarnath and, especially, Bodh Gaya,
are centers of Buddhist cultural integration.

More importantly, however, observable religious behavior
at Bodh Gaya and Sarnath has very little in common with the
ritual life carried out in Kandy. At Bodh Gaya, except for the
remnants of an Asokan gateway, signs of kingship and civil
religion are totally absent. There are no public pageants or
processions celebrating ethnicity or nationalism. Here, the fo-
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cus is upon the mythic events surrounding the enlightenment
of the Buddha. Buddhist pilgrims, escorted either by Tibetan,
Japanese, Burmese, Thai or Sinhalese monks, visit seven holy
sites within the boundaries of the Mahabodhi shrine that com-
memorate the Buddha’s activities before, during and after his
enlightenment. The emphasis, in all forms of ritual behavior at
Bodh Gaya, is upon the paradigmatic spirituality of the Bud-
dha, a spirituality which can be and has been emulated for
centuries by Buddhist religious virtuosos. In each of the na-
tional temples representing the various strands of Buddbhist
tradition, the life of the Buddha is depicted either in mural
paintings or in a series of framed pictures. Thus, at Bodh Gaya,
what is venerated is not the “this-worldly” power of the Buddha
and the means by which that power can be utilized to sustain
the moral order and prosperity of a nation, realm of kingdom.
Rather, what is quietly celebrated, in meditation and com-
memoration, is the path to nibbana through enlightenment, of
which the life*of the Buddha is a model. Therefore, in refer-
ence to a frequently employed metaphor for describing the
structure of Theravada Buddhism (the “two wheels of
Dhamma’30), pilgrimage to Bodh Gaya constitutes a cultic affir-
mation of the religious quest for an “other-worldly” nibbana.
That is, in contrast to Kandy, where “this-worldly” Buddhaic
power is symbolized by the tooth-relic and its association with
Sinhalese Buddhist ethnicity or nationhood, Bodh Gaya is a
place of pilgrimage celebrating spiritual transcendence of the
social and temporal world, the path which leads beyond condi-
tioned, samsaric existence. To put it another way, Kandy is an
axis mundi for the establishment of orderly power in this world
while Bodh Gaya symbolizes the Buddhist quest for liberation
beyond all forms of order. Unlike pilgrims to Kandy, most
pilgrims to Bodh Gaya, at least until modern times, have been
bhikkhus. In the life of the Buddha and in the Bodhi Tree that
symbolizes the Buddha’s enlightenment, bhikkhus envisaged
the possibility of their own spiritual emancipations. In the Bud-
dha’s life they find a personal model which inspires emulation.
Here, the pilgrimage experience is one of commemorating the
spiritual paradigm of the master.

But the social “this-worldly” and personal “other-worldly”
orientations represented by pilgrimage to Kandy on the one
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hand and pilgrimage to Bodh Gaya on the other do not exhaust
all dimensions of Sinhalese Buddhist spirituality. Neither the
Buddha nor the power symbolized by his relics can come to the
direct aid of those faithful experiencing an immediate personal
crisis. In times of physical affliction or mental anxiety, many
Buddhist laity undertake pilgrimages to the shrines of deities
who, although occupying subordinate positions in relation to
the Buddha within the Sinhalese hierarchical pantheon, are
believed to have the power and disposition to respond to the
fervent pleas of their faithful. In modern-day Sri Lanka, in-
creasing numbers of Sinhalese Buddhists make pilgrimages to
the shrine of Skanda, the son of Siva, also known as Murugan,
or more popularly, as Kataragama. Although Kataragama is
the god par excellence of the Ceylon Tamils of the Jaffna pen-
insula, many Sinhalese Buddhists participate in Kataragama’s
annual perahira festival, which recalls the god’s mythic love
affair with a Vedda maiden and his establishment of a shrine
where he responds to the needs of his devotees. Here, religious
experience and religious behavior cannot be characterized in
terms of reverential “civitas” or commemoration of the Bud-
dha’s paradigmatic spirituality. Rather, the cult of Kataragama
involves an astonishing array of ascetic and exotic forms of
ritual behavior, all engaged in out of either intense emotional
gratitude to Kataragama for healing various afflictions, or as a
means of persuading him to intervene on the devotee’s behalf.
The cultic ambience at Kataragama is utterly bhakti. That is, it
is decidedly emotional and devotional in tone and frequently
culminates in states of intense ecstasy.?! Furthermore, worship
here is highly personal, emphasizing the intimacy between the
devotee and his god.

While Bodh Gaya represents the nibbanic orientation or
model of spiritual quest ideally emulated by the Theravada
bhikkhu, and while Kandy represents the public civil religion
legitimated by the presence of the tooth-relic and its past associ-
ation with traditional power, Kataragama is a sacred place
where individuals can appeal to perceived active divine power
to intercede on their behalf. Kataragama is not a Buddha who
has transcended samsara, nor is he a protector of the nation-
state. He represents a form of sacral power that is immediately
accessible to the common person in times of great personal
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need. Ecstatic and petitionary devotionalism at Kataragama is
thus quite different from the spirituality of the bhikkhus,
whose religious quests are based upon rigorous self-effort or
spiritual discipline. Kataragama represents “other-power”
manifest in “this-world.” Although the power of the tooth-relic
in Kandy might also be described in this way, its power was (and
is) traditionally appropriated for the general well-being of the
king and thus the nation, while the power of the god Katara-
gama is enlisted for the benefit of any individual devotee who is
willing to undertake austerities of self-mortification to express
deep faith.

By comparing pilgrimage to Bodh Gaya and Kataragama
with pilgrimage to Kandy, we see beginning to emerge a struc-
ture reflective of Sinhalese Buddhist religion in general, a reli-
gion replete with varying modalities of religious experience
and religious expression. That is, none of the pilgrimages can
be singled out as embodying a root metaphor characteristic of
the general spiritual quest of all Sinhalese Buddhists. Rather,
what this comparison suggests is that there are at least three
major orientations within Sinhalese religion: 1) Bodh Gaya, a
pilgrimage site commemorating the enlightenment experience
of the paradigmatic Gotama, represents the spiritual orienta-
tion of the Theravada bhikkhu quest for nibbana through en-
lightenment; 2) Kataragama, a pilgrimage site where access to
transformative “this-worldly” sacral power is sought, represents
the orientation of the faithful lay devotee for whom the enlight-
enment quest of the bhikkhu is but a distant future possibility;
and 3) Kandy, a pilgrimage site where religion legitimates a
people’s religious, cultural and political past and present
through civil ceremony, represents an orientation shared by
bhikkhu and layman alike: a national quest to preserve and
promote the religion of the Buddha and consequently to main-
tain prosperity and moral order in society as a whole.

These three religious orientations, which are evident from
this consideration of types of pilgrimage within Sinhalese reli-
gion, are not, however, entirely unrelated. What all three pil-
grimages have in common is functional in nature: the need to
cope with various manifestations of dukkha (suffering, unsatis-
factoriness), the basic problem of human existence as perceived
from within the Buddhist world view.?? Thus, Sinhalese reli-
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gious beliefs and practices, as they can be ascertained through a
study of pilgrimages, represent complementary modes of re-
sponse to specific aspects of the human condition. While dukkha
is specified in particular fashion by individuals on the basis of
their own personal experiences, types of response are in part
determined by religious role (lay or monastic). From this per-
spective, pilgrimage to Kandy is ritual participation in public
ceremonies traditionally designed to avert civil, ethnic, or na-
tional disintegration. That is, within the total field of Sinhalese
religion, mass pilgrimage to Kandy represents continued affir-
mation of the sacralizing power of the Buddha to meet the
collective material and social needs of the people. The “emo-
tional response”™ of thousands of peasants to the tooth-relic’s
annual procession attests to its continuing perceived efficacy as
sacral power. Or finally, to phrase this another way, pilgrimage
to Kandy is an act of collective allegiance to the traditional
religious way of life upon which the indigenous order of social
and economic existence has been based.

1. Cross-cultural Comparisons to the Kandyan Pilgrimage

In his recent book on pilgrimage and Christian culture, Victor
Turner has identified Kandy as a “prototypical” pilgrimage. By
“prototypical,” he means “those pilgrimages which, on the au-
thority of documentary or widespread traditional evidence,
were established by the founder of a historical religion, by his
first disciples, or by important national evangelists . ...” He
continues: “Such pilgrimages, though sometimes founded on
ancient sites, dramatically manifest—in their symbolism,
charter narratives, ecclesiastical structure, and general interna-
tional repute—the orthodoxy of the faith from which they have
sprung, and remain consistent with root paradigms.” He goes
on to cite as examples Jerusalem and Rome for Christianity,
Mecca for Islam, Benares and Mt. Kailas for Hinduism and
Kandy for Buddhism. Syncretic or archaic pilgrimages, which
constitute his second type, are distinguished from “prototypi-
cal” pilgrimages in that they manifest “quite evident traces of
syncretism with older religious beliefs and symbols.” Finally,
limiting the third and fourth types of pilgrimages to examples
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taken only from the Christian tradition, he distinguishes be-
tween “medieval” pilgrimages “which take their tone from the
theological and philosophical emphasis of that epoch,” and
“modern” pilgrimages which “are characterized by a highly
devotional tone and the fervent personal piety of their adher-
ents.” With further regard to modern pilgrimages, he states
that they “form an important part of the system of apologetics
deployed against the advancing secularization of the post-Dar-
winian world.”3

The great strength of Turner’s interpretive model and his
typological schema is that it attempts to ascertain the intimate
nature of relations which might exist between metaphor and
ritual, belief and practice, or spiritual and social experiences.
By appealing to cognitive structures (myth, beliefs and their
metaphorical expressions) on the one hand, and their idiomatic
ritual expression within historical and social contexts on the
other, Turner has advanced a theoretical tour de force that is
especially relevant to diachronic frames of reference.

Yet, it does not necessarily follow that his classification
schema, developed to interpret the significance of pilgrimage
in Christian culture, is easily portable.

In attempting to confirm Turner’s classification of Kandy
as a “prototypical” pilgrimage, 1 have encountered a variety of
problems. For instance, Kandy seems to meet all of the criteria
Turner cites as indicative of his last three types of pilgrimage: it
1s highly syncretic (veneration of Hindu gods forms an impor-
tant part of the ritual proceedings), it is late medieval (having
been established by Kirti Sri in the middle of the eighteenth
century), and, as Seneviratne argues, it is an indigenous cul-
tural response to modernity. With reference to its being “proto-
typical,” while it is true that Kandy is regarded, especially with-
in Sri Lanka, as a center of orthodoxy (given the presence of
two prestigious monastic chapters), one wonders about the
orthodoxy of the “root paradigm” to which it is “faithful.” What
ritual life at Kandy does depict is the intimate relationship estab-
lished in Sri Lanka between spiritual and temporal power, or
between religion and politics and the structure of society. Per-
haps this may be regarded as a “root paradigm” for a tradi-
tional public structure, but it does not really reflect a spiritual
paradigm to be emulated personally by individual Buddhists.
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Bodh Gaya on the other hand, does, and Kataragama and oth-
er shrines provide a complementary personal orientation for
the laity. I do not mean to ignore the private orientation of
pilgrimage to Kandy; but even when one takes into account
that individual pilgrims petition the power of the relic for their
own personal reasons, one is still left with the problem of recon-
ciling this kind of religious behavior to the “root paradigm” of
the Buddha's quest of enlightenment through self-effort.
These considerations lead me to call into question the compari-
son of Kandy to other such “prototypical” pilgrimages.

Kandy is not a “Mecca” of the Buddhist world. While An-
garika Dharmapala once referred to Bodh Gaya as “the Bud-
dhist Jersusalem”3% during his fight to return Buddhist sacred
places in India to Buddhist hands, nowhere does one find re-
ferences within the tradition that make such grandiose claims
about Kandy. More accurately, Kandy represents simulta-
neously a sacred palce of pilgrimage and the traditional center
of Sinhalese highland ethnicity. Kandy is not a “center out
there,” in the peripheral sense in which Turner coined the
phrase. Rather, it has more in common with regional cultural
centers in India that are also accorded sacrality due the promi-
nent presence of a ritual symbol that evokes recurrent senti-
ments of religio-ethnic heritage and autonomy legitimated by
sacral power. In considering comparable sacred places, Kandy
has more in common with the Sikh center of Amritsar in the
Punjab with its Golden Temple, within which is housed the
Guru Granth Sahib, a symbol of God’s continuing providence.
Or again, Kandy is somewhat similar to Santa Fe, New Mexico,
and the associated symbol of Our Lady of Conquest.* In both
of these examples, ritual proceedings, either in the form of
annual processions or in individual acts of devotion which take
place at specific shrines within the precincts of a sacred center,
celebrate the special past relationship enjoyed between a people
and the divine, however the divine is perceived. That is, sacred
places like Kandy are sustained in popularity because they af-
firm the unique religio-cultural identity of a given people.
Thus, the attractive power of Kandy as a sacred place of pil-
grimage is due less to pan-Buddhist associations than to a par-
ticular people’s understanding of its special, historical relation-
ship to sacral power, which in the past insured their continued
35



collective legitimated existence in the face of the ambiguities of
life, understood traditionally by them as dukkha.

I have attempted to construct a new typology for pilgrim-
ages, which I believe is more relevant to the inherent structures
of Sinhalese religion. Rather than basing this typology upon
historical origins, as Turner has done in his own work, [ have
concluded that a typology based upon types of religious exper-
iences and religious behavior is more fitting. Pilgrimages in Sri
Lanka reflect the three-fold orientation of Sinhalese religion:
the paradigmatic spirituality of the Buddha, the civil religion of
the Sinhalese people, and, as Obeyesekere has recently charac-
terized it, “the rising tide of bhakti religiosity in Buddhist Sri
Lanka.”™? By understanding the significance of pilgrimage
within these three orientations, we can gain a more accurate
awareness of how a people of central importance to the history
and maintenance of the Buddhist tradition have articulated the
various dimensions of their own spirituality through a recog- -
nizable modality of religious expression that is culturally ubi-
quitious.
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