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Editorial Appraisals:  
Some qualified reviewers offer their own brief evaluation of the book. Otherwise, most of our content 
represents the authors’-editors’ own words as a preview to their approach to the subject, their style 
and point-of-view.  <>   
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THE PENGUIN BOOK OF SPIRITUAL VERSE 110 POETS 
ON THE DIVINE edited by Akbar Kaveh [Penguin Classics, 
Penguin UK, 9780241391587] 
Poets have always looked to the skies for inspiration, and have written as a way of getting closer to the 
power and beauty they sense in nature, in each other and in the cosmos. This anthology is a holistic and 
global survey of a lyric conversation about the divine, one which has been ongoing for millennia. 

Beginning with the earliest attributable author in all of human literature, the twenty-third century BCE 
Sumerian High Priestess Enheduanna, and taking in a constellation of figures — from King David to Lao 
Tzu, from the Epic of Gilgamesh to the Malian Epic of Sundiata — this selection presents a number of 
canonical voices like Blake, Dickinson and Tagore, alongside lesser-anthologized diverse voices going up 
to the present day, which showcase the breathtaking multiplicity of ways humanity has responded to the 
divine across place and time. 

These poets' voices commune between millennia, offering readers a chance to experience for 
themselves the vast and powerful interconnectedness of these incantations orbiting the most elemental 
of all subjects — our spirit. 

CONTENTS 
Introduction 
Enheduanna, from 'Hymn to Inanna' Unknown, 'Death of Enkidu; from The Epic of Gilgamesh 
Unknown, from The Book of the Dead 
Unknown, Song of Songs, chapters 1 and 2 
King David, Psalm 23 
Homer, from The Odyssey 
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From the Quran 
Kakinomoto Hitomaro, 'In praise of Empress Jito' 
Li Po, 'Drinking Alone Beneath the Moon' 
Rabi'a al-Basri, 'O my lord' 
Ono No Komachi, `This inn 
Hanshan, `Hanshan's Poem' 
Al-Husayn ibn Ahmad ibn Khalawayh, 'Names of the Lion' 

https://www.amazon.com/Penguin-Spiritual-Divine-Classics-anglais/dp/024139158X/
https://www.amazon.com/Penguin-Spiritual-Divine-Classics-anglais/dp/024139158X/
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Li Qingzhao, 'Late Spring' 
Hildegard of Bingen, 'Song to the Creator' 
Mahadeviyakka, `I do not call it his sign' 
Attar of Nishapur, `Parable of the Dead Dervishes in the Desert' 
St Francis of Assisi, `Canticle of the Sun' Wumen Huikai, from The Gateless Gate Rumi, 'Lift 
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Saadi Shirazi, `The Grass Cried Out' Thomas Aquinas, `Lost, All in Wonder' Moses de Leon, 
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Hafez, Ghazal 17 
Yaqui people, 'Deer Song' 
Nezahualcoyotl, `The Painted Book' 
Kabir, `Brother, I've seen some' 
Mirabai, 'O friend, understand' 
Yoruba people, from A Recitation of Ifs  
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John Milton, from Paradise Lost, Book 4 
Basho, `Death Song' and `In Kyoto' 
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Yosa Buson, `A solitude' 
Olaudah Equiano, `Miscellaneous Verses' 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, `Wanderer's Nightsong II' 
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I was born in Tehran in 1989; my first two languages were Farsi and English. My third was Arabic, but 
Arabic gets an asterisk because I never really spoke it, I just learned to pray in it. Arabic was a private 
tongue reserved for God, God's own tongue, and I understood that if I spoke it to God earnestly, 
mellifluously, it would thin the membrane between us. 

Today I have no idea what I mean when I say God, and I say it a lot. 

The earliest attributable author in all of human literature is an ancient Sumerian priestess named 
Enheduanna. The daughter of King Sargon, Enheduanna wrote sensual, desperate hymns to the goddess 
Inanna: 'My beautiful mouth knows only confusion. / Even my sex is dust: Written around 2300 BCE, 
Enheduanna's poems were the bedrock upon which much of ancient poetics was built. And her 
obsession? The precipitating subject of all our species' written word? Inanna, an ecstatic awe at the 
divine. 

A year after I got sober, I learned from a routine physical that my liver was behaving abnormally, 
teetering on the precipice of pre-cirrhosis. This was after a year of excruciating recovery, a year in 
which nothing harder than Ibuprofen passed through my body. If it's this bad after a year of healing, a 
nurse told me, imagine how bad it must have been a year ago when you quit. 

My earliest formulation of prayer was in Arabic, that beautiful, mysterious language of my childhood. I'd 
be called away from whatever trivia book I was reading or Simpsons episode I was watching to join my 
family in our ritual of collectively pushing these enigmatic sounds through our mouths. Moving through 
the postures of devotion in our kitchen, watching my older brother, my mother, my father, I had no idea 
what any of it meant, but I knew it all meant intensely. 

When I got sober it wasn't because I punched a cop or drove my car into a Wendy's or anything 
dramatic like that. I had a dozen potential bottoms that would have awakened any reasonable person to 
the severity of the problem, but I was not a reasonable person. The day I finally lurched my way towards 
help was a day like any other. I woke up alone on my floor still drunk from the night before. I remember 
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taking a pull or two from the nearly empty bottle of Old Crow bourbon by my mattress, then searching 
for my glasses and car keys. Finding them, I calmly drove myself to help. 

Sappho was by all accounts one of history's greatest poets, but the entire corpus of her work burned 
with the great Library of Alexandria, so today we only know her through the bits other writers quoted. 
We know that in Fragment 22 she wrote: 

because I prayed 
this word: 
I want 

but we don't have the entirety of the poem preceding it, her 'because' hanging there to explain some 
now unimaginable consequence of desire. 

If my liver function was still so erratic after a year of healing, then at the end of my active addiction I 
must have been near some sort of Rubicon from which there could be no return. Some awareness 
permeated my dense fog of destruction. That awareness might have been bodily, the way an iron 
deficiency sometimes provokes in someone an unconscious desire to eat dirt. It might have been fatigue, 
a cumulative sense that the status quo of my living had become untenable. Or it might have been 
something else. I'll never know, which I think is the point. 

From a poem of the Nahuatl people: 

This flesh, this clay of ours, is starved and trembling. 
And we, poor prisoners of our stomachs! 
There is nothing we can do. 

A common formulation states that prayer is a way of speaking to the divine and meditation is a way of 
listening for it. Poetry synthesizes these, the silence of active composition being a time even the most 
sceptical writers describe using the language of the metaphysical, saying `such-and-such a phrase just 
came to me, or `those hours just flew by: And then reading, a process through which dark runes on a 
page or strange vocalizations in the air can provoke us to laugh, weep, call our mothers, donate to 
Greenpeace or shiver with awe. 

It is wrong to think of God as a debt to luck. But 1 could have died, and then I didn't. I haven't. When so 
many around me, like me, did and have. 

One of the questions you can ask a poem is: to what do I owe my being here? Li Po: `I sing, and moon 
rocks back and forth; / I dance, and shadow tumbles into pieces: Gabriela Mistral: 'Sleeping, we made 
journeys / and arrived at no place: Is it any wonder my former loadout of addictions, all narcotic, were 
sublimated into this new set of poetic obsessions and compulsions? 

My working definition of sacred poetry rises directly out of my experience as a child praying in Arabic: 
earnest, musical language meant to thin the partition between a person and a divine, whether that divine 
is God or the universe or desire or land or family or justice or community or sex or joy or. . . As with 
my early prayers in Arabic, a one-to-one denotative understanding of the language isn't important — 
what matters is the making of music and the sincerity of the making. 

When I was getting sober, I found no easy prayers, no poems to sing me well. What I did find was that, 
during the early days of my recovery, when sobriety was minute to minute — white knuckles and 
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endless pacing and cheap coffee by the pot — poetry was a place I could put myself. I could read a book 
of poems and for an hour, two hours I didn't have to worry about accidentally killing myself. I could 
write a poem and the language for what was happening would just come to me. Hours would just fly by. 

Rabi'a al-Basri, writing in the eighth century CE: 

Kings have locked their doors 
and each lover is alone with his love. 
Here, I am alone with You. 

My active addiction was a time of absolute certainty — certainty of my own victimhood, of my 
convictions, of what I was owed by a universe that had split me from the land of my birth and dropped 
me into an America that was actively hostile to my presence. That certainty destroyed whatever it 
touched, corroding my own life and the lives of people who loved me. In recovery, when I threw myself 
into poetry, I was drawn to poems that were certain of nothing, poems that embraced mystery instead 
of trying to resolve it. Yeats: 

The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst  
Are full of passionate intensity. 
Surely some revelation is at hand. 

Today the great weapon used to stifle critical thinking is a raw overwhelm of meaningless language at 
every turn — on our phones, on our TVs, in our periphery on billboards and subways. So often the 
language is passionately absolute: immigrants are evil, climate change is a hoax, and this new Rolex will 
make you sexually irresistible. Poetry opposes these things, asks us to slow down our metabolization of 
language, to become aware of it entering us. Sacred poetry teaches us to be comfortable with 
complexity, to be sceptical of unqualified certitude. In reminding us that language has history, density, 
integrity, such poetry is a potent antidote against a late-capitalist empire that would use empty, vapid 
language to cudgel us into inaction. 

It is impossible to separate the part of me that is an addict-alcoholic from the part of me that 
experiences spiritual yearning, just as it's impossible to separate the part of me socialized as a Muslim 
American man. The same organ that wants me to drink controls my breathing and the contractions of 
my intestinal muscles. That same organ also reads the Quran and the Tao and the Psalms. It processes 
images of a rubbled Damascus, of a drone struck wedding in Iraq. It also desires my spouse's touch, and 
marvels at the stars. There are no partitions between these realms of my consciousness, which is why 
my conception of sacred poetry includes not only explicitly metaphysical poets like Rabi'a and King 
David, but also poets like Anna Akhmatova, Marina Tsvetaeva, Edmond Jabs, Mahmoud Darwish and 
Lucille Clifton, poets for whom an exploration of the divine necessarily included explorations of the 
body and the body politic. 

The great Persian poet Hafez wrote: `Start seeing God everywhere, but keep it secret.’ I still have no 
idea what I mean when I say God, but I see it everywhere. I mean it intensely. I write poems and, yes, 
books about it. I read about it constantly, which seems, counter-intuitively, only to deepen its secret. 

I wanted to make this anthology because I wanted all these texts in one place. I claim no objectivity. 
These are 110 of my favourite attributed poems, texts that have been variously important and useful and 
illuminating for me across my living. Many will no doubt scan the table of contents and object to the 
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omission of their favourite poet of the spirit, asking, 'Why Adelia Prado instead of Carlos Drummond de 
Andrade? Why Dickinson instead of Whitman?' Sometimes, the answer is boring: a finite permissions 
budget. But more often, such decisions are purely a function of which poets and poems have felt most 
essential to me, Kaveh Akbar, in my one vast and unprecedented life. I will say it again: I claim no 
objectivity. 

Given this confession, though, I will say it was a goal to try to at least make a pass at accounting for the 
vast complexity of the human project of spiritual writing. Not to represent it, which, again, would take 
an Alexandrian Library or two. But to try to show confluences, overlaps of time and tone. In this 
anthology you'll find, for instance, that Dante Alighieri was born while Rumi was still alive and writing. 
Or that `American spiritual poetry' didn't begin with Dickinson or Whitman or anyone else writing in 
English, but with the Meso-American and Native people who inhabited the land that would be later 
called America; passing their sacred texts along for centuries. Relative to how long those texts were a 
part of the earth's spiritual history, Anglo-American texts are relatively brand new; the texts within this 
anthology are curated in rough proportion to that fact. 

To flatten the project of 'spiritual poetry' to a bunch of white Romantic and Metaphysical poets is to 
erase the Bhagavad Gita, to wash away Li Po and Rabi'a and Mahadeviyakka and Teresa of Avila and 
Bashi and Nazim Hikmet. It's a colonization, one that erases not only the bodies and lands, but actual 
spirits. To the extent that there is any grand unified curatorial theory governing the content of this 
book, it exists in opposition to the colonial impulse. 

Another load-bearing belief at work here: it's impossible to separate a spiritual poetics from the body 
that conceives it. Consider this moment from the Popol Vuh, the sixteenth-century Mayan creation 
narrative: 

It was simply the pure spirit 
and glinting spark of insight 
 
of the Framer and the Shaper, 
of Sovereign and Quetzal Serpent, 
 
of She who has borne children, 
and He who has planted them, 
 
that framed and gave them shape. 
They looked like true people, 
 
and true people they became. 
They spoke and they conversed. 
 
They looked and they listened. 
They walked and they grasped things, 
and they held them in their hands. 
 
They were excellent people, 
well made and handsome. 
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They appeared with manly faces 
and began to breathe, 
and so they became 

 

Often explorations of the divine move outwards with the language used to relay them — as our 
attention travels beyond our immediate bodily stations, so too do our voices, so too does our breath. 
The Arabic word ruh means both 'breath' and 'spirit; as does the Latin spiritus. 

Collected here are 110 voices, each orbiting what G. K. Chesterton called the 'vertigo of the infinite; 
what Lucille Clifton called 'the lip of our understanding: Not all of these poems are drawn from 
antiquity. Even today, when irony is the default posture of the public intellectual, many poets remain 
relentlessly sincere in their explorations of spiritual yearning (and spiritual doubt). Inquiries into the 
divine still connect contemporary poets to their ancestors. In one poem, the twelfth-century Kannada 
poet-saint Mahadeviyakka writes: 

When the body becomes Your mirror, how can it serve? 
When the mind becomes your mind, what is left to remember? 

 

In her `Astonishment; written over 800 years later, the twentieth-century Polish titan Wislawa 
Szymborska seems almost to pick up where the ancient poet left off, wrapping question after question 
around the immobilizing strangeness of being anything: 

Why after all this one and not the rest?  
Why this specific self, not in a nest, but a house?  
Sewn up not in scales, but skin?  
Not topped off by a leaf, but by a face? 

 

The mission of this anthology is to organize these connections not to gather poets around geography or 
race or gender or belief or historical period, but instead around a shared privileging of the spirit and its 
attendant curiosities. In this way, readers might begin to hear a kind of conversation, one that has been 
ongoing for forty-three centuries and counting, a conversation into which countless young poets begin 
whispering every day. 

Of course, no spirit lives in a vacuum. Some poets included in these pages, like Edmond Jabs, Anna 
Akhmatova and Nazim Hikmet, fortified their spiritual poetics with blistering social critiques. Such poets, 
Carolyn Fouche writes in Poetry of Witness, `don't easily extricate morality, ethics, the sacred, and the 
political.  

For them, it's not possible to think of these as isolated categories, but rather as modes of human 
contemplation and action which are inextricably bound to one another: An attuned permeability to 
wonder compels the curious poet to rigorously examine their stations, both cosmic and civic. . 
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For other poets like Sappho, Rumi and Adelia Prado, divine and erotic loves braid together, creating a 
fully embodied devotion. Martin Buber wrote that God could be found only in other people — these 
poets would seem to agree. Consider Rumi, who wrote: 

The stars will be watching us, 
and we will show them 
what it is to be a thin crescent moon. 
You and I unselfed. 

Or Prado: 

The brush got old and no longer brushes. 
Right now what's important 
is to untangle the hair. 
We give birth to life between our legs 
and go on talking about it till the end, 
few of us understanding: 
it's the soul that's erotic. 

 

The idea that ecstatic experience might (or must!) include the body is central to these poets; a quick 
glance at a dervish's whirling or a yogi's contorted meditation or shuckling during Jewish prayer will 
reveal several theological expressions of the same idea. 

I have tried to account for these and countless other perspectives within the pages of this anthology. But 
comprehensively cataloguing forty-three centuries of spiritual writing is a fool's errand — there's too 
much to read in this or any lifetime, much less to accurately account for. Again, in just the thirteenth 
century alone, Mechthild of Magdeburg, Rumi and Dante were living at the same time, gasping at the 
same stars — the mind reels! 

Thus this anthology does not aim to represent holistically the entire corpus of human spiritual writing 
(the size of such a collection would be measured in libraries, not pages). Instead, it will attempt to call 
forth pivotal samples from my own reading and discovery that might present for readers a scale model 
of an ongoing human conversation. Other anthologies of sacred poetry have been mostly Eurocentric or 
male-dominated, in both poets and translators. This anthology aims to achieve a more universal 
perspective, privileging no single belief system or vantage point. In curating the anthology this way, I 
hope to advance for inspection a modest study in how poets across time and civilizations have wrapped 
language around our species' constant collective unknowable obsessions — doubt, the divine, and the 
wide, mysterious gulfs in between. — Kaveh Akbar, Indiana, 2022  <>   
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LIEBE UND LEERHEIT: EINE KOMPARATIVE 
VERHÄLTNISBESTIMMUNG DES LIEBESBEGRIFFS BEI 
HANS URS VON BALTHASAR UND DES 
LEERHEITSBEGRIFFS BEI DAISETSU TEITARŌ SUZUKI von 
Daniel Rumel [Series: Beiträge zur Komparativen Theologie, 
Brill | Schöningh, 9783506760685] 
Das Gespräch zwischen Buddhismus und Christentum gelangte an fast allen Punkten seiner älteren und 
jüngeren Geschichte an einen zentralen Konfliktpunkt: Der christliche Gott der Liebe schien dem 
buddhistischen Begriff der absoluten Leerheit jeder Person bisher immer unvereinbar 
gegenüberzustehen. 

Die vorgelegte Studie unterzieht diese Ansicht einer eingehenden Lektüre, indem anhand zweier, den 
jeweiligen Diskurs leitend prägender Autoren die Begriffe von Liebe und Leerheit tiefenanalytisch 
ausgearbeitet und ins Verhältnis gesetzt werden. 

INHALTSVERZEICHNIS 
Epigraph 
Danksagung 
Kapitel 1 Einführung 
Kapitel 2 Der Liebesbegriff bei Hans Urs von Balthasar 
Kapitel 3 Der Leerheitsbegriff bei Teitarō Suzuki 
Kapitel 4 Komparative Zusammenschau 
Kapitel 5 Abschlussbetrachtung 
Literaturverzeichnis 

Abschlussbetrachtung 
Im Verlauf dieser Arbeit hat sich zunächst die in der Einleitung angeführte Zentraldifferenz der beiden 
Bezugsstrukturen des christlichen Liebesbegriffs und des buddhistischen Leerheitsbegriffs als unhaltbar 
erwiesen. Sie beruht auf einem Missverständnis, welches vor allem im angesetzten Personenbegriff und 
seiner Gleichsetzung mit dem modernen Subjektbegriff besteht. Diese führt aber bereits innerchristlich 
in große Spannungen. 

Was sich im Durchgang ebenfalls gezeigt hat, ist, dass der christliche Liebes-begriff eine innere 
Korrelation zu einem Denken der Leerheit besitzt. Diese besteht vor allem darin, dass der christliche 
Liebesgedanke im Sinne von Balthasars kenotisch gedacht und mit dem Leitbegriff der Hingabe 
entwickelt wird. Dies übersetzt den Personenbegriff in eine apophatische Struktur, indem sie das, was 
eine Person zuinnerst ausmacht, als Hingabe denkt. Somit entspricht ein Mensch seinem eigenen Wesen 
umso mehr, wie er sich der Wirklichkeit Gottes in kenotischer Weise hingibt, die selbst Hingabe ist. 
Übersetzt man Hingabe an dieser Stelle nochmals mit dem Wort Leerheit, so ist es nicht zu viel gesagt, 
wenn man im Sinne von Balthasars die Wirklichkeit des Menschen als Leerheit beschreibt, in die der 
Mensch hineinfindet, wenn er seine Differenz-Einheit mit der letzten Wirklichkeit Gottes, die selber 
Leerheit ist, einsieht. Wie dargestellt kann aber ein solches Einsehen ebenfalls nur in einem Akt der 
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Entleerung bestehen, in der der Mensch als Geist-Wesen in die Offenbarungsgestalt Christi eingestaltet 
wird. 

Gerade diese Struktur resoniert auf beeindruckende Weise mit dem buddhistischen Leerheitsbegriff, wie 
er bezüglich der Explikation Suzukis entwickelt wurde. Bemerkenswert dabei ist vor allem, dass bei aller 
apophatischen Zurückhaltung die letzte Wirklichkeit der Leerheit personelle Explikationen besitzt, die 
im Modus des unbedingten Mitgefühls eine Weise aufzeigen, wie sich eine Person in Einklang mit der 
letzten Wirklichkeit der Leerheit bringen kann. Dieser Modus ist gerade der des allumfassenden 
Mitgefühls, der in einer Form von Hingabe für die fühlenden Wesen resultiert. Dieser Vorgang wird von 
Suzuki als descend into hell beschrieben.3 Diese Beschreibung zeigt nochmals auf beeindruckende 
Weise, wie nah sich die Gedanken von Balthasars und Suzukis eigentlich kommen, wenn man ihre 
selbstverständlichen lexikalischen Differenzen in die Tiefengrammatik überführt. 

Es hat sich somit gezeigt, dass bei bleibender Treue zur eigenen Tradition die zentralen Momente der 
eigenen religiösen Explikation nicht angepasst oder aufgegeben werden müssen, um in eine innere 
Resonanz zu kommen. Dies ist insofern wichtig, als der Ansatz der Wirklichkeit Jesu als universale 
concretum im Sinne von Balthasars ja gerade besagt, dass die Struktur der Wirklichkeit Gottes, wie sie 
sich in Christus gezeigt hat, als einziges Kriterium interreligiöser Urteilsbildung angesetzt werden muss.4 
Diesbezüglich ist es nun gelungen, aus christlicher Perspektive die Möglichkeit zu einer tieferen Offenheit 
zu buddhistischen Denkstrukturen zu eröffnen, weil gezeigt wurde, dass scheinbare tiefe Widersprüche 
gerade bei präziser Analyse enorme Resonanzen aufweisen. Dies kommt nicht zuletzt dem Anliegen von 
Balthasars selbst entgegen, für den die Wahrheit symphonisch war. Die aufgezeigte Möglichkeit, 
gegenüber buddhistischen Denkstrukturen eine größere Offenheit zu zeigen, kann das seitens von 
Balthasars angeführte ökumenische Orchester vielleicht um einige weitere Stimmen erweitern und somit 
neue Tiefenstrukturen der Partitur der Wirklichkeit aufzeigen. 

Was ebenfalls gezeigt werden konnte, war die produktive Sichtweise, die das Denken Suzukis in das 
Denken von Balthasars einbringen kann. Diese lag vor allem in der Radikalität des Denkens der Nicht-
Zweiheit, aus der heraus einige Spannungen im Denken von Balthasars sich neu betrachten ließen. 
Speziell die Spannung zwischen der Tatsächlichkeit des Du in der Begegnung der Liebe und der 
tatsächlichen Entzogenheit der Wirklichkeit ihres Wesens konnte als eine Spannung aufgewiesen 
werden, die in beiden Traditionen vorhanden ist. Dabei wurde deutlich, dass die christliche Seite in 
Vertretung von Balthasars bemüht ist, die Tatsächlichkeit des Du zu betonen, teilweise ohne gesichert 
aussagen zu können, worin diese Tatsächlichkeit eigentlich besteht. Die buddhistische Seite in 
Vertretung Suzukis verlegt hierbei das Geheimnis der Differenz-Einheit der begegnenden Person mit der 
absoluten Wirklichkeit der Leerheit in eine apophatische Perspektive, was sie zwar für akademische 
Kontexte weniger attraktiv macht, in gewisser Hinsicht jedoch inhaltlich stringent bleiben lässt. 

Beide, sowohl Suzuki als auch von Balthasar, wählen als Begriff zur Beschreibung der letzten Wirklichkeit 
das Wort Leerheit, bzw. Kenosis. Dies soll nun nicht heißen, dass die beiden Verwendungen gänzlich 
äquivalente Strukturen aufweisen. Neben den enormen Resonanzen wurden die vor allem lexikalischen 
Differenzen im Zuge dieser Arbeit nie ausgeblendet. Diese liegen vor allem im Schöpfungsbegriff 
begründet, der letztlich auch im Sinne von Balthasars mit dem Liebesbegriff konnotiert ist. Für beide 
bildet der Begriff der Leerheit, bzw. der Kenosis, eine Chiffre für die begrifflich nicht zugängliche letzte 
Wirklichkeit. Die praxeologische Entsprechung zu dieser Wirklichkeit besteht ebenfalls für beide in 
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einer Form von Hingabe zum Nächsten, die auf der Einsicht in der Differenz-Einheit allen Seins 
begründet ist, die selbst als eine Form von dynamischer Hingabestruktur beschrieben werden kann. 

Fraglich bleibt vor allem, ob aus der christlichen Schöpfungsperspektive nach von Balthasar der Begriff 
der Kenosis eine vorhergehende Fülle voraussetzt. Es wurde jedoch durch die gesamte Arbeit deutlich, 
dass zumindest für von Balthasar jenseits der Leerheit, jenseits der Hingabe, keine Fülle besteht. Bereits 
der Vater fand ja seine gesamte Fülle in der Hingabe und besaß keine wie auch immer geartete Fülle, die 
er hingibt. Dennoch bleibt die Grammatik des Begriffs der Kenosis in der angegebenen Spannung 
bestehen. Wenn der Vater mit seiner Hingabe an den Sohn ein Wagnis eingehen soll, wie von Balthasar 
dies beschreibt, dann muss zumindest eine Form von Quasi-Fülle angenommen werden, die hingegeben 
wird, weil ohne diese der Begriff des Wagnisses seinen Sinn verlieren würde. Doch gleichzeitig ist für 
von Balthasars der Vater selbst nichts anderes als Hingabe, besitzt somit keinerlei Fülle, die nicht selber 
Hingabe wäre. Man könnte somit folgern, dass das Sein des Vaters selbst Wagnis ist. Die Fülle ist die 
Hingabe, oder, mit aller Vorsicht, im Sinne Suzukis formuliert: Die Form ist die Leerheit. 

Es ist ein Ergebnis dieser Arbeit, dass gerade diese Spannung durch den stringenten Begriff der Leerheit, 
wie er von Suzuki präsentiert wurde, neu gedacht werden kann. Die strikte Methodik des Nicht-
Zweiens erschließt der theologischen Sprache ein Moment, in dem gerade die Nichtunterscheidung 
zweier Aspekte auf etwas Konkretes verweist, in diesem Fall die Nicht-Zweiheit von Fülle und Leere im 
Sinne des Wesens des Vaters bei von Balthasar. Der zentrale Satz des Herz-Sutra, wie ihn Suzuki anführt 
und auslegt: „Form ist eben diese Leere — Leere ist eben diese Form", lieferte dafür den 
entscheidenden Schlüssel. Wie für Suzuki bezüglich der gesamten Wirklichkeit kein Unterschied 
zwischen Form und Leere besteht, so führt es hinsichtlich der Darstellung von Balthasars in enorme 
Spannungen, wenn man einen Unterschied zwischen Form und Leere, zwischen Fülle und Kenosis 
ansetzt. Das heißt nicht, dass man dies überhaupt nicht tun kann. Von Balthasar selbst formuliert diese 
Spannung. Doch die buddhistische Perspektive Suzukis kann dabei helfen, sie ein wenig abzuschwächen. 

Fraglich bleibt weiter, wie der Ertrag dieser Arbeit hilfreich für zukünftige komparative Projekte im 
buddhistisch-christlichen Kontext sein kann. In dieser Arbeit wurde sich weitestgehend auf die beiden 
Positionen von Balthasars und Suzukis beschränkt. Diese wurden zwar in ihren Kontext eingebettet und 
die beiden Begriffe von Liebe und Leerheit wurden weitläufig hergeleitet, aber für eine großräumige 
Einbettung in die Gesamttradition war der Raum dieses Projektes zu begrenzt. Somit bleibt festzuhalten, 
dass der dargestellte Ansatz gezeigt hat, dass zwei Grundmomente des buddhistischen und des 
christlichen Denkens bei bleibender Treue zur Tradition durchaus in einer bemerkenswerten Resonanz 
stehen. Resonanz heißt an dieser Stelle, dass sich bei steigender Aufhellung tiefengrammatischer 
Strukturen ein Zusammenklang ergibt, der beiden Seiten zunächst als Verständnisbasis dienen kann, aber 
auch als kritische Herausforderung für ein Weiterdenken der eigenen Position. Für zukünftige Studien 
bleibt die Aufgabe, neben von Balthasar und Suzuki weitere Leitfiguren der jeweiligen Diskurse ins 
Gespräch zu bringen, aber vor allem die primären kanonischen Texte durch eine tiefgreifende Exegese 
auf ihre inneren Resonanzen und die Möglichkeiten wechselseitiger Bereicherung hin zu befragen.  <>   
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TRANSLATION: 
[LOVE AND EMPTINESS: A COMPARATIVE DETERMINATION OF 
THE CONCEPT OF LOVE IN HANS URS VON BALTHASAR AND 
THE CONCEPT OF VOIDNESS IN DAISETSU TEITARŌ SUZUKI by 
Daniel Rumel [Series: Beiträge zur Komparativen Theologie, Brill | 
Schöningh, 9783506760685] text in German 
The conversation between Buddhism and Christianity reached a central point of conflict at almost all 
points in its older and recent history: the Christian God of love always seemed to be incompatible with 
the Buddhist concept of the absolute emptiness of each person. 

The presented study subjects this view to an in-depth reading by working out and relating the concepts 
of love and emptiness in depth analytically on the basis of two authors who shape the respective 
discourse. 
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In the course of this work, the central difference between the two reference structures of the Christian 
concept of love and the Buddhist concept of voidness mentioned in the introduction has initially proven 
to be untenable. It is based on a misunderstanding, which consists above all in the assumed concept of 
person and its equation with the modern concept of subject. However, this is already leading to great 
tensions within Christ. 

What has also been shown in the passage is that the Christian concept of love has an inner correlation 
to a thinking of voidness. This consists above all in the fact that the Christian idea of love in the sense of 
Balthasars is thought kenotically and developed with the guiding concept of devotion. This translates the 
concept of person into an apophatic structure by thinking of what constitutes a person at its core as 
devotion. Thus, a person corresponds to his own nature all the more as he surrenders himself in a 
kenotic way to the reality of God, which is itself devotion. If one translates devotion at this point again 
with the word emptiness, it is not too much to say, in the sense of Balthasars, to describe the reality of 
man as emptiness, into which man finds his way when he sees his unity of difference with the ultimate 
reality of God, which is itself emptiness. As described, however, such an insight can also only consist in 
an act of emptying, in which man is shaped as a spirit being into the manifest form of Christ. 

It is precisely this structure that resonates impressively with the Buddhist concept of voidness as 
developed with regard to Suzuki's explication. What is particularly remarkable is that despite all 
apophatic restraint, the ultimate reality of voidness has personal explications that, in the mode of 
unconditional compassion, show a way in which a person can bring himself into harmony with the 
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ultimate reality of voidness. This mode is precisely that of all-encompassing compassion, which results in 
a form of devotion to sentient beings. This process is described by Suzuki as descend into hell. This 
description once again impressively shows how close the thoughts of Balthasars and Suzukis actually 
come when their self-evident lexical differences are transferred into deep grammar. 

It has thus been shown that with lasting fidelity to one's own tradition, the central moments of one's 
own religious explication do not have to be adapted or abandoned in order to come into inner 
resonance. This is important insofar as the approach of the reality of Jesus as a universal concretum in 
the sense of Balthasars states precisely that the structure of the reality of God, as it has manifested itself 
in Christ, must be used as the only criterion for interreligious judgment.4 In this regard, it has now been 
possible to open up the possibility of a deeper openness to Buddhist thought structures from a Christian 
perspective.  because it has been shown that seemingly deep contradictions have enormous resonances, 
especially with precise analysis. This accommodates not least the concern of Balthasars himself, for 
whom the truth was symphonic. The possibility of showing greater openness towards Buddhist thought 
structures can perhaps expand the ecumenical orchestra led by Balthasars by a few more voices and 
thus point out new deep structures of the score of reality. 

What could also be shown was the productive view that Suzuki's thinking can bring to Balthasar's 
thinking. This lay above all in the radicality of the thinking of non-duality, from which some tensions in 
Balthasar's thinking could be reconsidered. In particular, the tension between the actuality of the "you" 
in the encounter of love and the actual deprivation of the reality of its essence could be shown as a 
tension that is present in both traditions. It became clear that the Christian side, representing Balthasars, 
is trying to emphasize the reality of the you, sometimes without being able to say with certainty what 
this fact actually consists of. The Buddhist side, representing Suzuki, shifts the mystery of the difference 
unity of the encountering person with the absolute reality of voidness into an apophatic perspective, 
which makes it less attractive for academic contexts, but in some respects remains stringent in terms of 
content. 

Both Suzuki and Balthasar choose the word voidness or kenosis as a term to describe the ultimate 
reality. This is not to say that the two uses have completely equivalent structures. In addition to the 
enormous resonances, the mainly lexical differences were never ignored in the course of this work. 
These are mainly based on the concept of creation, which is ultimately connoted with the concept of 
love in the sense of Balthasars. For both, the concept of voidness, or kenosis, forms a cipher for the 
conceptually inaccessible ultimate reality. The praxeological correspondence to this reality also consists 
for both in a form of devotion to one's neighbour, which is based on insight into the difference unity of 
all being, which itself can be described as a form of dynamic devotion structure. 

Above all, it remains questionable whether, from Balthasar's Christian perspective of creation, the 
concept of kenosis presupposes a preceding abundance. However, it became clear throughout the work 
that, at least for von Balthasar, there is no abundance beyond emptiness, beyond devotion. Already the 
Father found all his fullness in devotion and possessed no abundance whatsoever that he gives. 
Nevertheless, the grammar of the concept of kenosis persists in the specified tension. If the father is to 
take a risk with his devotion to the son, as described by Balthasar, then at least a form of quasi-
abundance must be assumed, which is surrendered, because without it the concept of risk would lose its 
meaning. But at the same time, for von Balthasars, the father himself is nothing more than devotion, thus 
possessing no abundance that would not itself be devotion. One could thus conclude that the existence 
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of the Father itself is a risk. Fullness is devotion, or, with all due care, formulated in the sense of Suzuki: 
form is emptiness. 

It is a result of this work that precisely this tension can be rethought by the stringent concept of 
voidness as presented by Suzuki. The strict methodology of non-twoness opens up to theological 
language a moment in which it is precisely the non-distinction of two aspects that points to something 
concrete, in this case the non-duality of abundance and emptiness in the sense of the essence of the 
father in von Balthasar. The central sentence of the Heart Sutra, as Suzuki cites and interprets it: "Form 
is precisely this emptiness — emptiness is just this form", provided the decisive key to this. Just as for 
Suzuki there is no difference between form and emptiness with regard to the whole of reality, so it leads 
to enormous tensions with regard to the representation of Balthasars if one sets a difference between 
form and emptiness, between abundance and kenosis. That's not to say you can't do it at all. Von 
Balthasar himself formulates this tension. But Suzuki's Buddhist perspective can help tone it down a bit. 

It remains questionable how the yield of this work can be helpful for future comparative projects in the 
Buddhist-Christian context. This work was largely limited to the two positions of Balthasars and Suzukis. 
Although these were embedded in their context and the two concepts of love and emptiness were 
widely derived, the space of this project was too limited for a large-scale embedding in the overall 
tradition. Thus, it must be noted that the approach presented has shown that two basic moments of 
Buddhist and Christian thought with lasting fidelity to tradition are quite resonant in a remarkable 
resonance. At this point, resonance means that with increasing brightening of deep-grammatical 
structures, a harmony results that can initially serve both sides as a basis for understanding, but also as a 
critical challenge for further thinking of one's own position. For future studies, the task remains to bring 
other leading figures of the respective discourses into conversation in addition to Balthasar and Suzuki, 
but above all to question the primary canonical texts through a profound exegesis for their inner 
resonances and the possibilities of mutual enrichment.  <>   
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Japan was the first Asian nation to face the full impact of modernity. Like the rest of Japanese society, 
Buddhist institutions, individuals, and thought were drawn into the dynamics of confronting the modern 
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age. Japanese Buddhism had to face multiple challenges, but it also contributed to modern Japanese 
society in numerous ways. BUDDHISM AND MODERNITY: SOURCES FROM NINETEENTH-
CENTURY JAPAN makes accessible the voices of Japanese Buddhists during the early phase of high 
modernity. 

The volume offers original translations of key texts—many available for the first time in English—by 
central actors in Japan’s transition to the modern era, including the works of Inoue Enryō, Gesshō, Hara 
Tanzan, Shimaji Mokurai, Kiyozawa Manshi, Murakami Senshō, Tanaka Chigaku, and Shaku Sōen. All of 
these writers are well recognized by Buddhist studies scholars and Japanese historians but have drawn 
little attention elsewhere; this stands in marked contrast to the reception of Japanese Buddhism since D. 
T. Suzuki, the towering figure of Japanese Zen in the first half of the twentieth century. The present 
book fills the chronological gap between the premodern era and the twentieth century by focusing on 
the crucial transition period of the nineteenth century. 

Issues central to the interaction of Japanese Buddhism with modernity inform the five major parts of the 
work: sectarian reform, the nation, science and philosophy, social reform, and Japan and Asia. 
Throughout the chapters, the globally entangled dimension—both in relation to the West, especially the 
direct and indirect impact of Christianity, and to Buddhist Asia—is of great importance. The 
Introduction emphasizes not only how Japanese Buddhism was part of a broader, globally shared 
reaction of religions to the specific challenges of modernity, but also goes into great detail in laying out 
the specifics of the Japanese case. 
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Buddhism and Modernity in Japan, An Introduction by Orion Klautau 
and Hans Martin Krämer 
The challenges faced by Japanese Buddhists since the middle of the nineteenth century were in many 
respects homegrown. The iconoclastic movement to “abolish the Buddha and smash Sakyamuni” 
(haibutsu kishaku) was certainly a local phenomenon, as was the particular configuration of state and 
religion during the early Meiji period, when the new government still grappled with a religious policy for 
the young nation-state. Yet, Japanese Buddhism also shared many of the difficulties modernity brought to 
religions worldwide. Perhaps the most fundamental of these was the new type of secularism that went 
along with Enlightenment. This was not necessarily an objective process of secularization, but certainly 
brought with it a change in attitudes toward and expectations from religion(s), primarily from the 
modern natural sciences and philosophical materialism. None of the major religious traditions around 
the world remained unaffected by this new challenge. The type of reaction that took place in each 
religion—internal reform, conservative reassertion, creation of eclectic new religions, or religious 
universalism—varied, as did its timing. 

While this new secularism may be seen as an indirect effect of the ascent of industrial capitalism, 
another of its consequences, the imperialist encroachment upon the rest of the world by the West, 
made possible a new solution to the threat felt by Christianity at home: reaching out globally through 
missionary efforts. It was through this—mainly Protestant—mission that Asian countries including Japan 
first met religious modernity head-on. Asian religions such as Japanese Buddhism had to react to the 
competition posed by Protestant Christianity, which came with the market advantage of representing 
modernity. Debates about the reconfiguration of the relations between state and religion were heavily 
tinged by the question of what to do with Christianity. 

Japanese Buddhists—or at least some of them—were acutely aware of the changes around them. Since 
the 1850s, Buddhist authors had addressed the new threat posed by Christianity, and some sects even 
introduced “enemy studies” into the curricula of their academies. Buddhist authors were among the first 
in Japan to write about evolutionary theory and the particular problems this new scientific theory 
implied for revealed religion. Buddhist authors also introduced modern historiographic methods into the 
writing of religious history. Although different sects adjusted in different ways, there was a general mood 
of readiness for reform almost unparalleled in other major religious traditions around the world, where 
conservative attempts at reassertion usually played a much larger role—be it in South Asian Hinduism 
and Islam, Southeast Asian Islam, European Christianity, or Middle Eastern and North African Islam—
where reform attempts frequently entailed a split from the mainstream religious institutions and the 
creation of new religious movements. In contrast to these cases, Japanese Buddhists enthusiastically 
embraced the changes necessitated by the modern age, which they interpreted as new possibilities. 
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Japanese Buddhism as we know it today was formed in this era of tremendous change. The modern 
period, largely the decades between the middle of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth 
century, has nonetheless received scant attention in historical research on Japanese Buddhism. In Japan, 
it has been dwarfed by doctrinally oriented sectarian studies and the towering attention devoted to the 
late ancient and medieval periods, supposedly the time when Buddhism in Japan flourished and 
engendered its most original innovations under the great reformers of the Heian (Saichõ and Kükai, the 
founders of the Tendai and Shingon, sects, respectively) and Kamakura periods (Hõnen, Shinran, Dõgen, 
and Nichiren the founders of the Jõdo, Jõdo Shinshü, Sõtõ Zen, and Nichiren sects, respectively). 
Together with the niche subjects of early modern Buddhism (i.e., that of the Tokugawa period) and 
contemporary Buddhism (since 1945), modern Buddhism has only slowly taken ground as an accepted 
field within Buddhist Studies since Yoshida Kyüichi Ámat^ (1915–2005) pioneered work on the Meiji 
period, emphasizing its “modernity,” in the late 1950s. In Western-language scholarship on Japan, the 
transformative era of the nineteenth century has taken even longer to catch on, despite the importance 
of the Meiji period more generally in European and North American scholarship on Japan since the early 
postwar period. In the following sections, we will first trace the major transformations Buddhism 
underwent at an institutional level in nineteenth-century Japan, especially in connection with the broader 
religious policy of the Meiji state. With those factors in mind, we will move to an overview of how 
scholarship on the topic developed in both the West and in Japan, before identifying the major issues 
that Japanese Buddhists faced in the nineteenth century, which will also inform the makeup of this 
volume. 

Buddhism in Nineteenth-Century Japan: An Overview 
Before we enter into the history of scholarship on modern Japanese Buddhism proper, it will be useful 
to gain a general insight into the main institutional changes experienced by the Japanese schools of 
Buddhism after the Meiji restoration of 1868. Historian of religion Hayashi Makoto (b. 1953) has 
recently proposed, in response to an earlier division by Yoshida Kyüichi, a new periodization for the 
history of modern Buddhism in Japan. Diverging from the more Marxist-influenced classification of 
Yoshida, Hayashi asserts the need to understand the history of nineteenth-century Japanese Buddhism 
not only as the making of something new—or in other words, of the “modern” itself—but also as the 
gradual process of dismantling a centuries-old religious system with its own intrinsic rationale.3 That is, 
we can only begin to comprehend the “modernization” of Buddhism in Japan if we take into 
consideration the adaptational struggles that came with the sudden abolishment of Tokugawa 
institutions, then indissociable from the Buddhist establishment itself. From that perspective Hayashi 
divides the history of post-Restoration Buddhism into three periods, which will function as a guide for 
the brief historical overview below. 

The Age of Negotiation (1868–1872) 
In 1868, after over a decade of complicated internal debates among the political elites and a few years of 
actual military conflict, the young Mutsuhito ^^ (1852–1912) was crowned emperor of Japan. Although 
fighting against Tokugawa forces would continue in northern Japan well into the following year, in areas 
already under Imperial authority the process of “restoring” institutions of the ancient ritsuryõ state—or 
rather, idealized versions thereof—had begun. This meant, of course, the abolition of social and legal 
structures then considered by different factions within the new government as being both impediments 
to the “restoration” of Imperial power and “former evil practices” associated with the Tokugawa 
regime. The Buddhist institution was, unmistakably, one such structure, and for Meiji ideologues it had 
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to be dealt with accordingly. The government thus issued the many individual directives that became 
known in later historiography as the shinbutsu bunri {edicts). These, as John Breen explains, were aimed 
at putting “an end to all state privileges” enjoyed by Buddhism and transferring those social functions to 
“Shinto.” While their most immediate objective seems to have been to prompt all involved parties to 
“clarify” (hanzen, i.e., distinguish between the worship of buddhas and kami at a mostly material and 
ritual level), they eventually led to the sometimes violent outbursts known as the haibutsu kishaku 
move-ment.6 However, the foremost preoccupation of Buddhists was that the Meiji state, seeking 
friendly relations with Western countries, would now allow the free practice of Christianity in Japan. 
The social role of keeping Japan a “Jesus-free” land was perceived by many late-Edo Buddhists as the 
main raison d’être of their institution, a trend readers can verify in several texts included in this 
sourcebook. 

The way Buddhists reacted to these policies was, however, not as one would at first expect: although 
some of the government actions could be read as unmistakably anti-Buddhist, the most representative 
part of the clergy did not act with contempt nor did it engage in direct protest. Rather, they proceeded 
to acknowledge their “past mistakes” and proposed a renewed relationship with their new secular 
leaders. During the early months of 1869, clerics representing different Buddhist schools— a number of 
them included in this volume—came together and founded the League of United Buddhist Sects (Shoshü 
dõtoku kaimei), the first supra-sectarian Buddhist association of modern Japan. 

They drafted a joint document in which they declared the “inseparability of secular law and Buddhist 
law,” the “critique and proscription of heresies” and, most significantly, the “sweeping away of the past 
evils of each sect,” among other items. 

The proposal set forth by the League of United Buddhist Sects was not to set themselves against the 
new government, but to assert that the Buddhist institution, despite its numerous problems, could still 
be useful in the years to come—for instance in keeping away the “heresy” of Christianity, still forbidden 
in Japan at the time. Between 1869 and 1872, however, state policies aimed at disestablishing the 
Tokugawa regime would continue to shake the very foundations of Buddhist institutions: in early 1871, 
in preparation for the abolition of the domain system that would take place a few months later, the Meiji 
state confiscated all land that had been granted to both Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines by the 
shogun and daimyo. Although this remains an understudied topic, the confiscation had a far larger 
material impact on the Buddhist institution than any of the isolated haibutsu kishaku events. By mid-1871 
the government had also issued a new state-centered family registration system. This led, a few months 
later, to the official abolition of the Buddhist-controlled religious census that had formed the basis of the 
danka system, a feature characteristic of Tokugawa Japan. In 1872, a law was issued decriminalizing 
clerical marriage and meat eating, both of which had been considered illegal in the Tokugawa context. 
Later that year members of the clergy were also made to take surnames, and were now, in essence, no 
different from commoners (heimin). 

By the end of 1872, Buddhism had been stripped of both its main sources of income and of its social 
status. It was also on the verge of seeing the decriminalization of Christianity, perceived as its great 
enemy. Indeed, in the beginning of 1873, the Meiji state decided to withdraw the centuries-long 
prohibition against the “heretic teaching.” Although by this point many a cleric was convinced that the 
government was truly setting out to “eradicate” Buddhism, others continued to seek state approval, 
emphasizing the myriad ways the dharma could contribute to the national goal of enriching the country 
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and strengthening the army (fukoku kyõhei) and, as we will see below, to the emperor-centered national 
promulgation campaign. 

The Age of Kyõdõshoku (1872–1884) 
In order to eliminate Buddhism from the public sphere and transfer its social functions to Shinto, the 
government had promulgated, in early 1870, the Imperial decree on the Great Promulgation Campaign 
(Taikyõ senpu no mikotonori). This edict asserted the unity of ritual and government (saisei itchi), and 
established the office of senkyõshi (propagandists), who were supposed to elucidate to the nation the 
“Great Way of obedience to the gods.” Nativist and Confucian scholars were recruited for the position, 
while Buddhist priests were deliberately excluded from participating. However, for a number of reasons, 
which included lack of consensus regarding what these officials should in fact “propagate,” by mid-1872 
the senkyõshi had been abolished; now under a different ministry, the Kyõbushõ their role was 
reformulated and incorporated into the newly created office of doctrinal instructor (kyõdõshoku). The 
latter now included not only Nativist and Confucian scholars, but also Buddhist priests and whoever else 
was considered to have experience with audiences, such as haiku poets and rakugo storytellers. 

The main role of the kyõdõshoku was to preach to the population based on the “Three Standards of 
Instruction” (sanjõ kyõsoku) which were as follows: “To embody reverence for the deities and love of 
the country,” “To clarify the principles of heaven and the way of humanity,” and last, “To revere and 
assist the emperor and obey the will of the court.” These aimed at inculcating into the population the 
ideal of a new tennõ-centered Japan. With a few notable exceptions, most of the Buddhist world 
revealed a rather positive attitude toward these standards, even contributing to the formation of an 
entire exegetical genre surrounding them. This national proselytization plan focused on the Three 
Standards was further expanded in the following year, with the opening of the Great Teaching Institute 
(Daikyõin), set up on the grounds of Zõjõji temple in Tokyo. One should note that 1872 was also the 
year of the promulgation of Japan’s first Code of Education (gakusei). At this early stage, there was not 
yet a clear differentiation between kyõka ^^, which would be a duty of the Kyõbushõ, and kyõiku, which 
would be the responsibility of the Monbushõ (Ministry of Education). 

Nevertheless, this relationship did become an issue after 1873, when Monbushõ officials returned from 
Europe at least partly convinced of the ideal of separating religion and education.13 From around this 
time, Monbushõ bureaucrats began advocating a clear distinction between the roles of proselytizers and 
schoolteachers, which eventually led to the exclusion of Buddhist priests from public education. This ban 
was later relaxed, and then ultimately lifted in 1879, when it became clear that the Buddhist clergy was 
essential in terms of persAonnel for the Monbushõ enterprise. Note that although the Daikyõin had 
been dissolved in 1875 (and the Kyõbushõ itself abolished in 1877), the kyõdõshoku system itself 
continued well into the following decade. This meant that the time between the late 1870s and early 
1880s was one of accommodation for Buddhists, who now had to find their role amid this new division 
between “education” and “religion.” In fact, while kyõdõshoku members of the Buddhist clergy still had a 
public role, the office also increasingly lost importance, making it clear that it was just a matter of time 
until it was abolished altogether. In the “enlightened” environment of Meiji Japan, asserting themselves 
vis-à-vis the old “enemy” of Christianity as a positive force for the state became the highest 
commitment for most Buddhists. 

From the early 1880s, as Japan embarked on the journey to become a constitutional state, Buddhists 
strove at the intellectual level to adapt to the myriad new discourses required by current times. Besides 
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the abovementioned concept of “education,” the concepts of “science” and “religion” also posed their 
challenges, as did those of “individual” and “faith.” Another important development at this time was the 
rise of lay Buddhist movements. Whereas until the early Meiji years nonclerical persons in positions of 
leadership in Buddhist institutions were virtually unheard of, laypeople began playing a major role around 
this time, as we can observe in the work of individuals such as Õuchi Seiran (1845–1918) and Nakanishi 
Ushirõ (1859–1930). Their less directly engaged position—or in other words, the fact that they were 
not as committed to institutional demands—was also important in overcoming, when necessary, the 
sectarianism so characteristic of Japanese Buddhist schools. This in turn became an essential tool for 
reframing Buddhism as a “religion.” 

Establishing the Modern Buddhist Institution (1884–1900) 
Between the late 1870s and early 1880s, as the Freedom and People’s Rights Movement (Jiyü minken 
undõ) gained strength, so did the demand for a constitution. The idea of a constitutional environment—
and the possibility of Japan adopting a state religion— provided Buddhists with a new type of awareness, 
which can be observed, for instance, in the work of Shaku Unshõ (1827–1909) included in this 
sourcebook. At the same time, the realm of religious policy also experienced its own crisis. With the 
demise of the Daikyõin in 1875— due mainly to the lack of cooperation by Jõdo Shin priests prompted 
by Shimaji Mokurai (1838–1911)—a new Shinto-centered bureau took over much of its role. A dispute 
arose between the chief priest of the Ise Shrines, who had been appointed the head of this new Office of 
Shinto Affairs (Shintõ jimukyoku), and the chief priest of Izumo Shrine over which deities to enshrine in 
the office. As a consequence of this “Pantheon Dispute” (saijin ronsõ), which could only be solved by 
the arbitration of the Imperial court, in 1882 the government forbade priests working in national and 
Imperial shrines (kankoku heisha) from serving as kyõdõshoku. They were also forbidden to perform 
funerals. The dissatisfied factions went on to establish their own institutions, giving rise to the distinction 
between “Shrine Shinto” and “Sect Shinto.” 

This internal dispute, intrinsically related to the very issue of Imperial authority, constituted the final 
blow to the already moribund kyõdõshoku system. Between March and April 1884, Inoue Kowashi 
(1844–1895), one of the architects of the Meiji Constitution, proposed the elimination of the office. He 
emphasized the ideal of religious freedom alongside a legal framework for regulating religious 
corporations. Indeed, a few months later in August 1884, the Council of State promulgated a directive 
abolishing the position of kyõdõshoku, an event of utmost importance for Buddhism. The proclamation 
not only ended the twelveyear existence of the office, but also reformulated the sectarian administrator 
system (kanchõ seido), giving religious institutions the autonomy to appoint and dismiss their own 
clergy. Furthermore, it also stipulated that Buddhist schools had to prepare, according to the principles 
of their own foundational doctrines (rikkyõ kaishü no shugi), a sectarian constitution (shüsei), laws for 
governing temples (jihõ), and rules for appointing clerics for various positions. These would be 
submitted to the minister of home affairs (naimukyõ), who would then authorize the sects’ provisions. 

This right to self-determination affected Buddhist sects in very different ways. Some sects had to come 
up with solutions for long-term internal rivalries, such as the centuries-old friction between the Sõjiji 
and Eiheiji temples in Sõtõ Zen, or even give consideration to what would, in essence, be their 
“foundational doctrine.” Others had relatively little trouble developing a centralized administration 
based on the tenets of modern bureaucracy. This newly gained autonomy, albeit limited by the 
boundaries set by the home minister, introduced yet another sense of crisis for Buddhists—they needed 
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a clear “doctrine,” which, as per contemporary requirements, had to accord with ideals such as 
“science” and “rationality.” That is, in a context in which the influence of Christianity grew each day, 
Buddhists emphasized that their “religion,” despite its many flaws, was still in harmony with the moral 
goals of the Japanese nation and could, therefore, contribute to uniting people’s spirits. Buddhism, they 
held, was a better aid than Christianity for the national enterprise not only because it had been in Japan 
for longer, but because “rationally,” it made sense. 

The 1890s, however, brought yet new developments. The Meiji Constitution of 1889 and Imperial 
Rescript on Education in 1890 both settled the idea of religious freedom alongside the understanding of 
emperor worship as civic duty. The 1891 lèse-majesté incident involving Uchimura Kanzõ (1861–1930), 
who as a Christian had hesitated to fully bow during a ritual reading of the Rescript, provided the 
Buddhist world with further ammunition to question the role of their old enemy in the new 
constitutional framework. Could Christians uphold their beliefs without compromising their duties as 
subjects? The Buddhist answer was obviously “no.” This became a still more pressing issue in 1894, 
when the government signed, just before the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, the Anglo-Japanese 
Treaty of Commerce and Navigation (Nichiei tsüshõ kõkai jõyaku). By the terms of the agreement, 
scheduled to come into force five years later in July 1899, British nationals in Japan would be subject to 
local laws, which implied an end to the system of extraterritoriality and the enactment of what the 
Japanese referred to as “mixed residence” (naichi zakkyo). At a time when Japan was becoming more 
aggressive in its colonial enterprises, the new system meant that foreigners were no longer limited to 
inhabiting specific settlements such as Kobe or Yokohama, but could now live anywhere in Japanese 
territory as long as they complied with the law. The idea of Christians roaming around as they wished 
felt like a threat to many, which prompted the government to begin considering a law of religions. 

Into the Twentieth Century 
Such a law of religions was proposed in 1899, the same year in which the mixed-residence system was 
scheduled to begin. It established somewhat equal regulations for Sect Shinto, Buddhism, and 
Christianity, but as scholars have pointed out, failed to satisfy any of the representatives of the different 
groups. While it did find some advocates among Buddhists, most schools united against the law,20 
claiming that Buddhism, as the religion of the majority of the Japanese, should be granted a special legal 
status, akin to what Catholic and Protestant churches experienced in France and Germany, respectively. 
They were successful in their lobbying efforts, as in early 1900 the law, which had been approved by the 
(lower) House of Representatives, was rejected by the (upper) House of Peers. This caused the 
government to revise its plans and establish, in April 1900, two new offices within the Home Ministry: 
the Shrine and Religion Bureaus. The latter was supposed to oversee all “religions” (including Sect 
Shinto), whereas the former would be in charge of official “Shrine Shinto” (jinja shintõ) affairs. This 
division, which in a sense formalized the influential discourse of Shrine Shinto as “non-religious,” is 
considered by scholars as a major turning point in the establishment of what we now refer to as “State 
Shinto” (kokka shintõ). 

The late nineteenth century was, as seen above, a time of rapid change not only for Buddhism, but for 
the entire Japanese religious landscape. For Buddhist schools, in particular, it was a time of adaptation 
and negotiation, a time of finding new justifications for their existence vis-à-vis the state and in relation 
to each other. Indeed, although Hayashi Makoto mentions the years between 1900 and 1945 as the last 
stage of his periodization, he does imply that the impact of the above challenges continued to influence 
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the way Buddhists acted and thought well into the twentieth century, a point readers can confirm in 
several of the texts included here. In the following section, we will provide a brief history of how 
scholarship has dealt with this complicated period, after which we will provide an overview of how this 
volume relates to some of these questions. 

The History of Research on Modern Japanese Buddhism in Western Languages 
Although the question of modernity was in a way one of the defining issues in postwar Western-
language scholarship on Japan, religion was conspicuously absent from research in modern Japanese 
history long after 1945. The paradigm of modernization theory that dominated the field well into the 
1970s implied that secularization had rendered religion more or less obsolete in the modern age. The 
Japanese case seemed to bear out this assumption particularly well, given the aggressively secularist 
stance of Japanese elites. 

The role of religious institutions or religious thought within modern Japanese history was not entirely 
absent in Western scholarship, but it did not become a main focus of studies until around 1980. The 
first important monographic study, Kathleen Staggs’s 1979 dissertation In Defense of Japanese Buddhism 
remains unpublished, yet it is still often cited. It was not until 1990 that a landmark study of Meiji 
Buddhism with a legitimate claim to present a comprehensive picture introduced the importance of this 
subject into English-language scholarship with force. James Ketelaar’s Of Heretics and Martyrs in Meiji 
Japan to this day remains the point of departure for anyone dealing with Meiji Buddhism in the English 
language, given that it effectively covers central aspects including Tokugawa-period preconditions, the 
haibutsu kishaku narrative central to the book’s title, attempts of intra-Buddhist reform in response to 
the crisis of the first years of the Meiji period, and the early years of the global spread of Japanese 
Buddhism. 

This groundbreaking work has since then been complemented by more specialized studies in a number 
of important subfields. One of these has been the introduction of individuals important to the story of 
modern Buddhism. In 2002, Peter Kleinen contributed to this genre with a study on the bakumatsu 
priest Gesshõ (1817–1858), including a full German translation of his Buppõ gokoku. The same author 
had already penned a monograph on Tanaka Chigaku earlier, although this was written more within the 
context of the Japanese ultranationalism and fascism of the 1930s. More recently, Hans Martin Krämer 
has produced a study of the early Shimaji Mokurai, a pioneer of many modernist innovations, particularly 
in the field of the relationship of religion and the state. Mokurai’s contributions were to characterize 
modern Buddhism, and especially the modern Jõdo Shinshü institutions, throughout the last decades of 
the nineteenth century. 

Even before Ketelaar’s study, interest in the history of Christianity in modern Japan had led to the 
publication of Notto Thelle’s Buddhism and Christianity in Japan in 1987. For the bakumatsu and the late 
Meiji period, Thelle offers a comprehensive account of the changing character of the relationship 
between the two religions, introducing a plethora of historical actors and texts from both sides. A work 
of similar character was written by Monika Schrimpf in German, extending the time frame somewhat up 
to the end of the Meiji period. More recently, Michel Mohr has complicated the picture of Buddhist-
Christian relations by looking beyond the mainline denominations and focusing on the cooperation 
between Unitarians and Japanese Buddhists toward the end of the Meiji period. 
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Another focus of Western-language studies has been the internal institutional changes of Buddhist sects 
in the Meiji period. Two dramatic changes stand out, especially when viewed in comparison to the 
preceding Tokugawa period. One concerned the way of dealing with death. While Buddhism had had a 
virtual monopoly on entombing the dead and conducting funeral rites up to 1868, this was now 
challenged by competition from Shinto shrines. The challenge was more than symbolic, as the livelihood 
of priests largely depended on the funerary business. In his 2006 Modern Passings, Andrew Bernstein has 
looked into how Buddhism weathered these difficulties in the early Meiji period. Richard Jaffe has 
researched the other great change imposed upon Buddhist priests by the new government in 1868, 
namely the rescission of the prohibition of marriage that had been upheld by the state until then. This is 
also one of the few works in English that has taken up the question of monastic rules, the future of 
which was a hotly contested issue in Buddhist circles in the last decades of the nineteenth century. 

One of the major topics pioneered by Ketelaar’s Of Heretics and Martyrs in Meiji Japan was the 
beginnings of the propagation of Japanese Buddhism in Europe and North America, especially through 
the participation of Japanese priests in the 1893 World Parliament of Religions in Chicago. The Japanese 
activities at the Parliament have been the subject of two monographic studies, Presenting Japanese 
Buddhism to the West by Judith Snodgrass and Mahayana Phoenix by John Harding. In contrast, the 
introduction of Japanese Buddhism to Europe has not been a central object of scholarship so far and has 
mostly been treated either marginally within the framework of the introduction of Buddhism overall or 
within Japanese religions more broadly, such as in the case of Frédéric Girard’s book on Émile Guimet 
and Japanese religions. 

Surprisingly, despite the groundwork laid by Kathleen Staggs, the vicissitudes Buddhist thought 
underwent in modern Japan have not been the central subject of monographic studies, although they do 
play some role in many of the studies mentioned already. Galen Amstutz’s diachronic study of Pure Land 
thought in Japan includes a substantial chapter on the modern period. Similarly, Clinton Godart’s recent 
study of evolutionary theory in modern Japan includes an in-depth consideration of how Buddhists 
situated themselves vis-à-vis this specific challenge of the modern natural sciences. 

Another subject that until very recently was marginal is the connection that emerged, since the 1890s, 
between Buddhism and progressive politics. While some scholarship on the later twentieth-century 
movement of Engaged Buddhism had been available for some time, two recent English-language 
monographs have now advanced our understanding of this movement’s Meiji-period precedents. While 
Melissa Curley’s Pure Land, Real World focuses on the Jõdo Shinshü, James Mark Shields’s Against 
Harmony casts a slightly wider net to include Zen as well as Nichiren Buddhism. Both works only 
partially deal with the Meiji period and include events up to 1945 and even the early postwar period. 
Equally marginal, but perhaps even more important, is the subject of Japanese Buddhism in relation to 
“Asia.” Although, as we will see in the section below, a number of volumes on that subject have been 
published in Japanese in recent years, there is still very little work on it in other languages. Notable 
exceptions are Micah L. Auerback’s unpublished PhD dissertation and Hwansoo I. Kim’s Empire of the 
Dharma, both focusing on the role of Japanese Buddhism in colonial Korea. Although Richard Jaffe’s 
recent Seeking Šãkyamuni addresses the issue of Japanese connections with South and Southeast Asia, 
there is, other than in Japanese, still no monograph-length study in English (or any other European 
language) of the position of Japanese Buddhist schools in either continental China or colonial Taiwan, for 
instance. 
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Lastly, a number of recent studies are already beginning to have great impact on the field of the history 
of modern Japanese Buddhism, despite being of a more synthetic character. The most important to 
mention in this context is Jason Ã. Josephson’s 2012 monograph The Invention of Religion in Japan, the 
first work to take up the question of how the concept of religion was “invented” in modern Japan and 
what consequences its appropriation yielded, including its effects on modernizing Buddhism. A similar 
work with a greater focus on the relationship between religious groups and the state is Trent Maxey’s 
2014 monograph The “Greatest Problem.”  Finally, there is Isomae Jun’ichi’s Religious Discourse in 
Modern Japan of the same year, which also sets its main focus on the complicated consequences of the 
introduction of the modern concept of “religion” into Japan, but this time with a focus on its effects 
within the academy, especially the emerging field of religious studies in Japan. 

Almost all of the studies mentioned above stand in close relationship to Japanese scholarship on the 
same subject, in that they were prompted by or developed in close cooperation with Japanese scholars 
of modern Buddhism. In fact, although relatively marginal within Japan, Japanese scholarship on the 
history of modern Buddhism predates that in Western languages by several decades and may be thought 
crucial for the agenda setting of the latter. 

History of Research of Modern Japanese Buddhism in Japanese 
Domestic considerations of the post-Restoration development of Buddhist history began during the 
1890s and became both more frequent and robust around 1930. For instance, in 1894 the journal 
Bukkyõ (Buddhism) published a call for papers on historical sources of “Meiji Buddhism,” which was 
followed, from the next issue, with contemporary accounts by important figures such as Nanjõ Bun’yü 
(1849–1927) and Maeda Eun (1855–1930). Ten years after this early attempt, Õuchi Seiran would 
publish, in the pages of the journal Shin Bukkyõ (New Buddhism), an article titled “Lectures on the 
History of Meiji Buddhism,” which in a vein similar to the papers mentioned above, relied on the 
contemporary eyewitness character of its author.46 The establishment of the journal Bukkyõ shigaku 
(Studies in Buddhist history) in 1911 meant yet another important step in the historical study of 
Buddhism, and served as a catalyst to the gathering of sources that would, in the following decade, 
culminate in the Meiji ishin shinbutsu bunri shiryõ (Historical sources on the separation of Shinto and 
Buddhism during the Meiji Restoration), a true tour de force in five volumes published between 1926 
and 1929. 

Although important works on the Restoration’s impact on Buddhism were published from the mid-
1920s, the following decade saw far more important developments in terms of monographic studies on 
the topic. For instance in 1933, Tomomatsu Entai (1895–1973), encouraged by French orientalist Sylvain 
Lévi (1863–1935), established in Tokyo the Historiographical Institute for Meiji Buddhism (Meiji 
bukkyõshi hensanjo, which, despite being only a minor influence at the time, did help pave the way for a 
whole generation of scholars focusing on the modern history of Buddhism, and revealed the then 
increasing preoccupation to save as many primary sources from the Meiji period as possible. 

After 1945, the postwar generation would build upon this documentary groundwork and, based on a 
new interpretation of the meaning of “modernity,” turn the study of “Meiji Buddhism” on its head. The 
generation of scholars represented by Yoshida Kyüichi and Kashiwahara Yüsen (1916–2003), who had 
lived through the Pacific War as male adults in their late twenties and were influenced by Marxism, 
presented a narrative of modern Japanese Buddhism critical to the role of religious institutions in the 
formation of the so-called Emperor System (tennõsei). This group of scholars, active mostly between 
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the 1950s and 1980s, understood the collaborationist attitude of Buddhist schools in the modern war 
efforts as marks of a “feudal character” that somehow survived into the Meiji period. They saw an 
exception to this affirmative position only in the few instances when Buddhists openly defied the state 
or, rather and more frequently, proposed alternatives to what these postwar scholars perceived as a 
totalitarian system. 

In this sense, to the point that they served to affirm state ideology, the majority of Buddhist activities 
was criticized as “feudal,” whereas innovative and sometimes “anti-establishment” movements such as 
Kiyozawa Manshi’s (1863–1903) Seishinshugi (Spiritualism) or Sakaino Kõyõ’s (1871–1933) Shin Bukkyõ 
(New Buddhism) were deemed worthy of the rubric “modern,” or kindaiteki. These early postwar 
scholars followed the mainstream of non-Marxist social science and historiography in Japan. Associated 
with names such as Maruyama Masao (1914–1996) or Õtsuka Hisao (1907–1996), the concern with 
Japan’s modernity—or rather its lack thereof—dominated those disciplines well into the 1970s and even 
1980s. 

Despite this modernist view of history, scholars such as Yoshida and Kashiwahara, alongside their junior 
Ikeda Eishun  (1929–2004), produced important works that remain authoritative in the field to this day, 
and were responsible for encouraging a new generation of younger students of modern Buddhism. 
Indeed, while these earlier scholars saw the history of modern Japanese Buddhism as the process of the 
realization of their own postwar ideal of modernism—and criticized everything that was not part 
thereof as “feudal”—the following generation, represented by Okada Masahiko (b. 1962), Fukushima Eiju 
(b. 1965), Moriya Tomoe b. 1968), and Õtani Eiichi (b. 1968), would take yet a different stance. 
Influenced by the discursive approach that had a decisive impact upon the Japanese humanities from the 
1990s onward, this generation of scholars was less interested in the issue of war responsibility and more 
focused on understanding the strategic self-styling of the historical actors—that is: what did it mean, in 
the context of modern Japan, to be a “Buddhist”? 

The research results presented by those younger scholars need to be understood in connection with 
the handful of studies on the establishment of the modern concept of “religion” (shükyõ) published after 
the mid-1990s. Despite some earlier works on the topic, monographs such as those by Haga Shõji, 
Yamaguchi Teruomi, and Isomae Jun’ichi, as well as the edited volume Reconsidering “Religion” by 
Shimazono Susumu and Tsuruoka Yoshio, showed that issues of self-identification were as much at the 
core of the so-called modernization process as were institutional changes. The attention to identity 
formation included a new focus on how Japanese national identity was shaped vis-à-vis Asia, and this 
translated into new studies focusing on cultural aspects of Buddhist proselytization in China and Korea. 
Moreover, research into the activities of Japanese Buddhists on the mainland, and other aspects of 
accommodation of sectarian institutions with the wartime state, now aimed less at facile criticism of 
these instances of “collaboration,” but rather at identifying the inner logic behind it. 

By the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, enough works had been published that the 
first critiques of the field itself started to appear. Spearheaded by the abovementioned Hayashi 
Makoto—who also served for several years as president of the Society for the Study of Modern 
Japanese Buddhist History (Nihon Kindai Bukkyõshi Kenkyükai the main hub for scholars in the field)—
these critiques sometimes pointed to how the field had changed in terms of self-identification, in the 
course of the 1950s and 1960s, from Meiji Buddhism to Modern Buddhism, and how the actual contents 
of these studies had shifted along with our very understanding of “modernity.” He alluded, for instance, 
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to the lack of studies on the transition between the Edo and Meiji periods, on the early Shõwa period, 
and on the transition into the postwar period. 

Consciously or not, more recent scholars have produced studies that, in many ways, fill in at least some 
of the gaps pointed out by Hayashi. Having experienced graduate education in an environment where 
the dialogue with non-Japanese scholarship was already the norm, studies by Tanigawa Yutaka (b. 1973), 
Hoshino Seiji (b. 1973), Õsawa Kõji (b. 1975), Iwata Mami (b. 1980), Shigeta Shinji (b. 1980), Kondõ 
Shuntarõ (b. 1980), and Õmi Toshihiro (b. 1981) have more explicitly connected Buddhism and its 
institutions with other areas of social activities, thus expanding the narrower traditional “History of 
Buddhism” into broader historiographical inquiries. For instance, what was the role of Buddhism in the 
development of modern education or the modern disciplinary institutions? How did the idea of 
“Buddhism” function in the establishment of “religion” or “art” as modern discourses? What was the 
ideological and practical role of Buddhism in the formation of panAsianism? How did Buddhism connect 
with the reception of Marxist theory in modern Japan? How did Japanese Buddhism negotiate the role of 
women within the emerging modern gender relations? These are, obviously, not simple questions to be 
answered in a single monograph; nonetheless, they show us that in terms of both perspective and scope, 
the field is now thriving as never before. 

Major Issues of Modern Japanese Buddhism 
As already emphasized, during the nineteenth century Japanese Buddhists faced a number of challenges, 
ranging from their identity as Buddhists (i.e., the very reconception of Buddhism as a “religion”) to their 
role as subjects of an increasingly larger empire. With that in mind, and for the purposes of this volume, 
we have divided the voices of nineteenth-century Japanese Buddhists, represented by the twenty-two 
chapters of this book, into five sections. These sections reflect major issues they faced, as identified in 
the scholarship summarized above, namely: 1) sectarian reform; 2) the nation; 3) science and philosophy; 
4) social reform; and 5) Japan and Asia. The bulk of non-doctrinal writing by Japanese Buddhist authors 
was in one way or the other devoted to one or several of these themes, which also came to inform 
their identity, be it primarily sectarian or more integrally Buddhist. Furthermore, none of these issues 
can be analyzed in a national vacuum; the role of Western precedent, competition, or cooperation is 
prominent throughout. 

Sectarian Reform 
The role of comparisons to the West is clear even with regard to the most inward of the five themes, 
that of sectarian reform. Undoubtedly, the most important trigger of inner reform was the severe 
criticism Japanese Buddhism faced from a variety of quarters. Confucian-inspired critique had been a 
mainstay of Tokugawa-period elite discourses since the early seventeenth century. Confucianists 
attacked the clergy as corrupt and the Buddhist teaching as otherworldly, a distraction from the 
paramount concerns of real life, that is, ethics. From the eighteenth century onward, the Nativist school 
of Kokugaku added to the mix with its vitriolic emphasis on the foreignness of Buddhism, supposedly 
unsuited for Japan. There was not much that was substantially new in the movements of the Late Mito 
School and Restoration Shinto, which sprang up in the first half of the nineteenth century. They were, 
however, important conduits for transporting and amplifying older critiques of Buddhism and translating 
them into action, such as the anti-Buddhist policies of the late Edo period. 
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A number of these points of criticism were grudgingly accepted by members of the Buddhist clergy, and 
a precept revival movement, aimed at rooting out the most widespread degenerations that had become 
the target of criticism, emerged from the mid-eighteenth century, associated with the names of Jiun 
Onkõ (1718–1804) and Fujaku (1707–1781), among others. This movement was prominently continued 
in the Meiji era by the Pure Land priest Fukuda Gyõkai (1809–1888). Indeed, the concern with monastic 
rules and the interference of the government into priestly life is the main concern of the first text 
introduced in this volume, Gyõkai’s 1876 “Questions and Answers from Beneath a Snowy Window” 
(part I, chapter 1), which includes a pointed critique of the contemporary focus of Buddhist priests on 
conducting funerals for securing their livelihood, a very appropriate object for reform in his eyes. 

Institutional reforms were spurred on by the haibutsu kishaku policies and the disestablishment of 
Buddhism immediately following the Meiji Revolution of 1868. An early example was the establishment 
of a new regional school for priests by a reform group of the Jõdo Shinshü in Yamaguchi in 1866. The 
older academies also slowly took up the cause of reform, such as the Takakura Gakuryõ of the Õtani 
branch of the same sect, which established a Department for the Protection of the Dharma (gohõjõ) in 
1868, where for the first time texts from other religions, especially Christianity, were studied. 

These early reform initiatives, however, were dwarfed by the inner changes the sects underwent during 
the course of the Meiji period, which some observers have called a “Protestantization” of Japanese 
Buddhism. Among the observable transformations were standardizations and unifications (such as of the 
Zen rituals for school founders or of koan phrasebooks) and simplifications and abridgements (such as 
those rituals in the esoteric schools now deemed too superstitious, or making Shugendõ into a distinct 
institution). Many of these concrete reforms were notionally based on a new understanding of Buddhism 
as a “religion,” that is, a social system of action fairly clearly delimited, no longer encompassing all walks 
of life, but restricted to the spiritual dimension. It was by living up to its full potential as an “ideal 
religion” that Japanese Buddhism might also prove its superiority to the rival Christianity, as Nakanishi 
Ushirõ argued in his 1889 On Religious Revolution (part I, chapter 2). While this rethinking of the 
nature of Buddhism by Buddhists themselves began in the early Meiji period, it gained considerable 
momentum with the formation of the The Fraternity of Puritan Buddhists (Bukkyõ Seito Dõshikai) in 
1899 and establishment of its journal Shin Bukkyõ in the following year. As the editorial from the 
inaugural issue of that journal introduced in this volume (part I, chapter 3) shows, the “New Buddhists” 
literally derided the “Old Buddhism” as superstitious, while calling for the “improvement of inner 
character through religious faith.” 

A genuinely new element of anti-Buddhism had come into play when Christian missionaries began 
proselytizing and publishing in Japan. They mainly took aim at Buddhist cosmology, rituals, and elements 
of faith that they viewed as superstitions. A potent weapon they employed in doing so was the 
historicization of what used to be elements of revelatory religion, following recent trends of liberal 
theology in Europe and North America. It took Japanese Buddhists until the 1890s to come to grips with 
this challenge, and only then did a historical approach to scriptural commentary and interpretation begin 
to take hold. As the authors—it is attributed to Kiyozawa Manshi—of an 1897 editorial for the journal 
Kyõkai jigen argued (introduced in this volume as part I, chapter 4), the independent study of scripture, 
unmediated by traditional commentaries, actually aided in understanding the core meaning of sacred 
texts. 
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In this way, Japanese Buddhist reform in the Meiji period pervaded both form and content. Institutional 
reform, educational reform, and the reform of the idea of and scholarship on Buddhism were intimately 
intertwined. Reform also had from the very beginning an eminently political dimension, which will be 
explored in the next section. 

The Nation 
The early modern period in Japan has been characterized as an era of budding nationalism. First 
articulated as the call for emancipation from Japan’s “unforgettable other,” China, the incursions by 
Russia and other Western powers into Japanese territory from the late eighteenth century onward 
markedly accelerated articulations of proto-nationalism. From the 1830s onward, tracts on national 
defense appeared, and religion also became a prominent topic in writings on national independence, as a 
Christian infiltration was seen as a first step toward conquest by the Western nations. Japanese 
Buddhists were not part of this discourse until the 1850s, when some of them began portraying 
Buddhism as the ideal bulwark against the spiritual onslaught of Christianity. More than anyone else, it is 
the Jõdo Shinshü priest Gesshõ who is associated with this movement that sought to protect both the 
dharma (gohõ) and the nation (gokoku). In his On Protecting the Nation through Buddhism, 
posthumously published in 1858 and introduced in this volume (part II, chapter 1), Gesshõ explained 
how Buddhism, and the Jõdo Shinshü in particular, was the best means to provide spiritual guidance in 
order to repel the Westerners whose strategy it was to weaken Japan spiritually through the 
introduction of Christianity. 

Efforts at proving the utility of Buddhism in the face of national crisis were prominent in, but not limited 
to, the Jõdo Shinshü. Given its historically strong rhetorical emphasis on saving the nation, it is no 
wonder that similar positions could be found in the Nichiren sect in the years immediately preceding the 
Meiji Revolution. A good example of this is the tract “Upholding Faith in the Buddhadharma and 
Repaying the Nation” penned by the layman Ogawa Taidõ (1814–1878) in 1863 (part II, chapter 2). He 
traced the origins of the contemporary political crisis in Japan, its existence threatened by foreign 
powers, to a “neglect of the Buddhadharma.” Tellingly, the way to protect the nation for Ogawa lay in 
correct practice, which first meant internal reform. This was necessary given the dismal situation Ogawa 
thought much of current Buddhism to be in. 

However, as we have seen above, much to the chagrin of the Japanese Buddhist establishment it was to 
Shinto that the young government turned as the main building block of post-Restoration religious policy. 
The separation of the Tokugawa-era link between state and temples and the turmoil in religious policy in 
the first few years of the Meiji period prompted some of the more perceptive among the clergy to 
fundamentally rethink the relationship between religion and state, or indeed, to think through this 
relationship in those terms for the very first time, given that the conceptual framework to do so was 
just emerging in the Japanese language. It was in particular the Three Articles of Instruction that 
prompted debate and invited criticism by Buddhists who felt that it was time that Buddhism was 
recognized as a vital force by the new Meiji state. An already very senior scholar priest joining the 
debate over the Three Articles of Instruction was Higuchi Ryüon. (1800–1885) of the Jõdo Shinshü. In 
his 1873 “Lectures on the Three Articles of Instruction” (part II, chapter 3), he argues that the hearts of 
the people need to unite in order to form a strong nation. Just as the Western nations were built on 
Christianity, the Japanese nation needed a religious foundation. Concurrently with Higuchi, the idea that 
Shinto is unsuitable for this task was spelled out most aggressively and most prominently by his fellow 
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Jõdo Shinshü cleric Shimaji Mokurai. This mostly intra-Buddhist discussion coincided in the early 1870s 
with the debates among the secular intellectuals of the Meiji Six Society (Meirokusha). Although these 
intellectuals agreed in principle that religion might be useful for uniting the nation, they also saw that a 
situation of religious plurality might best be dealt with by establishing the separation of religion and state 
and the freedom of religion. Given the tendency of the early Meiji state to prefer Shinto, this position 
was attractive to Buddhists, since it promised the protection of their creed, if not as a state cult, then at 
least as a private religion. This status came to be enshrined in the Meiji Constitution of 1889. 

Throughout these early years of the Meiji period, the other predominant political issue that religious 
groups in Japan were faced with was the question of Christianity. Pressure by the Western imperialist 
nations to lift the ban against Christianity had grown since the first unequal treaties had been signed 
beginning in 1854. Finally, its practice was permitted generally since 1873. For most Buddhists, the 
question was not whether to repel Christianity or not, but how to do so most effectively. A prominent 
representative of Buddhist intellectuals devoted to the antichristian cause was Ugai Tetsujõ (1814–
1891), who (under the pseudonym Kiyü Dõjin) published his textbook for Buddhist priests Laughing at 
Christianity in 1869 (part II, chapter 4). Ugai largely relies on the old Sino-Japanese tradition of anti-
Christian pamphlets dating back to the seventeenth century, which is visible both in the items of 
Christian doctrine he singles out for attack as well as in his positive advocacy of a cooperation between 
Buddhism, Shinto, and Confucianism, which would soon be replaced by a more self-confident stance 
arguing on the basis of the strength of Buddhism alone. 

Refutations of Christianity remained acute for Buddhist scholars well into the Meiji period. They were 
frequently articulated within a political argument for the predominance of Buddhism, especially before 
the compromise of the Meiji Constitution. The Shingon priest Shaku Unshõ (1827–1909), for instance, 
argued that Buddhism had always been the main religion of the Imperial house and was thus fit to be the 
national doctrine of Japan. In his 1882 work “On the National Doctrine of Greater Japan” (part II, 
chapter 5), Unshõ, like many of his contemporaries, stressed the need for moral reform of Buddhists 
themselves before Buddhism could serve as the religion of the nation. 

The emphasis on the need for inner reform receded somewhat after the 1880s and was replaced by a 
more openly articulated support of the new nation-state. A further self-confident Buddhism also began 
to engage in social reform of society at large. The most pressing concern of Buddhist intellectuals in the 
1880s, however, was the commensurability of Buddhism with modern forms of thought, especially 
modern academic philosophy. This ushered in a debate that was to dominate Buddhist writing in Japan in 
the 1880s and 1890s, which will be taken up in the next section. 

Science and Philosophy 
No scholar of religion is a stranger to the old adage that “Buddhism” is a religion compatible with 
“Science.” As Donald S. Lopez Jr. has repeatedly pointed out, the history of this relationship overlaps, in 
many ways, with the very story of how we came to understand ourselves as “modern.”68 In Japan, in 
particular, this is certainly the case, as both concepts of “science” and “philosophy” were only 
established in the archipelago through the mediation of a type of “Buddhism” that was, more than a 
mere “religion,” also both “scientific” and “philosophic.” 

As explained in the previous section, the nineteenth-century (re-) encounter with Christianity 
functioned for Buddhists everywhere in Japan as a call to arms of sorts. Although earlier critiques such 
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as those by Ugai Tetsujõ had been based on late medieval anti-Christian tracts, and even later works by 
the likes of Shaku Unshõ still grounded themselves on a highly idealized primeval relationship between 
Buddhism and the Imperial court, several Buddhists began dabbling in what they regarded as far more 
sophisticated methods for criticizing Christianity, which in the mid-Meiji context now “threatened” Japan 
in yet a different way. 

With the establishment of European-inspired political institutions in the 1870s and into the 1880s, the 
question was always present as to which religion Japan should adopt as a nation—or whether it should 
do so at all. Japanese Christians emphasized that if Japan were to follow in the footsteps of Euro-
American nations, it needed Christianity, which was the very ethical cornerstone of those regions. 
Buddhists, on the other hand, naturally rejected this idea, but the gist of their argument now was no 
longer Christianity’s belligerent character, but its philosophical unsoundness in terms of “science.” Sada 
Kaiseki (1818–1882) (in part III, chapter 1), argued for a uniquely Japanese idea of progress that did not 
rely on things Western, which led him to dispute the very core of Christian cosmology, suggesting it 
presented a demiurgical idea of God. Although in some respects disparate even for contemporary eyes, 
Sada’s text does pose questions related to theodicy that, in essence, are meant to convince the reader 
of the usefulness of Buddhist science as an alternative to the Christian paradigm of modernization. 

Although not yet explicitly present in Sada, the recurrent issue of whether Buddhism is a “religion” or 
“philosophy” was considered in depth by one of his contemporaries, fellow cleric and University of 
Tokyo instructor Hara Tanzan (1819–1892) (see part III, chapter 2). In the late 1880s this author would 
claim that, to the extent it cares little about the existence of “ghostly realms” and rather focuses on the 
elimination of affliction and sickness, Buddhism is not a “religion” but a “philosophy.” Influenced by the 
Japanese translation of Henry S. Olcott’s Buddhist Catechism (orig. 1881), Tanzan’s statement was a 
clear reaction against the type of faith-centered concept of “religion” that was starting to take root at 
the time. That is, in the sense that it is essentially a scientific endeavor, Buddhism was not supposed to 
be even considered in the same framework as Christianity, a system based entirely on what he regarded 
as blind belief. 

Having attended Tanzan’s classes at the University of Tokyo, Inoue Enryõ (1858–1919) (see part III, 
chapter 3), would take the above discussion one step further and claim that Buddhism was indeed a 
“religion,” albeit a “philosophical” one. In a context in which it was common knowledge that a 
constitution was in the works—and it was still unknown whether a political system with a state religion 
would be adopted—attempts to assert Buddhism as superior to Christianity became all the more 
frequent. The latter was but a “religion” based on emotion, whereas Buddhism, in turn, did share that 
aspect but went beyond, also constituting what Enryõ dubbed an “intellectual religion” (chiryokuteki 
shükyõ). He did acknowledge, however, that the Buddhism present in his time was not Buddhism as it 
should be, and for it to actually function as the true religion of Japan, it needed to be appropriately 
“revived.” What Enryõ argued for, then, was the (re)construction of a Buddhism rooted in reason, 
which unlike Christianity could guide the nation on the path of modernity. 

The issue of constructing Buddhism as a sound “religion” was, therefore, one of the most pressing of 
Meiji Japan. However, the question also arose of what was, precisely, the scope of this religion: while 
Christianity was, in the late nineteenth century, presented to the Japanese as a more or less well-defined 
system, Buddhists still struggled in that regard. Amid the myriad schools and sects of Buddhism, there 
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was no historical consensus as to what should be the core of their teachings, a fact that prompted Meiji 
Buddhists to distill their canon(s) and produce textual compilations reminiscent of the Christian Bible. 

This contemporary demand to present Buddhism as a single religion was, however, not a struggle solely 
devoted to finding common doctrinal grounds, but also in terms of convincingly presenting the internal 
consistency of these teachings. It is precisely this issue that Murakami Senshõ (1851–1929), professor of 
Buddhist Studies at the then Tokyo Imperial University, attempted to address in the intended five 
volumes of his Discourse on Buddhist Unity, published from 1901. Murakami’s work is also, in many 
senses, a response to contemporary European Buddhologists who presented as most authoritative a 
version of Buddhism centered on the Pali Canon, dismissing Mahãyãna developments as latter-day 
corruptions. Murakami, therefore, not only endeavored to produce a synthesis of Buddhist thought, 
explicating the connection between contemporary Japanese forms and their purported Indian past, but 
also, as the text translated in this volume (part III, chapter 4) reveals, strove to show the meaning of this 
unified doctrine in terms of a sound “faith.” 

From the turn of the century, as Christianity settled in Japan, discussions over the legal status of religion 
moved toward a consensus. Moreover, European scholars became more receptive to the Mahãyãna as a 
form of Buddhism worthy of respect, and thus the need to present (Japanese) Buddhism as a 
philosophical religion in accordance with the principles of science decreased. The new idea of a 
reformed, “unified” Buddhism was connected, as seen in the previous section, not only to the rise of 
harsh critiques of sectarian identity, but also led, ultimately, to the ways in which Buddhists related to 
society as a whole. 

Social Reform 
As explained above, internal sectarian reform was a crucial element in the modernization of Japanese 
Buddhism. Even statements challenging Christianity or Shinto were frequently accompanied by the 
caveat that only a reformed, modern Buddhism would be able to wield a superiority over other 
religions. This reformist zeal, however, also affected Buddhist attitudes toward the broader society. 
Although endeavors in social reform can be seen as reactions to conventional critiques of Buddhism as 
of a purely otherworldly orientation, they were certainly also driven by genuine religious convictions. 

Social engagement by Meiji-period Buddhists took many shapes. One of the earliest, and somewhat less 
explicit, was their involvement in the movement now referred to as “civilization and enlightenment” 
(bunmei kaika). The Meiji Six Society included in its ranks important sectarian leaders such as Ishikawa 
Shuntai (1842–1931) and Shimaji Mokurai, the latter of whom established, with Õuchi Seiran, the journal 
Hõshi sõdan, one of the first dedicated Buddhist periodicals of modern Japan. Seiran was also the editor 
of important publications such as the Kyõzon zasshi and the Meikyõ shinshi, as well as an active 
performer of the enzetsu type of public lecture characteristic of the bunmei kaika era. The translation in 
part IV, chapter 1 is an example of one such speech by Seiran, in which he emphasizes, from the 
perspective of a Buddhist, the “spiritual” values of “Eastern Civilization” vis-à-vis its then overestimated 
“Western” counterpart. 

Another early form of social engagement was the establishment of schools. Building on both the early 
modern heritage of running temple schools and experiences with institutions of priest training, individual 
Buddhist clerics as well as sects started establishing general schools, as opposed to schools geared 
toward training the clergy, from as early as the 1870s. As in so many other instances in Meiji-period 
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Buddhist history, the Christian challenge again looms large in the background: Christian missionaries in 
Japan had founded general purpose non-theological schools since the 1870s. Many of these were schools 
for instruction in English at first (such as Channing Moore Williams’s [1829–1910] English School in 
Osaka [1870] and Niijima Jõ’s [1843–1890] Dõshisha English School in Kyoto [Dõshisha eigakkõ, 1875]), 
but the net was soon cast wider. Women’s education, perceived as lacking by Christian missionaries and 
converts, was targeted especially. Schools such as Meiji jogakkõ (1885) were set up with Protestant 
backing, albeit without Christian ceremonies on campus or even overtly Christian educational content. 

Given the experience of Buddhist institutions in the field of education, it did not take long before similar 
institutions with a Buddhist background appeared, such as in the field of women’s higher schools. An 
early example of the latter was Joshi bungei gakusha, founded in 1888 by Shimaji Mokurai. The former 
Buddhist academies were gradually transformed into modern universities, many of which are still in 
existence today. Their role for training the future clergy diminished while an increasing majority of 
students enrolled in general degree programs. 

Another Jõdo Shinshü school, the Futsü kyõkõ had opened in 1885 and would be, through new media in 
general, the breeding ground for several other influential Buddhist social reform organizations in the 
realms of temperance and outreach to society. Indeed, the proliferation of Buddhist journals—in the 
1890s, over a hundred of them existed—points toward the trend of Buddhism interacting with society 
in this era. Created by Futsü kyõkõ members, one of these journals, the Hanseikai zasshi (see part IV, 
chapter 2), made temperance, but also a more general humanism, its goal. Avoiding alcohol was just one 
step toward moral improvement, this time not aimed at priests, but rather as a movement aimed at 
society broadly defined. 

The conceptual—and practical—jump from reforms of the clergy, to those of laypeople, and eventually 
those of society at large had to include a reconsideration of the role of women within Buddhism. In a 
time when universal education became the norm, a number of Buddhists felt the need to address the 
issue of (in)equality between the sexes, a phenomenon of which the 1888 text by Shimaji Mokurai 
included in this volume is a clear example (see part IV, chapter 3). Also intended as a critique of the idea 
that the type of equality between men and women observed in the West was a result of Christian 
values, Shimaji’s text asserted that for Buddhism (and Confucianism) true equality lay in accepting the 
different roles of both genders. The question of women was also addressed by Tanaka Chigaku, himself 
a lay follower of Nichiren Buddhism who developed his own organization after having broken with 
orthodoxy. Tanaka’s 1894 On Buddhist Marriage (part IV, chapter 4) not only argues for the marriage of 
clerics, but more broadly aimed at “correcting the image of Buddhism as unworldly, emphasizing its 
connectedness to life, society, and the modern state.” 

By the turn of the century, Buddhist social outreach had multiplied. In theoretical terms, Buddhist 
thinkers began to grapple seriously with the profound social change wrought by industrialization and 
with the major political schools already developed in reaction to this in Europe, such as social 
democracy or state socialism. The Western-educated Shinshü priest Chikazumi Jõkan (1870–1941) 
situated Buddhism within these trends in his 1904 text The Problem of Faith (part IV, chapter 5). He 
argued that the historical Buddha had been a social reformer, preaching the equality of people regardless 
of caste. Among the Buddhists of contemporary Japan, Chikazumi continued, social justice should not 
remain theoretical but translate into social activism, and he clearly enumerated “workers’ education, 
illness insurance, family assistance, and so on” as fields of action. 
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Indeed, by the turn of the century, Buddhists had reached out to society in numerous ways. They had 
founded hospitals and other welfare institutions, employed prison chaplains, sent out military chaplains 
(see also part V, chapter 2), and engaged heavily in mission work in (mostly) other Asian countries, 
especially China and Korea. This was part of a more general turn toward Asia, as will be taken up in the 
next section. 

Japan and Asia 
Since the Heian period (794–1185), people on the main islands of the Japanese archipelago understood 
the world as being constituted of three “nations” or “realms.” This cosmology is obviously connected to 
a narrative of how Buddhism reached Japan and can be traced back at least as far as to the works of 
Saichõ (767–822). This idea was, for the inhabitants of the Japanese archipelago, an essential element in 
the ingraining of traditional Buddhist cosmology that placed Mt. Sumeru (Shumisen) at the center of the 
universe. Humankind would reside on a continent located in the southern part of this mountain, of 
which Tenjiku (which included, but was not necessarily limited to, the Indian subcontinent) occupied the 
center. Neighboring Tenjiku was Shintan (that is, China) and far in the periphery, almost falling off the 
edge of the world, was the realm of Japan, or Honchõ *fl. The story of Buddhism, which had its origins 
in Tenjiku, spread through Shintan, and was then propagated into Honchõ, was itself, in this sense, a 
narrative of global history. 

Although the arrival of the Portuguese in the sixteenth century— and consequently of modern 
European cartographic knowledge—did bring new developments to this cosmology, the essential 
narrative of Buddhist history remained. That is, far before the Western idea of “Asia” spread throughout 
Japan in the course of the Edo period, the story of how Buddhism came to the Japanese islands was 
already intrinsically connected to imagined versions of the continental mainland. The bakufu’s isolationist 
policy meant, however, that Buddhists in Japan were not allowed more than the imagining of India and 
China, save perhaps for sporadic contact with visitors from the continent in limited quarters of cities 
such as Nagasaki. With the “reopening” of the country in the 1850s, along with the easier access to 
transoceanic transportation, however, Buddhists could now experience the mainland themselves, 
without the textual filter imposed thus far. That is, besides the encounter with “religion” and a new 
sense of their role within society, Japan’s relationship with “Asia” was one of the issues that would 
(re)define the character of Buddhism in modern Japan. 

The first case of a Japanese Buddhist priest visiting China was that of Ogurusu Kõchõ (1831–1905), who 
traveled not long after the ratification of the Sino-Japanese Amity Treaty in June 1873. However, 
contrary to the vigorous practice he might have expected, he found Chinese Buddhism to be decadent, a 
reality that prompted him to draft the text partially translated here (part V, chapter 1), meant to revive 
Chinese Buddhism on his terms. Calling for cooperation against the common Western enemy, On 
Protecting the Dharma in Beijing is an essential text that represents the transformation of a theretofore 
subservient relationship: Japan is no longer the student, but now the teacher, who can save the Chinese 
dharma from its downfall. 

This self-representation as the leader of East Asia was ideologically fundamental for the colonial 
enterprise, in which Buddhists were to play an important role. With the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese 
War in 1894, Buddhist priests were sent to the continent in order to serve as chaplains, an activity they 
would continue to perform over the course of all Japan’s modern wars. Yamagata Genjõ (1866–1903), 
whose The Iron Scepter is partly translated here (part V, chapter 2), was one such chaplain. A scholar-
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priest within the Shingon tradition, Yamagata recorded his accounts of the battlefield in diary form, 
which reveal cooperation with Chinese Buddhists in what he then regarded as “new Japanese territory.” 
A clearer picture of how Buddhist rhetoric was used in order to justify Japan’s colonial enterprise can be 
seen in Shaku Soen’s (1860–1919) “The Japanese People’s Spirit,” a talk given in Manchuria but two 
years after Japan’s 1910 annexation of Korea (see part V, chapter 3). The lecture, obviously aimed at a 
Japanese audience, presents Japanese superiority in racial overtones that would become all the more 
frequent over the course of the following decade, alongside discourses on the nation’s kokutai. 

Yet, the Asian experience was also important in a doctrinal sense. The appropriation of European 
buddhological knowledge during the late nineteenth century helped to conclusively establish in Japan the 
idea that Chinese was not the “original” language of Buddhism, and that Sakyamuni’s “golden words” 
were to be found elsewhere. This led Rinzai priest Kawaguchi Ekai (1866–1945) to leave Kobe in 1897 
in search of these authentic texts, becoming the first Japanese to enter the “hermit nation” of Tibet in 
1901. He recorded his impressions in A Travelogue in Tibet, partly translated in part V, chapter 4. A 
widely popular text at the time, it shows that, besides his will to garner the “sacred texts” of his 
tradition, Kawaguchi also saw Tibet as a somewhat inferior nation in terms of civilization, which could 
again be “illuminated” by the wisdom of his native Japan. 

The increasing contact with the Asian reality ultimately changed the way Japanese clergymen and 
laypeople alike understood their own selves as “Buddhists,” in terms not only of their role as leaders of 
an imagined Asian coalition, but also in the sense of refashioning “Buddhism” as the most essential Pan-
Asian construct. 

*** 

Many of the chapters actually concern several of the five dimensions that we have presented and which 
inform the structure of the book. Anxiety about the nation could fuel sectarian reform; social reform 
measures were taken up within the framework of the mission in mainland Asia; through educational 
efforts, the pursuit of new trends in science and philosophy were thought to contribute to sectarian 
reform. Moreover, the challenge posed by the encounter with the (Christian) West was a contributing 
factor in all of the instances discussed here, so it will be treated as present within and throughout the 
five chapters instead of dealing with it separately. We hope that the diversity of the challenges of 
modernity and of Japanese Buddhists’ answers to these challenges becomes palpable in the volume, thus 
leading to a better understanding of where Japanese Buddhism stands today and how it arrived there.  
<>   

SECULARIZING BUDDHISM: NEW PERSPECTIVES ON A 
DYNAMIC TRADITION edited by Richard Payne [Shambhala, 
9781611808896] 
A timely essay collection on the development and influence of secular expressions 
of Buddhism in the West and beyond. 
How do secular values impact Buddhism in the modern world? What versions of Buddhism are being 
transmitted to the West? Is it possible to know whether an interpretation of the Buddha’s words is 
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correct? 
  
In this new essay collection, opposing ideas that often define Buddhist communities—secular versus 
religious, modern versus traditional, Western versus Eastern—are unpacked and critically examined. 
These reflections by contemporary scholars and practitioners reveal the dynamic process of 
reinterpreting and reimagining Buddhism in secular contexts, from the mindfulness movement to 
Buddhist shrine displays in museums, to whether rebirth is an essential belief. 
  
This collection explores a wide range of modern understandings of Buddhism—whether it is considered 
a religion, philosophy, or lifestyle choice—and questions if secular Buddhism is purely a Western 
invention, offering a timely contribution to an ever-evolving discussion. 
  
Contributors include Bhikkhu Bodhi, Kate Crosby, Gil Fronsdal, Kathleen Gregory, Funie Hsu, Roger R. 
Jackson, Charles B. Jones, David L. McMahan, Richard K. Payne, Ron Purser, Sarah Shaw, Philippe 
Turenne, and Pamela D. Winfield. 

CONTENTS 
Editor's Introduction 
1 Has Secularism Become a Religion? Some Observations on Pali Buddhism's Movement to the 
International Stage SARAH SHAW 
2 Buddhism and Secular Subjectivities: Individualism and Fragmentation in the Mirrors of 
Secularism DAVID L. MCMAHAN 
3 American Cultural Baggage: The Racialized Secularization of Mindfulness in Schools FUNIE 
HSU 
4 Curating Culture: The Secularization of Buddhism through Museum Display PAMELA D. 
WINFIELD 
5 Establishing the Pure Land in the Human Realm CHARLES B. JONES 
6 The Shared Origins of Traditionalism and Secularism in Theravada Buddhism KATE CROSBY 
7 Manifesting the Buddha Dharma in a Secular Age BHIKKHU BODHI 
8 Buddhism without a View: A Friendly Conversation with Stephen Batchelor's Secular 
Buddhism PHILIPPE TURENNE 
9 Secular Buddhism in a Neoliberal Age RON PURSER 
10 The Modern Mindfulness Movement and the Search for Psychological Redemption 
KATHLEEN GREGORY 
11 Avoiding Rebirth: Modern Buddhist Views on Past and Future Lives ROGER R. JACKSON 
12 Naturalistic Buddhism GIL FRONSDAL 
13 Conscious and Unconscious Dynamics in the Secularizing Discourse RICHARD K. PAYNE 
Notes 
About the Contributors 

Distinguishing the Secularizing of Buddhism from Buddhist Modernism 
Buddhist modernism is a descriptive category, grouping together a number of different phenomena, both 
in Asia and the West, and stretching across the last century and a half. It is rooted in Asian resistance to 
colonialism and in Western responses to the rise of science as an explanatory system displacing religion, 
together with an increasing awareness of religious diversity. Such resistance "generated the need for 
anticolonial national movements to reformulate their own collective representations in terms of the 
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dominant Western paradigms." Buddhist reformers recast local forms of Buddhist praxis in the mold of 
"religion," and in doing so they adopted not only models of organization but also the values of liberal 
Protestant thought widespread in England and the United States at the end of the nineteenth century. 
Buddhist modernism "has been shaped by an engagement with the major discourses of Western 
modernity—science, Romanticism, and liberal Protestantism—and is marked by a number of distinctively 
modern values such as individuality, democracy, pluralism, and the privileging of meditation experience 
as the core of the tradition." Natalie Quli provides a summary list of twelve interrelated features of 
Buddhist modernism that are said to derive from the influence of the West: 

1. the extolling of reason and rationality, 

2. a rejection of ritual, "superstition," and cosmology, 

3. an understanding of doctrine and text as more authentically Buddhist than practices such as relic 
veneration or Buddha-name recitation, 

4. laicization and democratization, 

5. a valorization of meditation and an optimistic view of nirvana, culminating in the hitherto 
unprecedented widespread practice of meditation among the laity, 

6. an ecumenical attitude toward other Buddhist sects, 

7. increased status of women, 

8. interest in social engagement, 

9. the tendency to define Buddhism as a philosophy rather than a religion, 

10. a return to the "original" teachings of the Buddha, particularly as ascribed to the Pali canon, 

11. a focus on text, and 

12. rejection of "spirit" or "folk" religion... as mere cultural accretions (introduced through the process 
of decay) to be separated from the rational core of Buddhism. 

As we are using the terms here, Buddhist modernism is distinct from the secularizing of Buddhism. 
Buddhist modernism is an ideological framework, while the secularizing of Buddhism is a movement—
there are no leaders proclaiming Buddhist modernism, only scholars using the term to identify a 
complex of mutually supportive ideas and to describe the changes in Buddhist institutions and teachings 
over the last century and a half. In contrast, there are active proponents advocating the secularization of 
Buddhism, and building institutions and networks. 

Again, "secularizing Buddhism" is not meant to identify a kind of Buddhism but rather a process or 
dynamic that is at work in present-day Buddhism. Since the reader may be expecting clear delineation 
between two equal categories, and feel confused and distressed by what appears to be a lack of clarity, it 
is worth reiterating that we are looking at a dynamic process that is continuing to change—the 
instability of "Buddhism" mentioned above. While much of present-day European and American 
Buddhism can be described as instances of Buddhist modernism, the process of secularizing Buddhism 
has a much wider reach. Although counter to the idea that modern and secular and Western necessarily 
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go together, secularizing is also part of Buddhist traditions that are not prima facie modernist. One 
example, the modern Japanese group Soka Gakkai, shares such key characteristics with secularizing as an 
anticlerical attitude—it is a lay organization with lay leaders that has formally broken with the monastic 
institution that had been its initial source of legitimation. At the same time, its main practice is chanting a 
mantra before a thirteenth-century mandala of the names of buddhas and bodhisattvas important in the 
Lotus Sutra written in a medieval style of Japanese calligraphy in expectation of fulfilling one's wishes—a 
practice that a strongly secularizing attitude would no doubt find nothing more than superstitious. 

Another instance is Fo Guang Shan, which, although originating in Taiwan, is now an international 
organization located in what has been called "global Buddhist China." This is the range of expatriate 
communities whose members increasingly identify as Chinese rather than as being from some specific 
"locality (be it the People's Republic of China [PRC], Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, or the diasporas of 
Southeast Asia and worldwide)." Used in this sense, "being Chinese" is a relational concept rather than 
an identifier of an "ethnic essence" of some kind. It refers instead to an imagined collectivity that allows 
people at a diasporic temple to use the parlance of "we Chinese," whatever their national origin. While 
there is this expansive sense of a global Buddhist China, the kind of Buddhism being propagated is Han, 
the dominant ethnic group within contemporary China. In China issues of modernization began at the 
end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century—for example, with the work of Taixu 
(1890-1947); see the chapter by Charles B. Jones in this volume. Buddhist modernism, however, includes 
developments throughout the Buddhist world. In Japan many of the movements that are known as "new 
religions" (shin shukyo, those originating from around the beginning of the nineteenth century), as well 
as the "new new religions" (shin shin shukyo, those originating after 1970), are either founded by lay 
Buddhists or have a strong lay leadership—the move away from monastic leadership being a marker of a 
secularizing trend. Similar modernizing movements, such as the Mahasi Thathana Veiktha in 
Burma/Myanmar, originated in South and Southeast Asia as well. 

The Intent of This Collection 
The intent of this collection is "critical" in the sense of attempting to look closely at the ways in which 
particular sets of ideas are used, including their background in Western religious and philosophical 
culture. It is not criticism in the sense of making an overall negative value judgment. Some readers may 
mistake a critical approach as being an implicit accusation of inauthenticity. Claims of authenticity or 
accusations of inauthenticity are simply strategic moves for the acquisition of power. This collection is 
not, therefore, a project about authenticity—it is not the goal here to either promote or to discredit 
the movement toward a secularized Buddhism. Rather, the intention is to contribute toward a deeper 
understanding of its characteristics and sources by highlighting a range of topics and views, contributing 
to a maturing discourse on the dynamic process of secularizing trends in Buddhism.  <>   
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MYSTICISM AND INTELLECT IN MEDIEVAL CHRISTIANITY 
AND BUDDHISM: ASCENT AND AWAKENING IN 
BONAVENTURE AND CHINUL by Yongho Francis Lee 
[Lexington Books, 9781793600707] 
MYSTICISM AND INTELLECT IN MEDIEVAL CHRISTIANITY AND BUDDHISM explores two 
influential intellectual and religious leaders in Christianity and Buddhism, Bonaventure (c. 1217–74) and 
Chinul (1158–1210), a Franciscan theologian and a Korean Zen master respectively, with respect to 
their lifelong endeavors to integrate the intellectual and spiritual life so as to achieve the religious aims 
of their respective religious traditions. It also investigates an associated tension between different modes 
of discourse relating to the divine or the ultimate—positive (cataphatic) discourse and negative 
(apophatic) discourse. Both of these modes of discourse are closely related to different ways of 
understanding the immanence and transcendence of the divine or the ultimate. Through close studies of 
Bonaventure and Chinul, the book presents a unique dialogue between Christianity and Buddhism and 
between West and East. 

Review 
Through his work Fr. Lee draws out where east meets west and where these spiritual traditions are 
distinct. This is the type of study critically needed today, especially since the western Christian mystical 
tradition has in the past overpowered the rich spirituality of the east, and Buddhism in particular. I 
encourage everyone interested in the mystical quest for ultimate reality to read this book and reflect on 
the spiritual capacity of the human person, for east needs west and west needs east, if we are to see the 
human spiritual experience within the unity of cosmic life. -- Ilia Delio 

Yongho Francis Lee’s MYSTICISM AND INTELLECT IN MEDIEVAL CHRISTIANITY AND 
BUDDHISM is an impressive and much-needed contribution to our understanding of spiritual and 
mystical theology, and thus to the emerging field of comparative theology. We are invited to learn from 
two great European and Korean thinkers never studied together before—but also to think anew about 
the integration of religious learning and practice in our time and place. -- Francis X. Clooney, SJ, 
Parkman Professor of Divinity, Harvard University 

Fr. Lee has brought to his study both the meticulous attention to text and argument that one expects of 
a careful scholar and the sensitivity to the spiritual resonances and nuances of those sources that one 
can expect to find in a Franciscan friar. Thus, both historical theologians and those pursuing their own 
personal spiritual paths are likely to find this study a valuable resource. -- Robert M. Gimello, University 
of Notre Dame du Lac 

CONTENTS 
Acknowledgments 
Introduction 
1 Bonaventure's Integration of the Intellectual and Spiritual Life 
2 Chinul's Integration of Buddhist Doctrinal Teachings and Son Practices 
3 The Spiral Dialectics of Cataphasis and Apophasis in Bonaventure 
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4  The Tension between Moderate and Radical Subitism: Chinul's Integration of Soen and 
Kyo and Advocacy of Kanhwa Son 
Conclusion 
Appendix: Further Reading 
Bibliography 
Index 
About the Author 

Most would agree that prayer, ritual, charity, and scriptural and doctrinal study are all essential parts of 
religious life, but there have been debates among adherents of religious traditions as to which of these 
should take precedence. Should the intellectual endeavors of scriptural and doctrinal study or 
experiential practices like meditation and contemplation be emphasized? Those who emphasize learning 
and study argue that without a proper intellectual understanding of a religion's fundamental teachings, 
not only might practitioners fall prey to errors and heresies, but their practice might not be fruitful 
because it would be directed toward an improper end far from salvation and liberation. On the other 
hand, advocates of contemplative or mystical experience and practice often insist that any attempts to 
comprehend the ultimate truth of a religion by intellectual effort alone are insufficient, and perhaps even 
harmful. Intellectualism, they insist, hinders a sincere practitioner from having a direct encounter with 
the absolute reality. The tension between those who advocate intellectual study and those who 
advocate meditative practice is associated with different views about the role of language and intellect 
and even how to understand the nature of the religious ultimate. Is it to be attained by a process of 
negation, for which apophatic or negative discourse, which relates more to what God is rather than 
what God presumably is, and practices of denial are required and the transcendence of the religious 
ultimate is stressed. Or is it to be attained by processes of affirmation, for which cataphatic or 
affirmative discourse and affirmative modes of piety and practice are required, as part of which the 
immanence of the religious ultimate is emphasized? 

This book deals with these fundamental issues by exploring how they have been grappled with by two 
major world religions, Christianity and Buddhism. Christianity, historically the dominant religion in the 
West, has attracted a large number of followers from every region of the world. It is a theistic religion 
that distinguishes the creator (or God) from the created. The unbridgeable gulf between God and the 
human being is addressed in various ways in theistic world religions, and differentiated degrees of 
emphasis on that gulf entail different approaches to various challenges facing these religions, including 
striking a proper balance between the intellectual and spiritual life. Buddhism, which has been the 
dominant religion in the East, is extending its intellectual and spiritual influence in the West. This 
nontheistic religion rejects the idea of an absolute being like God—although its cosmology includes 
heavenly deities, these celestial beings are not considered to be much different from human beings; they 
are certainly not seen as absolute beings in the way that Christians understand God. Despite denying the 
existence of God, Buddhism too is challenged by a tension between different understandings of the 
ultimate reality of the world, a tension that is arguably analogous to the Christian tension between the 
transcendence and immanence of God. This tension is at the root of varying approaches to study and 
meditation in Buddhism. 

It is the intention of the author that this comparative investigation of Christianity and Buddhism will 
promote a better understanding of these religions generally. This is accomplished through a close study 
of two particular religious masters, one Christian and one Buddhist, against the broader backdrop of the 
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religious reality pertaining to each religion and of the religious dynamics within their religious orders. 
Moreover, it is hoped that this focused study of the tensions embedded in the theoretical and practical 
realms of religious life of these two world religions—one theistic and the other nontheistic—will lead 
committed religious practitioners in both to acknowledge the complexity of religious life as it manifests 
itself in the course of pursuing seemingly unattainable religious goals. It will also invite scholars and 
practitioners to a further and ongoing conversation with other religions, in which they may gain new 
insights for deepening their understanding of their own religious tradition. 

By focusing on Christianity and Buddhism, it is hoped that this study will also facilitate connections 
between East and West, not only of a cultural, religious, and social nature, but also connections within 
the personal experience of individuals. Numerous Easterners and Westerners have had meaningful 
encounters with both religions in the course of their religious practices or intellectual pursuits; for 
example, Asian Christians who grew up in a Buddhist society or Western scholars of Buddhism whose 
cultural and religious identity has been formed in the Christian environment of the West. 

The tensions between different modes of religious discourse, practice, and doctrine can first be noted in 
relation to Buddhism. For Buddhists, the ultimate goal of religious practice is to come to know the true 
nature of reality, for Buddhists believe that in this quest craving is eliminated, and that with the 
elimination of craving comes the cessation of suffering. Although every religious activity in Buddhism is 
essentially directed toward this end, most Buddhists insist that true reality is ineffable and inconceivable, 
beyond the reach of language and conceptual thought, and therefore accessible only to highly advanced 
practitioners. Some Buddhists argue that there exist two kinds or levels of truth—absolute or ultimate 
and relative or conventional—and that mere learning and study through the medium of language and the 
function of intellect leads a practitioner only to the second. Some go so far as to warn that any reliance 
on language in the pursuit of the ultimate (or at least reliance on affirmative language) may actually lead 
one to mistake relative truth for absolute truth and turn the pragmatic value of relative truth into an 
object of attachment and thus into an impediment to liberation. From these considerations arise 
pressing questions; for example, what use can be made of scriptural reading and speculative study in the 
religious life of a Buddhist practitioner, or, for that matter, of a practitioner of any religion? And if use of 
language as is required in scriptural study and doctrinal argument is to be dispensed with or devalued, 
how can Buddhism or any religion communicate its essential teachings to the whole of humanity, not to 
mention its own followers? If the inefficacy of verbal and intellectual comprehension of the ultimate or 
infinite should be overemphasized, neither Buddhism nor any other religion would be able to sustain 
itself. Religion would lose a necessary tool to develop and spread its teachings, and for Buddhists in 
particular, would in the end fail to attain its soteriological goal of enlightenment and saving humanity 
from the incessant cycle of suffering. 

Among the various Buddhist traditions, questions about the relationship between language and reality 
and between intellectual study and spiritual advancement were especially urgent and subject to 
controversy in Chan Buddhism (the Chinese term for Son in Korean and Zen in Japanese). Whereas 
some Chan traditions were quite forceful in their denigration of learning and doctrinal theorizing as 
paths to enlightenment, others recognized their practical utility as propaedeutics, and rather than 
discarding them, advocated for their incorporation into meditative practice. One of the two focuses of 
this book, the medieval Korean Son monk Pojo Chinul (1158-1210), chose the latter route and urged 
the reconciliation of learned Buddhism with Chan practice. By Chinul's time in the twelfth century, 
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Korean Buddhism had grown weary of the long-standing conflict between Soen, the meditative school, 
and the various schools of learned Buddhism, collectively known as Kyo, especially Hwaom (C. Huayan). 

Chinul devoted much of his career to effecting a reconciliation of these two competing groups. He saw 
the conflict between them as futile and wasteful, and argued that, despite their seeming differences, it 
was possible to bring them into harmony with each other. Specifically, he strove to show that the Son 
emphasis on contemplative practice and the Kyo emphasis on doctrinal and scriptural study were not 
really antithetical, but were, instead, actually complementary insofar as study was a necessary foundation 
for Son practice. 

This complicated relationship between scriptural and theoretical study and meditative practice in 
Buddhism has an analog in Christianity in the tension related to different levels of emphasis on 
intellectual and spiritual life. Implicit in this tension are two deeper ones. The first involves an 
understanding of the divine as immanent versus an understanding that it is transcendent, and the second 
relates to the differences between positive and negative modes of discourse about the divine. Whereas 
an emphasis on the immanence of God would seem to support the use of affirmative or cataphatic 
discourses, an emphasis on His transcendence would seem to demand the privileging of apophatic 
discourse and negative theology. 

In reality, the Christian tradition has always found value in both positive and negative theological 
discourse. After all, Christians believe that God, transcendent though he surely is, made Himself 
manifest in Christ and spoke, His speech having been recorded in scripture, in which He told human 
beings both what He is and what He is not. No one saw this more clearly than the great fifth/sixth-
century Syrian theologian known as Pseudo-Dionysius, renowned as the father of "negative theology," as 
exemplified in his work The Mystical Theology. Pseudo-Dionysius is also revered for his cataphatic 
theology as developed in two other surviving works, The Divine Names and The Celestial Hierarchy. 

These two strains of theology, both explicated by Pseudo-Dionysius, have, with varying degrees of 
emphasis on each, greatly contributed to the development of Christian theological and practical 
traditions. While both cataphatic and apophatic theologies are employed in the speculative theology and 
spiritual practice of Christianity, it may be said that spirituality, and especially what is commonly called 
"mysticism," tends to have an affinity with apophatic theology, while cataphatic theology is usually seen in 
connection with more speculative, constructive, and systematic modes of theology. The relationship 
between speculative theology and spirituality may be said to be analogous to the relationship between 
cataphasis and apophasis (though not completely so). For this reason, the tension between theology and 
spirituality resonates with the tension between cataphasis and apophasis. 

Buddhism somewhat resembles Christianity in this regard, for it harbors a similar historical tension, that 
between its emphasis on scriptural, doctrinal study on the one hand and on meditative practice on the 
other. As briefly mentioned, Chinul, the Son master, strove to resolve this tension, and Bonaventure of 
Bagnoregio (ca. 1217-1274), the thirteenth-century Franciscan master, could be considered his Christian 
counterpart. Bonaventure exerted himself toward reconciling two contending groups within his own 
Franciscan Order (the Order of Friars Minor): one group, holding to the ideal of poverty and simplicity, 
insisted on a life full of spiritual zeal, whereas the other, mindful of the church's need to preach and 
minister, was engaged in learning and in the intellectual training of friars. As both a talented theologian 
who was educated and taught at a prestigious university in Europe and a man of deep mysticism who 
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was inspired by the life of St. Francis of Assisi (1181/1182-1226), it was Bonaventure's task to show that 
theology and spirituality can be integrated in the service of the one soteriological goal of union with 
God. 

This book is a comparative study of Christian and Buddhist attempts to reconcile the two competing 
models of religious life. It demonstrates that, for both Bonaventure and Chinul, respectable masters well 
versed in religious knowledge who emphasized meditative and spiritual practice, scriptural and 
theological study do not impede such practice, but rather can be an aid to it by providing necessary 
theoretical grounding. Both men demonstrated that a contemplative life does not preclude a life of 
learning. These integrative endeavors are explored in relation to doctrinal tensions and different modes 
of discourse within each religion. 

Chapters 1 and 2 explore the ways in which these two figures applied learned teachings to spiritual 
practice: Bonaventure's synthesis of theology and spirituality in chapter 1, and Chinul's incorporation of 
Kyo into Son practice in chapter 2. In their investigation of the integrative efforts of the two masters, 
these chapters analyze the tensions between and the complementarity of study and spiritual life, 
understood as the two essential dimensions of the religious life. 

Chapter 3 proceeds by investigating the analogous underlying tension between cataphatic and apophatic 
religious discourses, showing its relationship to the tension between study and practice. After surveying 
the historical development of the Dionysian distinction between cataphasis and apophasis, this chapter 
further analyzes Bonaventure's articulation of the spiritual exercises set forth in the Itinerarium, 
examining how his emphasis on cataphasis and apophasis changes throughout the successive stages of 
the spiritual journey described in that work. 

Chapter 4 examines the Buddhist analog of the Christian distinction between cataphasis and apophasis, 
and the relationship between various doctrinal understandings of ultimate reality in Buddhism, most 
importantly the differences between the doctrines of "buddha-nature" and "emptiness." This chapter also 
explores the correlations and relationships between the different modes of discourse and different 
styles of meditative practice in Buddhism. The relationship among various religious elements—textual 
and theoretical study, meditation, modes of discourse, and doctrines—will be discussed from the 
general perspective of the historical development of Chan, and also from the particular perspective of 
Chinul's Son theory and practice. 

Following from these four chapters, the conclusion, after summarizing what has been discussed, shows 
how Buddhism and Christianity, specifically the representative figures of Chinul and Bonaventure, have 
negotiated three different tensions within their respective traditions: first, between intellectual and 
spiritual practice; second, between cataphasis and apophasis; and third, between the doctrines of 
immanence and transcendence, examining also how these three tensions relate to each other in both 
traditions. 

*** 

The ascent to intimate union with God in Christianity and the awakening to the true nature of reality in 
Buddhism are the ultimate religious experiences of these two religions. These final aims of each 
religion's spiritual quest are inconceivable and ineffable, beyond intellect and words, and most 
practitioners of the two religions have not reached this ultimate state. The ideas that God is 
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transcendent and beyond our reach, and that the nature of absolute reality cannot be grasped due to its 
empty nature, may give rise to pessimism in Christians and Buddhists in that their vigorous intellectual 
efforts to understand God and absolute reality may ultimately be in vain. What would be the use of 
studying and intellectual meditation if it is necessarily to no avail? An answer to this despairing question 
could be that the transcendence of God and the emptiness of absolute reality are not the last word—
practitioners must try to be encouraged by the doctrine of the immanence of God and the teaching of 
buddha-nature with their affirmative views of the accessibility of God and the potential for 
enlightenment. 

The historical development of the Christian and Buddhist traditions demonstrate that these two 
seemingly contradictory points of doctrine have led in both traditions to varying levels of emphasis on 
the different modes of theological discourse (cataphasis and apophasis) and different forms of religious 
practice (spiritual and intellectual). Both Bonaventure and Chinul inherited these divergent discourses 
and practices and then incorporated the tensions they imply into their own spiritual and intellectual 
development. They both recognize and stress the efficacy of study and intellectual meditation, but also 
the importance of spiritual life and nonintellectual meditation. 

It is easy for religious practitioners who are heavily engaged in the academic study of religion or in 
intellectual tasks to be caught up in this particular aspect of religious practice, and they may risk 
neglecting other aspects. Bonaventure and Chinul could be wise guides for these practitioners by 
encouraging them through the example of their lives and their writings to balance their intellectual and 
spiritual lives, and by reminding them that the ultimate goal of their studies is not mere intellectual 
satisfaction, but rather spiritual fulfillment. Furthermore, the fact that the doctrine of transcendence and 
the apophatic attitude are incorporated in the intellectual and spiritual life of these two figures might 
remind intellectuals to be humble, but not discouraged, in the course of their work. 

Comparative studies of religions always lead to a recognition of similarities and differences. These 
recognitions have the potential to positively impact one's attitude toward other religions, and even 
toward one's own. As discussed in this book, the tension between the intellectual and spiritual life and 
endeavors to integrate them are found in both Christianity and Buddhism. The study of this tension 
leads to other related tensions, such as seemingly contradictory understandings of God or the ultimate 
reality and the tension between the use of affirmative language in religious discourse and an 
acknowledgment of the limitations of employing human words and concepts to understand God or the 
ultimate reality. The similarities highlighted here may first of all encourage people of these two religious 
traditions to reach out to each other, and the differences highlighted here may provide adherents of 
both religions an opportunity to not only gain a better understanding of the other religion, but also of 
their own: the significant aspects of their own traditions might stand out as never before when 
compared to another tradition.  <>   
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THE TATTVASAṂGRAHA OF ŚĀNTARAKṢITA: SELECTED 
METAPHYSICAL CHAPTERS translated with Commentary by 
Charles Goodman [Oxford University Press, 9780190927349] 
The Tattvasamgraha, or Encyclopedia of Metaphysics, is the most influential and frequently studied 
philosophical text from the late period of Indian Buddhism. Its authors-Santaraksita and his 
commentator and student, Kamalasila-both played key roles in founding the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. 
In the Tattvasamgraha, they explain, discuss, and critique a range of views from across the South Asian 
philosophical and religious spectrum, including ideas drawn from Buddhism, Jainism, and traditions now 
incorporated into Hinduism. The Tattvasamgraha also includes the earliest discussion of Advaita Vedanta 
in any Buddhist text. 
 
In The Tattvasamgraha of Santaraksita, Charles Goodman translates chapters of the text that deal with 
fundamental philosophical issues like the existence or nonexistence of God and the soul; the nature of 
matter and causal relationships; the connection between words and their referents; rules of logic; 
sources of human knowledge; and the compatibility of beliefs about karma with Buddhism's fundamental 
claim that there is no self. Goodman's introductory chapters discuss translation choices and explain the 
arguments and reasoning employed by the Tattvasamgraha's original authors. 
 
Together, Goodman's accessible translations and introductory chapters give readers an ideal way to 
familiarize themselves with the argumentative methods and logical principles of Buddhist epistemology, 
as well as the intellectual and cultural context of Buddhist philosophy. 

• Includes new translations of texts that were most recently translated in 1937 
• Introduces Santaraksita and Kamalasila's methods of reasoning for clearer background 

information 
• Contextualizes South Asian Buddhism intellectually, culturally, and historically 

Contextual Introduction 
In Sanskrit, pramana generally signifies "means of knowledge," or "valid knowledge," defined technically 
as a consciousness that is not deceived with regard to its object. Many schools of Buddhism posit two 
forms of valid knowledge: direct perception (PRATYAKSA^) and inference (ANUMANA), with the 
former deriving from correct sense perception and the latter deriving from correct reasoning. 
Dharmakirti states in his PRAMANAVARTTI that there are two forms of valid knowledge (pramana) 
because there are two objects of comprehension (prameya). The two types of objects are the manifest 
(ABHIMUKHI) and the hidden (PAKOSA), with the former referring to objects that can be known 
through direct sense perception, the latter referring to those things that can be known only through 
inference. His limitation of forms of valid knowledge to only two is meant to distinguish Buddhist 
epistemology from that of the Hindu schools, where sound (sabda), especially in the sense of the sound 
of the Vedas, is counted as a valid form of knowledge. Discussions of these two forms of valid 
knowledge, especially as set forth in the works of DIGNAGA and DHARMAKIRTI, encompassed a 
range of topics in epistemology and logic that became very influential in medieval India (among both 

https://www.amazon.com/Tattvasa%E1%B9%83graha-%C5%9A%C4%81ntarak%E1%B9%A3ita-Selected-Metaphysical-Chapters/dp/0190927348/
https://www.amazon.com/Tattvasa%E1%B9%83graha-%C5%9A%C4%81ntarak%E1%B9%A3ita-Selected-Metaphysical-Chapters/dp/0190927348/


w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
54 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

Buddhists and non-Buddhists), and then in Tibet; its influence was less strong in East Asia. Thus, although 
the term pramana technically refers to one of these two valid forms of knowledge, it comes by 
extension to refer to medieval and late Indian Buddhist epistemology and logic, in the latter case, 
especially as it pertains to the formal statement of syllogisms (PRAYOGA) to an opponent. 

The project of harmonizing the preoccupations of pramana with the orientations of the Buddhist 
spiritual quest found a culmination of sorts in the Gathering of the Ouiddities (Tattvasamgraha), the 
masterwork of the great eighth-century philosopher Santaraksita. In some 3,600 verses in 26 chapters, 
SSantaraksita dissects the world of Indian philosophy in his time, examining the full range of topics that 
had been disputed between Buddhists and their opponents over the preceding centuries: 

1 the Samkhya doctrine of "nature" (prakrti) — that is, prime matter (pradhana); 
2 the Nyaya-Vaiseika conception of God as creator; 
3 whether nature and God are "co-creators" of the world; 
4 the notion that the world is a chance occurrence; 
5 the linguistic philosopher Bhartrhari's theory of sabdabrahma — that is, the 
 absolute as Word; 
6 the Vedic myth of the primordial Cosmic Man (Purusa); 
7 the nature of the self (atman) and the Buddhist "non-self" (anatman) doctrine; 
8 whether there are persisting entities; 
9 the relationship between act and result; 
10-15  the six Vaisesika categories of substance (dravya), quality (guna), act (kriya), 
 universal (samanya), particular (visesa), and inherence (e.g., of quality in 
 substance, samavaya); 
16 the relationship between word and meaning; 
17 perception (pratyaksa); 
18 inference (anumana); 
19 whether there are other means of knowledge besides perception and inference; 
20 the Jain logic of "may be" (syad^ada); 
21 past, present, and future time; 
22 materialism; 
23 the existence of an external world corresponding to the objects of sensory 
 perception; 
24 scriptural authority; 
25 the self-validation of religious claims; 
26 the seer's extrasensory perception. 

The sustained focus throughout the work on the refutation of non-Buddhist positions corresponds 
closely with the description we have seen earlier of logic as intended primarily for the "correction" of 
others. But Santaraksita, who was inspired by Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka teaching no less than by 
Dharmakirti's approach to pramana, gives this a novel twist; for the grand tour on which he guides us 
through the myriad pathways of Indian thought has as its stated theme the proper characterization of 
the compassionate and omniscient Buddha's cardinal teaching of "conditioned origination" 
(pratityasamutpada). 

The intentions and aims informing Santaraksita's work are explored in the detailed introduction to the 
commentary authored by his prominent disciple Kamalasila. Several of the points he underscores here 
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have a direct bearing on our understanding of the relationship between philosophy and spiritual 
cultivation for medieval Indian Buddhists. 

In accord with a broadly accepted understanding of the hierarchy of values, Kamalasila affirms that it is 
freedom, or liberation (moksa), that is the "supreme value for persons" (paramapurusartha). For 
^ahayana Buddhists, such as Santaraksita and Kamalasila, this is normally conceived, as the latter makes 
quite explicit, as embracing the two ends of "elevation" (abhyudaya) — that is, birth as a human being or 
divinity, who is free from the torments of infernal, ghostly, or animal realms — and the summum bonum 
(nihsreyasa), nirvana, complete emancipation from the painful round of rebirth, or samsara. Above all, as 
it is understood here, nirvana is valued as no mere extinction, but is characterized by the compassion 
and omniscience of the Buddha. Of course, no one pretends that the immediate aim of studying 
Santaraksita's book is the attainment of these lofty ends. The purpose of the work, rather, is to facilitate 
easy understanding of the "quiddities" (tattva), the nature of things as set forth in the various 
philosophical systems and, in particular, the manner in which these contribute to comprehending the key 
Buddhist teaching of conditioned origination. By achieving such comprehension, one is freed from error 
with respect to the Buddha's teachings, and this carries two cardinal entailments: (1) because conflicting 
emotions (klesa) are rooted in error, one may abandon them and the self-defeating patterns of action 
they provoke, thereby ensuring one's "elevation"; and, (2), because freedom from error involves insight 
into the two aspects of "selflessness" (nairatmya) — that of persons (pudgala) and that of fundamental 
phenomena (dharma) — one thus approaches the realization constituting the highest good. Though 
these ends are not achieved just by mastering the contents of Santaraksita's work, they may be won 
through the progressive cultivation of that mastery in accord with the three degrees of discernment. 
These supreme values, therefore, are the final aims (prayojananistha) to which the immediate purpose of 
the work — namely, the achievement of a philosophical understanding of the teaching of conditioned 
origination — is itself directed. 

In summarizing the individual chapters of his master's text, Kamalaśīla reinforces this perspective by 
regularly pointing to relations between the philosophical topics treated and themes pertaining to 
conditioned origination as they are encountered in the discourses attributed to the Buddha. Thus, for 
example, the first seven chapters, in which Santaraksita investigates a range of metaphysical concepts 
from the Samkhya notion of prime matter to the notion of an enduring self, are referred to the critique 
of causation offered by the Buddha in the Salistambha Sútra: "This shoot is neither self-produced, nor 
produced by another, nor produced by both, nor emanated by God, nor sprung from nature; it is 
neither dependent upon a single cause, nor causeless." In this manner, Kamalasila affirms that the 
Gathering of the Quiddities offers not just refutations of the erroneous beliefs and opinions of non-
Buddhists but, much as Vasubandhu had urged in his Principles of Commentary, also a hermeneutical use 
of dialectics as a means to get clear about the meaning of the Buddha's teaching. Philosophical 
refinement is here intimately tied to demands of spiritual cultivation on the Buddhist path — the path, 
that is, as characterized by one's progressive development of the three degrees of discernment.  <>   
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Methods of Reasoning in the Tattvasangraha 
This volume presents a series of translations of works by the Indian Buddhist philosopher Śāntaraksita 
(c. 725– 788 ce) and by his student and commentator Kamalaśīla (c. 740– 795 ce). The source texts are 
taken from an immense compilation known as the Tattvasangraha (or TS), whose title could freely be 
translated as the Encyclopedia of Metaphysics, and from its commentary (the Tattvasangraha-pañjikã, or 
TSP). Much of the time, the text comes off as a kind of manual or handbook for Buddhists participating 
in formal public debates. But its vast comprehensiveness, along with the authors’ tolerance for repetition 
and redundancy between sections, gives the unmistakable impression of a reference work; hence, 
“encyclopedia.” In at least some of the systems criticized in the text, a tattva is an ontologically real thing 
or sometimes a type of real things. Śāntaraksita himself uses the word, as he indicates in the 
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introductory material of the treatise, to refer to truths about how things in general actually are. On 
either interpretation, the study of tattvas would constitute what we in the West call “metaphysics.” 

For the most part, my goal has been to allow the authors of this classic work to speak for themselves 
through this translation. I have tried my best to keep my use of interpretive exposition to a minimum. 
However, readers unfamiliar with the conventions of Buddhist epistemology may benefit from an 
exposition of the types of arguments found in the volume. A number of these may initially seem 
unfamiliar, though almost all of them have some parallel in the works of Western philosophers. 

Śāntaraksita approach to philosophical argument is based on the system of Dharmakirti, who was 
perhaps the most influential figure in the whole tradition of Buddhist epistemology in India. Much 
uncertainty and disagreement persist about the dates of this great philosopher, although it can be 
definitively stated he worked between the middle of the sixth century and the middle of the seventh. 
But his immense impact on the South Asian philosophical landscape is generally accepted. 

Dharmakïrti, in turn, worked out his ideas in the context of a longstanding conversation of Indian 
epistemology, shaped largely by the interplay between Buddhist and non- Buddhist philosophical ideas. 
Much of the innovation in logic and epistemology that reshaped Indian philosophy during the middle of 
the first millennium CE was driven by the contributions of Buddhist scholars, starting with such 
pioneering figures as Vasubandhu (fifth century ce) and Asanga, and receiving further impetus from the 
work of Dignãga (also written Dignaga, c. 480– 540). Dharmakïrti’s single most influential text, the 
Pramãna-vãrttika or Commentary on Warrants (henceforth PV)— a work frequently cited in the TSP— 
presents itself as an interpretation of the Pramãna-samuccaya of Dignãga. Many scholars suggest that at 
least part of the impetus for Dharmakïrti and others to work on the foundations of Buddhist 
epistemology was provided by the criticisms leveled against Dignãga by non- Buddhist authors, especially 
the brilliant and incisive Mïmãmsaka philosopher Kumãrila, who is discussed briefly later in this chapter. 
Dharmakïrti’s reformulation of Buddhist epistemology seems to have rapidly become highly influential in 
the great centers of monastic learning in and around Bihar that were the last major strongholds of 
Buddhism in India. His works were essentially unknown in China and other parts of premodern East 
Asia. But they would become central to the systems of Buddhist education and scholarship that soon 
began to emerge in Tibet. 

Dignãgás logic is based on the crucial concept of trairüpya, a discovery whose basic formulation was not 
original to him but that, in his hands, was built into a persuasive and powerful system for assessing 
arguments. The idea is that, in order for an inference to be valid, its reason property must have three 
specific characteristics: the reason property (Skt. hetu or sãdhana-dharma) must be present in the topic 
of inference; the reason must be present in at least some cases exhibiting the target property (sãdhya-
dharma); and the reason must be absent in every case where the target property is absent. The class of 
cases relevant to the second characteristic, those where the target property is present, is called the 
“similar class” (sapaksa); that relevant to the third characteristic, where the target property is absent, is 
known as the “dissimilar class” (vipaksa). The topic of the inference is not included in either of these 
classes. 

To demonstrate that the reason property is present in some cases in the similar class, it is sufficient to 
provide a supporting example. (Normally this is called the drstãnta; occasionally, as in TS 189, it is 
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referred to as the “illustration,” Skt. nidaršana.) Sometimes a “dissimilar example” will also be 
presented; this is a case in which the reason property and the target property are both absent. 

It will be evident that the basic structure of this approach to logic is somewhat different from that of the 
system of Aristotelian syllogisms. A paradigm example of the latter would be 

All men are mortal. 
Socrates is a man. 
Therefore, Socrates is mortal. 

South Asian syllogisms accomplish a similar result, but in a somewhat different way. The most famous 
paradigm example of such a syllogism is 

There is fire on the mountain,  
there is smoke there,  
As, for example, in the kitchen. 

Like the Aristotelian one, this inference depends on a universal claim, but, unlike in that context, the 
universal claim is not explicitly stated here. It is, however, accepted as a condition of the validity of the 
inference that it should hold. This universal claim, in this case “Where smoke is present, fire is present,” 
is known as the pervasion (Skt. vyãpti). Whereas the major premise of the Aristotelian syllogism is 
fundamentally a relation between classes or sets, the pervasion in a South Asian inference is thought of 
as a relation between properties. Here an Indian philosopher would say that the inference is a good one 
partly because the reason property, “the presence of smoke,” is pervaded by the target property, “the 
presence of fire.” 

These inferences are often designed to be presented within a very specific type of social context. South 
Asian canons of logic envisage a highly structured public debate unfolding between a proponent (Skt. 
vãdin), who advances a positive thesis and supplies a formal argument in its support, and a respondent 
(prativãdin), who must identify specific problems (dosa) with the formal argument.2 These problems may 
fall within a large number of types, which are laid out in detail in manuals of debate logic, but if no such 
problem can be identified and maintained in discussion, the judges will deem the proponent’s thesis to 
have been established. A major objective of the TS and its commentary is to indicate what problems a 
Buddhist debater could raise in response to various formal arguments for non- Buddhist philosophical 
views. 

Most of the problems on which Śāntaraksita and Kamalašïla rely are based on the basic regulative norm 
that, to rationally persuade an opponent, all the elements of an argument must be acceptable to that 
opponent. Arguments are then classified into reductio arguments (in the full Latin, reductio ad 
absurdum; Skt. prasanga) and arguments based on one’s own system (Skt. svatantra). In the present 
context, the main difference between these two is that, to be successful, the elements of an argument 
based on one’s own system must be acceptable to both parties. A reductio argument, whose purpose is 
only to show the untenability of some particular view and not to establish any positive conclusion, 
succeeds when the elements of the argument are acceptable to the opponent, regardless of whether the 
party advancing the argument endorses them. 

One of the most basic criteria for assessing a South Asian– style argument is that the topic of the 
argument, the logical subject that the argument is about, must exist— or, at least, that the party to 
whom the argument is directed must believe that it exists. If the existence of some entity is 
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controversial, as is often the case in the debates discussed in the TS, then arguments for its existence 
will typically be structured to be about a topic acceptable to both sides. Thus if the two sides do not 
agree whether a soul exists, a philosopher might propose an argument for the claim that ideas (whose 
existence is acceptable to all) belong to a soul. If the respondent does not accept the existence of the 
argument’s topic, it can be said that “the basis of the reason is not established” (Skt. ãšraya-asiddha 
hetor). For instance, if the proponent were to argue, “The unicorn in this room is beautiful, because it is 
bright purple,” the respondent could base her reply on the problem that the basis is not established. 

Similarly, the party to whom an argument is directed must agree that the proposed reason property is 
actually present in the topic. Otherwise, they cannot take it to justify accepting any conclusion. So, for 
example, if the proponent were to argue, “Grass is beautiful, because it is bright purple,” the respondent 
could reply that “the reason is not established” (Skt. asiddha or related forms). 

If the topic exists and the reason property is present in it, the argument may still fail if that property 
does not constitute a good reason to believe that the target property is present as well. In other words, 
the pervasion needs to obtain; a problem with the pervasion constitutes a problem with the argument. 
In extreme cases, Kamalašïla asserts that his opponent’s reason is contradictory: as if the proponent 
were to claim that “Fido is a dog because he has six legs.” In this type of case, the reason property and 
the target property are never found together. More frequently, Kamalašïla claims that a particular 
reason is inconclusive (Skt. anaikãntika). If the proponent were to argue that “Fido is a dog, because he 
has four legs,” the respondent could reply that the reason is inconclusive, supporting that reply with the 
example of a horse. 

When a reason is inconclusive, a particular type of strategy can be employed to repair it: namely, 
introducing what is called a “specification” (Skt. više^ana) of the reason. Thus, the proponent could 
replace the previous formulation with “Fido is a dog, because he has four legs and barks.” While the 
reason “has four legs” may be inconclusive, the specification could repair the problem by producing a 
version of the reason that does not apply to anything that is not a dog. In the technical language 
employed by Kamalašïla, the effect of a successful specification is to ward off the reason property from 
the dissimilar class, which is the class of cases that lack the target property. 

The similar example in an Indian syllogism plays the crucial role of demonstrating that there are at least 
some cases in which the reason property and the target property are found together. Thus Śāntaraksita 
and Kamalašïla devote considerable effort to criticizing the examples offered by other philosophers. 
Most often, the critique presented is that the example lacks the target property and so is not suitable to 
perform its role in the argument. 

Thus the system of debate that Dharmakïrti inherited from Dignãga was impressive in its abstraction and 
generality and able to represent and rigorously evaluate a wide variety of inferences.4 Unfortunately, the 
rules of Dignãgás system were susceptible to manipulation, in the form of arguments whose reason 
properties were artificially gerrymandered to block the construction of uncontroversial 
counterexamples, but without actually providing any legitimate reason to believe their conclusions. As I 
have shown in previous work, a large class of examples of such problematic inferences can be found in 
the writings of the prominent Madhyamika commentator Bhãvaviveka. One of the most prominent (and, 
to some scholars today, the most puzzling) instances of this kind of manipulation is Xuanzang’s argument 
for idealism, which can be summarized as follows: 
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Ultimately, form is not separate from visual consciousness, because it is not the sense of sight, but is 
included in the first three components (dhãtus). 

Here “form” translates Sanskrit rüpa, which can in some contexts mean “color” in the sense of what the 
eye perceives, and is in other contexts the closest equivalent in the Abhidharma worldview to what we 
today call “matter.” To say that “form is not separate from visual consciousness” is to assert that the 
physical world has no existence apart from our perception of it, and thus may plausibly be considered a 
statement of idealism. 

The first Western scholar to explain how the Xuanzang argument works seems to have been Eli Franco 
in an insightful 2004 article. The reason is as follows: “is not the sense of sight, but is included in the first 
three components.” The first three components are form, the sense of sight, and visual consciousness; 
so these are the only cases to be considered. In virtue of the specification “is not the sense of sight,” the 
reason property does not apply to the sense of sight, leaving only form and visual consciousness. 
Obviously, visual consciousness is not separate from itself, and the reason applies to it, so there is a 
supporting example. Form is the topic of the inference, so it cannot be used either to support or to 
oppose the pervasion. And there is nothing else to which the reason property applies. So it is impossible 
in principle to produce a counterexample. In other words, the argument is a clever sophistry, whose 
reason property has been carefully gerrymandered to make it appear valid by the standards of Dignãgás 
system. 

By the time of Šãntarak^ita, the South Asian epistemological tradition, both in Buddhist and in other 
versions, had evolved defenses against the use of such unilluminating tricks. Perhaps the most important 
of these is the requirement to specify the nature of the “invariable connection” (Skt. pratibandha) 
between the reason property and the target property. If no such connection can be specified, then the 
argument is suspect, even if we cannot produce an uncontroversial counterexample. At TS 207– 8, for 
example, Šãntarak^ita appeals to this idea to help him resist the “breathing argument” used by Naiyãyika 
philosophers to argue for the existence of a soul. 

Dharmakïrti proposed that there are just two types of invariable connections that can be relied on for 
this purpose, characterized as causal dependence (tadutpatti) and identity (tadãtmya). This distinction 
bears some resemblance to Hume’s claim in the Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding that 
“abstract reasonings,” if we want them to yield knowledge, are limited to mathematics and to drawing 
out the logical consequences of definitions, and that our only other source of knowledge is 
“experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence.” Like Dharmakïrti, Hume thinks that 
our empirical knowledge is fundamentally a matter of discovering causal relationships between 
particulars that arise in our experience. Invariable connections based on identity, for both of these 
philosophers, are fundamentally about verbal inferences made possible by the structure of the 
conventional system of concepts we have created to make sense of our experience. In view of these 
considerations, the framework of two types of invariable connections also bears a strong resemblance 
to the Kantian distinction, immensely influential in twentieth- century philosophy, between analytic and 
synthetic judgments. As the Xuanzang argument does not fit well into either of these categories, a 
follower of Dharmakïrti would have a reasonable basis for rejecting it as invalid. 

Another aspect of Dharmakïrti’s methodology, as applied by Śāntaraksita, provides additional resources 
with which to resist sophistical tricks. I refer to the requirement that the proponent of an argument 
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should be prepared to supply a bãdhaka-pramãna: literally, a “warrant that rules out,” but in at least 
most of its usage cases, specifically a warrant that rules out the presence of the reason property in the 
dissimilar class. Since the dissimilar class is defined as that class of examples in which the target property 
is not present, the job of the “warrant that rules out” is to give us some philosophical reason to believe 
that there are no counterexamples to the pervasion on which the argument relies. And it is just this that 
is unavailable in cases like the Xuanzang argument. Thus it can be reasonably argued that Dharmakïrti 
solved the problem with the system of syllogistic logic in India that allowed such arguments to gain 
prominence. 

There are some arguments in the TS and TSP that do not fit the structure we have been considering so 
far, in that they are arguments that rely on the absence of something, rather than on the positive 
presence of a reason property. For example, Kamalašïla appeals several times to an argument form with 
the difficult Sanskrit name vyãpaka-anupalabdhi. Here vyãpaka could literally be translated as “a per 
vader,”8 but given the nature of the relation of pervasion, as described earlier, it is far more intuitive in 
English to speak of “a more general category.” The term upalabdhi is often translated as “perception” in 
this context; Birgit Kellner, who translates it thus, writes that “upalabdhi means ‘cognition’ in general, 
and that more specific meanings can be derived from its use in individual contexts.” As Kellner points 
out, Dharmakïrti defines anupalabdhi as “the non- operation of epistemic warrants.” Since I use 
“perception” to translate Skt. pratyaksa, in this book I render upalabdhi as “observation” and 
anupalabdhi as “non- observation.” The latter term is often used in the context of the perennial 
epistemological question of the conditions under which the absence of evidence can constitute evidence 
of absence. 

Dharmakïrti was keenly interested in the question, returning to this issue in many of his works. The 
nature of the vyãpaka-anupalabdhi argument in particular, and of the topic of inferences from non- 
observation in general, can be greatly clarified by examining his Nyãyabindu, which lists eleven argument 
forms of this type. Dharmakïrti writes: 

I.3. vyãpaka-anupalabdhir-yathã / na-atra šimšapã v k a-abhãvãd iti 

An argument from the non- observation of a more general category: for example, there is no šimšapã 
tree there, because of the absence of trees. 

This argument seems to rely on two premises of different types. First, we assume that every šimšapã 
tree is a tree. In the terminology of Indian epistemology, the property “tree” pervades the property 
“šimšapã tree.” Second, we observe the absence of any tree at all in a particular location. If our 
observation is accurate, we can then infer, validly, that this location contains no šimšapã tree. Once we 
set aside the question of whether our observation is reliable, the inference does the same work as an 
Aristotelian syllogism of the form Camestres (AEE-2.) The arguments from the non- observation of a 
more general category that are found in our text are considerably more abstract than Dharmakïrti’s 
example, but the logical structure is the same. 

Another form of argument from absence that is deployed in the TSP is described by Dharmakïrti in 
these words: 

I.6. viruddha-vyãpta-upalabdhir-yathã / na dhruvabhãvï bhütasya-api bhãvasya vinãšo hetv-antara-
ãpek^a^ãd iti 
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An argument from the observation that a more general category is contradicted: for example, the 
cessation of an existing thing that has arisen is not everlasting, since it depends on other causes. 

And Kamalašïla uses one other type of inference from the list in the Nyãyabindu, known as the vyãpaka-
viruddha-upalabdhi: 

I.8. vyãpaka-viruddha-upalabdhir yathã / na-atra tu^ãra-sparšo’gner iti 

An argument from an observation that contradicts a more general category: for example, there is no 
contact with frost there, because of fire. 

Drawing on Dharmottarás commentary, we may explain this inference as follows: Suppose I observe fire 
in a particular location. I know that fire is incompatible with the presence of cold and that the property 
“the presence of frost” is pervaded by the property “the presence of cold”— that is, in more familiar 
terms, wherever there is frost, it is always cold. I may infer that there is no frost to be encountered in 
that location. 

Philosophically informed readers may have noticed that the Indian ideas about argumentation that we 
have been discussing often combine pure logic with considerations that Westerners would consider as 
belonging rather to epistemology. There is also some information in the TS and TSP that bears on 
questions that Westerners would see as more narrowly and strictly logical. 

This material may be of interest, as the role of logic in Buddhism has perennially been a topic of 
interpretive difficulties and no little controversy. Recently, some well- informed scholars of Buddhist 
philosophy, for whose work I have great respect, have suggested that Nãgãrjuna was a dialetheist: in 
other words, he believed there could be true contradictions. Mark Siderits has protested, against this 
reading, that a philosopher who abandons the principle of non- contradiction should then be in no 
position to offer reductio ad absurdum arguments against others. So the dialetheist reading would have 
the effect of crippling Nãgãrjunás main polemical strategy. 

I will not discuss here the merits of these arguments as regards the works of Nãgãrjuna himself. But the 
views on this matter of Śāntaraksita and Kamalašïla— who identify themselves as, among other things, 
followers of Nagarjuna— are quite clear: they are strict logical conservatives. 

Indeed, TS Chapter XX, the “Inquiry about Perspectivalism,” is in large part an attempted defense of a 
strict reading of the law of non- contradiction. Kamalašïla often appeals to forms of this principle and 
sometimes states versions of it, as in TSP ad. 1770: 

If you say that one thing is, with respect to one single effect, a producer and not a producer, then how 
can affirmation and negation be reasonably attributed to a single bearer? But if the referents are 
different, there is no contradiction. 

The principle is asserted also in TSP ad. 28: 

But how is it possible for one thing to have, at the very same time, the mutually contradictory 
[properties] of “being the cause” and “not being the cause,” since the possession of contradictory 
qualities indicates distinctness between things? 
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In the same commentarial passage, TSP ad. 28, there is a clear formulation of the principle we call 
“excluded middle,” together with an inference that straightforwardly depends on it. Here Kamalašïla 
notes that “the effect preexists” and “the effect does not pre- exist” are contradictory, and he infers 
that these are the only two possibilities: if one is false, the other must be true. There is no third option 
in between these. 

Of course, this evidence is subject to a kind of doubt that will be helpful to acknowledge here. 
Śāntaraksita and Kamalašïla do not always say what they really think. As several passages in the TSP 
make clear, they reject the real existence of the physical. Yet many of their arguments are presented 
from the perspective of the Abhidharma tradition, and they thus presuppose a view of the physical 
world that is both realist and reductionist. The evidence in this book does nothing to rule out the 
possibility that the authors of our text are employing logical conservatism only as a dialectical tool for 
addressing the particular interlocutors with which the text is concerned, and not because they really 
believe in that conception of logic. 

Philosophers today also sometimes disagree about whether identity is transitive: if A = B and B = C, 
must it be the case that A = C? Most philosophers think it is reasonable to presuppose this rule, but a 
few do have their doubts. As it happens, TSP ad. 1721– 22 contains an explicit statement of the principle 
of the transitivity of identity, or at least a close relative of that principle. 

Chapter I of the TSP also contains two explicit statements of the indiscernibility of identicals: if A is 
identical to B, then every property of A is a property of B. Strictly speaking, what Kamalašïla states is the 
contrapositive of this proposition, or perhaps a slightly restricted version of the contrapositive, namely: 
if A has a property, and B has an opposed property, then A and B are not identical, but distinct. We can 
find this principle at work in TSP ad. 16 and in the passage quoted earlier in this chapter from TSP ad. 
28. The indiscernibility of identicals is a bedrock methodological commitment of Śāntaraksita philosophy 
as interpreted by Kamalašïla. Interpreted strictly and deployed relentlessly, it plays a crucial role in many 
of the arguments of the TSP. 

The indiscernibility of identicals may plausibly have been the source of a philosophical and 
methodological principle that can be seen at work in several places in the TSP: namely, that physical 
things are spatiotemporally individuated. The idea of spatiotemporal individuation is that a particular 
spatial and temporal location is part of the identity of a given physical entity: it could not have been 
elsewhere or at a different time than it in fact is (or was or will be.) This principle also implies that no 
two physical things (of the same kind) can be in the same place at the same time. 

The most straightforward, if partial, evidence for the spatiotemporal individuation of physical entities 
comes from TSP ad. 259: “material word- referents never occur in the same place, since it would 
unacceptably follow that they would be identical.” It is, of course, possible to accept this claim while not 
being fully committed to spatiotemporal individuation. Better direct evidence comes from the reply to 
Uddyotakara at TSP 507–8: 

If the existing earth and so on exist in the next arrangement without having given up their earlier 
intrinsic natures, then it is impossible for them to give up their previous configuration and enter into a 
different configuration, because of identity, as before. 
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Here Kamalašïla maintains that atoms cannot enter into a new spatial configuration without giving up 
their identities— a statement that clearly presupposes spatiotemporal individuation. 

Further evidence for attributing this view to our authors is indirect and comes from vv. 78– 79, in which 
Śāntaraksita advances the counterintuitive claim that “a potter / is a maker of atoms.” Suppose that a 
potter digs some clay from a hillside and makes it into a jar. We would ordinarily say that the atoms of 
the clay would have existed even if the potter had not done his work. But if we assume that atoms are 
both momentary and individuated spatiotemporally, we will get a different conclusion. If, due to the 
potter’s work, a particular atom now occurs in the house, it is not numerically identical with the one 
that would have occurred in the hillside had the potter taken the day off. Such a commitment to 
spatiotemporal individuation of material particles plausibly flows from Śāntaraksita reliance on the 
strictest possible interpretation of the indiscernability of identicals. 

On the whole, it is striking how familiar, from the perspective of modern philosophy, Śāntaraksita and 
Kamalašïla canons of argumentation turn out to be. Only a few of the argument forms in the TS and TSP 
are, in any sense, distinctively Buddhist. One example is the often- repeated argument for the conclusion 
that an unchanging, permanent thing could not be causally efficacious. Śāntaraksita relies heavily on this 
argument, especially in the Chapter VII. Another example appears in TSP ad. 31, which contains a brief 
instance of the important Madhyamaka argument known as the “neither one nor many.” Another of 
Šãntarakstá’s works, the Madhyamakãlarkara, focuses entirely on this argument form. 

The arguments in the TS and its commentary are directed against an impressively wide variety of 
philosophers and doctrines. Many of the authors who developed the non- Buddhist views that 
Śāntaraksita and Kamalašïla seek to criticize have been identified in footnotes where their names first 
appear. But it seemed appropriate here to introduce two of the most important philosophical 
opponents considered in the work whose ideas appear in several chapters: Uddyotakara and Kumãrila. 

Uddyotakara is one of the most important figures in the history of the Nyãya tradition of Brahmanical 
Indian thought. The Sanskrit word nyãya means, among other things, both “logic” and “a good 
argument,” which are major preoccupations of the influential theistic tradition of philosophical reflection 
that adopted the word as its name. 

Uddyotakara is believed to have lived in Šrughna, in the Punjab region in the northwest of the 
subcontinent. There is continuing disagreement about his dates; for example, Karl Potter’s Encyclopedia 
regards him as having lived in the first half of the seventh century ce, whereas a more recent article by 
Monima Chadha offers 540– 600 ce as his dates. Although Kamalašïla often spells his name 
“Udyotakara,” I have adopted the spelling that is standard among scholars today. 

Uddyotakara is a major source for, and may have been the originator of, some of the most famous 
criticisms Buddhist philosophers in India had to face. He pointed out that the commonsense view that 
objects are accessible to multiple sensory modalities presents a serious problem for the Buddhist 
position that the things we directly perceive are sensible qualities. He astutely pointed to certain 
problems about interpreting the early canonical statements of the doctrine of no- self that still trouble 
modern scholars of the Buddhist tradition. He also provided an interesting and powerful reply to the 
standard Buddhist argument that an unchanging, eternal God would be unable to act in time. 
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Śāntaraksita seems to have taken the trouble to quote (or sometimes paraphrase) some of his key 
arguments both accurately and at length. 

Kumãrila Bhatta, by far the most influential figure in the history of the Mïmãmsã tradition, seems to have 
been regarded by Śāntaraksita and Kamalašïla as the single greatest philosophical opponent Indian 
Buddhism ever faced. A fierce critic of Dignãga and rough contemporary of Dharmakïrti, Kumãrila must 
have flourished during the seventh century CE. He exercised a major influence on the thought of 
Šañkara, whose Advaita system is briefly considered in the TS and who would eventually come to be 
regarded as the greatest of Hindu philosophers. The connection between the two figures was sufficiently 
close that Šañkarás system is sometimes referred to as the “Later” (Uttara) Mïmãmsã, leading the views 
of Kumãrila to be classified within the “Earlier” (pürna) Mïmãnsã. 

As John Taber has aptly written, Kumãrila “belonged to a tradition that placed everyday piety— the 
practice of prescribed public and domestic rituals and the observance of social and ethical norms— 
above mysticism.” Yet, whereas Uddyotakarás worldview has several important features that are 
recognizably similar to Western theistic religions, Kumãrilás system is far stranger. As a deeply 
conservative thinker, Kumãrila is above all else concerned to uphold the authority of the ancient Vedic 
scriptures as regards questions of dharma. Yet he is also an atheist, whose dialectical role in the TS and 
TSP is often shaped by his position that there is no omniscient knower. Both Uddyotakara and Kumãrila 
are defenders of robust and uncompromising versions of metaphysical realism, holding (albeit in quite 
different ways) that there are objectively existing universals and that our words typically succeed in 
referring to objective features of the world around us. And yet the TS and TSP classify Kumãrila as an 
advocate of syadvada, or “perspectivalism,” a view typically associated by scholars only with the Jains. 

Kumãrila is perhaps best known for his advocacy of the doctrine of intrinsic epistemic authority (svata^-
pr'm'^ya). On this view, a cognition that is of the same type as genuine epistemic warrants— as it might 
be, inferential, perceptual, testimonial, or the like— is to be taken as reliable unless and until we have 
some positive reason to reject it. This doctrine results in a very surprising argument for the authority of 
the Vedas. The Vedas are testimony, and testimony can rationally be rejected only on the basis of some 
defect in the speaker, such as dishonesty or ignorance. Yet the Vedas have no speaker; they are 
inscribed into the very fabric of the universe itself. Thus there can be no reason to doubt them, and 
their absolute authority must be accepted without delay. 

Kumãrilás conclusions are so odd to modern readers that it can be hard, at first, to read him with the 
respect he deserves. Yet on topic after topic, his criticisms of Buddhist teachings are incisive, precise, on 
target, and delivered in a magnificent style. Kumãrilás searching critiques of Buddhist philosophical 
psychology, philosophy of perception, mereology, epistemology, and philosophy of language would give 
the intellectuals of the monasteries material to chew on for hundreds of years. There are scholars who 
say that among the problems Kumãrila posed for the Buddhist tradition are some it never solved. 

Note on the Translation 
The Tattvasangraha of Śāntaraksita with commentary by Kamalaśīla 
My goal in this translation has been to produce an English rendering of several key chapters of the 
Tattvasangraha (TS) together with its canonical commentary (the TSP) that will be useful and instructive 
not only to professionally trained scholars of Buddhist philosophy but also to advanced undergraduate 
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and graduate students and to philosophers working within the Western tradition. Given the 
considerable importance of this text as one of the last great works of Indian Buddhist thought, putting 
the Buddhist tradition into conversation with a vast range of interlocutors from the subcontinent’s rich 
and varied philosophical traditions, making at least substantial portions of the work widely available to a 
range of readers seems a valuable goal. 

The first major decision I faced concerned which parts of the text to translate. The TS is an immense 
text, with twenty- six chapters covering a wide variety of topics. These can be classified roughly into 
four topical groups. One group of chapters that clearly belong together is Chapter XVII– XIX, which 
deal with epistemology, the philosophical theory of knowledge. This inquiry takes the distinctively South 
Asian form of trying to discover the basic, irreducible types of epistemic warrants (pramãna). There is 
one chapter each on the two warrants accepted by Buddhists, perception and inference; Chapter XIX 
then deals with a variety of cognitions that are asserted by other systems to be epistemic warrants. 

A second important group of chapters, Chapter X– XV, offer pointed criticisms of the six most 
important categories of the Nyãya-vaišesika philosophical system. Yet another group of chapters is 
Chapter XXIV– XXVI, which deal with religious topics, focusing mainly on the issue of whether, and in 
what sense, the Buddha is omniscient. These are the focus of a major study by Sarah McClintock. 

The remaining chapters deal mainly with questions that we would classify as metaphysical. These were 
the topics on which I wanted to focus, but even within this group, it was necessary to be selective. The 
present book contains translations of five metaphysical chapters. These include what is perhaps the most 
influential and frequently cited part of the entire TS: the immense Chapter VII, which criticizes six South 
Asian traditions that affirm some kind of soul or self. This chapter, which is commonly taught to monks 
in the Tibetan tradition, is one of our most important sources for the mature philosophical articulation 
of the Buddhist teaching of no self. 

It was obvious to me that Chapter VII should be included, but which other chapters to translate was a 
more difficult judgment call. Chapters I and II address foundational issues about the nature of matter and 
the existence of God; I realized, moreover, that these chapters lay out some of the key argumentative 
methods to be employed in the rest of the work. So these chapters are translated here, but with the 
exception of the beginning of Chapter I, the commentary on verses 1– 6. These are introductory in 
nature, discussing the purpose of the work, and are of limited philosophical interest today. 

Before I had read Chapter IX, on karma, I guessed that it might contain teachings about aspects of 
premodern South Asian mythology that would be of little philosophical interest today. I was pleasantly 
surprised to find a strikingly sophisticated and impressive treatment of questions about causality with 
which philosophers still wrestle today. The chapter also addresses important objections to the teaching 
of no self that are not covered in Chapter VII. 

Originally I intended to prepare a translation of Chapter XXIII, the “Inquiry about External Objects.” 
But I then heard about the work of Serena Saccone in this chapter, and chose to focus my efforts 
elsewhere. I therefore turned my attention to Chapter XX, which examines the Jain teaching of 
perspectivalism (syãd-vãda, literally the “it- may- be doctrine”). Jain philosophy has not received the 
attention or study from Western philosophers that it deserves. By examining a Buddhist critique of this 
tradition, I hope to have contributed in some small way to help remedy this inattention. 
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The objective of making the TS and TSP more widely accessible to Western readers clearly requires 
that untranslated Sanskrit words be kept to an absolute minimum. Yet some of the most important 
technical terms in the TS are stubbornly resistant to translation, as their range of meanings does not 
exactly correspond to any single word in English (or other modern languages). Keeping to a single 
consistent translation therefore risks misleading readers who are not well versed in Buddhist thought, 
while using different translations according to context makes the result less useful to scholars and invites 
charges of inconsistency. I therefore offer this brief note to clarify some of the most difficult translation 
questions faced in rendering the present work into English and to explain some of the reasons behind 
the decisions I have made. 

The Sanskrit word ãtman occupies a very prominent place in the TS: it occurs in the titles of Chapter VII 
and its six subsections and names a key theme of the entire work. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 
translate this term with complete consistency. In philosophical contexts it mostly refers to a soul, a 
permanent spiritual substance that defines the essence of an individual person. On the other hand, in 
many genres of Sanskrit literature, it can mean “self” in a perfectly ordinary, colloquial sense. In the TS 
and TSP, this issue is relevant mainly in the context of the discussion of the Vãtsïputrïyas, who believe in 
a person (Skt. pudgala) that plays the role of a self but is not quite the same as a soul. In this book, both 
“self” and “soul” translate ãtman, with the latter translation having been used much more frequently. 

Another common word that causes all kinds of trouble for scholars of Buddhism is Sanskrit rüpa. The 
term has a variety of meanings, most of which can be arranged in a broadening series by level of 
generality: it can mean “color,” “form,” or “entity.” In this series, the first refers only to the specific 
sensible qualities perceived by the sense of sight. The second corresponds very roughly to what we in 
English call “matter”: it is everything physical. In the third meaning, rüpa can refer to anything at all, just 
conceived of as something that, in some sense, exists. To make things even worse, rüpa can also mean 
the “nature” of something else; thus Kamalašïla tells us that the “own- form” (svarüpa) of something is 
the same as its intrinsic nature (svabhãva). I have translated rüpa in all of these four ways, as the context 
seemed to require. 

It is widely recognized that the crucial and extremely common technical term pramãna (Tib. tshad ma) is 
very difficult— some say, impossible— to translate properly into English. Scholars of Buddhist studies 
have often used “valid cognition” to render this term, but that option causes problems in any 
conversation with Western academic philosophers, who are trained to say that only arguments can be 
valid and never individual cognitions. The older translation “instrument of knowledge” is less flawed, as it 
does not invoke a technical term with an already established meaning, and it is based on Indian texts’ 
explications of pramãna. But it does not connect well with the language of contemporary philosophy. 
Dan Arnold’s proposal “reliable epistemic warrant” is far superior and indeed expresses the intended 
philosophical meaning quite precisely. But this three- word phrase is too long and clumsy for a term that 
occurs constantly in the text. Readers who are sympathetic to Arnold’s proposal are invited to interpret 
the rendering adopted here, “warrant,” as a kind of abbreviation for his phrase. Although most 
occurrences of pramãna have been translated this way, in a few contexts where the warrant in question 
is an inference, I have found that the text can be made clearer by translating the term as “argument.” 

Another Sanskrit technical term presenting formidable difficulties is ãkãra, which in its nontechnical uses 
means “aspect, appearance.” It is also used in a specific way in the Buddhist philosophy of mind, where 
prominent authors seem to have disagreed about whether cognitive and perceptual states have any 
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ãkãra. The rendering I have adopted here, “phenomenal form,” is based on an interpretation offered by 
Matt MacKenzie. MacKenzie connects the nir-ãkãra-vãda, the “doctrine of no phenomenal form,” with 
the idea of a radical transparency of experience. On this view, we perceive external objects directly, and 
our perceptions of them have no subjectively accessible nature or form of their own, but simply present 
the external object to us. On MacKenzie’s reading, the opposite position, known as the sa-ãkãravãda, 
involves maintaining that our awareness of objects is phenomenologically and/ or epistemically mediated 
by inner states that appear to us in a certain way. There will then be room for doubt about the extent 
to which the phenomenal form of our awareness does or does not correspond to anything in the 
objects themselves. 

Some scholars who examine this work may be surprised by the way I have decided to translate the 
Sanskrit noun vyavasthã and the causative verb forms related to it. In this book these come out 
sometimes as “framework” and sometimes as “present in [a, your, our] framework.” I must confess that 
I struggled with these Sanskrit words for a long time; it was Douglas Duckworth who suggested 
“framework” to me as a translation of the Tibetan equivalent rnam par gzhag pa. To understand why this 
somewhat odd choice ends up making sense, it helps render the pieces of the verb forms literally into 
English and put them together into a phrase, which would sound like “cause to stand apart and down”— 
or, more idiomatically, “lay it all out [for you].” Those experts who may still be skeptical should examine 
how well this translation choice works in the particular contexts in which the words appear. 

Many translation problems are presented by Šãntaraksitás and Kamalašïlás uses, in Chapter I, of technical 
terms from one of the oldest forms of Indian philosophy, the Sãmkhya. The primary focus of their 
critique is the Sãmkhya-kãrikãs (henceforth SK) of Ïšvarakrsna. This famous text, which may have been 
composed between 350 and 450 CE, became the most authoritative and definitive expression of the 
Sãmkhya philosophical position for almost all later authors within that tradition. As the title indicates, 
the official target of criticism is one of that text’s most important postulates: that everything that arises 
in our experience is a manifestation of a single real cause called “prime matter.” In practice, though, the 
primary focus of debate turns on disagreements about the nature of causality and, specifically, about the 
“doctrine that the effect pre- exists” (Skt. sat-kãrya-vãda.) 

The TSP uses two distinct words, which Kamalašïla explicitly tells us are synonyms, to refer to prime 
matter as postulated by the Sãmkhyas: prak^ti and pradhãna. I have chosen to render the first of these in 
almost all of its occurrences as “natural basis,” a translation which seems to work well for uses of 
prak^ti in other chapters of the TS. In particular, prak^ti is sometimes used to mean “cause” in general; 
hopefully, “natural basis” fits this usage. In the chapter title, however, it was clearer to translate “prime 
matter.” The Tibetan translation adopts rang bzhin as its equivalent for prak^ti—a confusing choice, as 
the crucially important Sanskrit word svabhãva, also translated as rang bzhin, makes a number of 
appearances in our chapter as well. The second of the synonyms, pradhãna, means in Sanskrit something 
like “the principal or most important thing,” making the English phrase “prime matter” — often used by 
scholars of Aristotle— a reasonably close fit as to both colloquial and philosophical meaning. 

Sã^khya texts teach that prime matter can also be understood as the equilibrium state of the three gu^a, 
or “strands,” reproduced here in transliteration as sattva, rajas, and tamas. This ancient framework 
presents several intractable translation problems. As the Bhagavad Gïtã points out, “The word SAT is 
used in the sense ‘true’ and also in the sense ‘good.’ ” The result is that no English word can fully convey 
the range of meanings that Sã^khya philosophers were trying to indicate by naming one of the strands 
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sattva. The name of the second strand, rajas, is at least as problematic, since it brings a collection of 
meanings and associations that hang together well in its Indian context, but which can seem quite 
disparate to us. Thus rajas can mean “desire” or “passion,” as well as the suffering that inevitably results 
from desire; but as Apte’s dictionary tells us, it also has a commonly encountered meaning of “dust, 
powder, dirt.” Moreover, the root ^ra^j from which it is derived often means “to be colored” or, 
specifically, “to be red,” giving rise to an important secondary meaning for rajas, “menstruation, 
menstrual blood.” All of these meanings must be kept in mind as we try to understand the role rajas 
plays in Sã^khya thought. 

The Tibetan translators can hardly be faulted for not having completely resolved these problems. They 
chose snying stobs, which means “fortitude, determined courage” for the name of the sattva strand. This 
is an odd choice, though it at least has a strongly positive connotation. Their chosen translation rdul, 
“dust,” for rajas is more accurate, but hardly conveys the full complexity of the semantic range of this 
term. The rendering mun pa, “darkness,” for tamas must have been a far easier choice to make. 

Yet another serious difficulty arises in relation to the Samkhya technical term caitanya. The Tibetan 
renders this word as sems pa can, “that which possesses sentience.” This choice makes sense, as 
caitanya often refers unambiguously to the individual soul or spirit; in contrast to the Advaita Vedãnta 
tradition, classical Samkhya thinkers were committed to the claim that there were many different such 
souls. There are, however, passages in this chapter where caitanya refers, equally unambiguously, to 
conscious mental phenomena. 

The approach I have adopted renders caitanya as “consciousness,” thus allowing “a consciousness” to 
refer to a particular sentient being. This choice does create a conflict with the crucial Buddhist technical 
term vijñãna, which I and many other scholars also translate as “consciousness.” Fortunately vijñãna is 
not a theme of this chapter. Besides, the English word “consciousness” is a far better fit for caitanya than 
for vijñãna, where the translation can be a bit misleading. 

The term liñga normally means a “mark” or “sign” in philosophical Sanskrit. Here it is used in an unusual 
way because, it appears, of a complex intellectual history. A rich vein of information about this history 
can be found in Welden 1910. Welden argues that, in the Sãmkhya-kãrikãs and related texts, the term 
often refers to an “organ” or “instrument,” consisting of the intellect and the ten faculties. When 
combined with the five subtle elements, it forms what I shall refer to as the “subtle body” that wanders 
in cyclic existence . The translation “subtle body” for liñga is also used by Geoff Ashton and is adopted 
here. 

Kamalašïlás explanation is based on another interpretation of the meaning of this term, an interpretation 
advanced in Samkhya texts and based on a folk etymology; that is, a forced and scientifically ungrounded 
explanation of the derivation of the word. As seen in the text, this folk etymology is intended to convey 
that a liñga is something that can merge or dissolve into something else; to express this meaning in 
English, Welden proposes the term “mergent.” The Tibetan translations render the word, strangely, as 
’gro ba— which I can interpret only as a reference to the role of the liñga in rebirth and thus as 
indirectly supporting the translation “subtle body.” 

The Sanskrit words svasamvitti and svasamvedanã, rendered here as “reflexive awareness,” name one of 
Śāntaraksita most important positive doctrines: that in addition to illuminating (what appears to be) an 
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external object, each cognition also makes itself manifest at the same time. Many South Asian Buddhist 
philosophers endorsed this kind of view; among them, Šãntarak^ita is known for having explained 
reflexive awareness as the characteristic responsible for the distinction between what is sentient and 
what is insentient. The idea of reflexive awareness appears several times in the chapters translated here. 
Near the end of Chapter I, for example, Šãntarak^ita relies on this doctrine to help him show the 
absurdity of regarding the external world as composed of the three strands, which are characterized in 
Samkhya thought as having properties that properly belong only to conscious states. Though 
Śāntaraksita argument certainly comes off as reasonable in context, the premise on which it rests would 
be the target of incisive criticisms by philosophers in Tibet, above all Tsong kha pa. 

In Chapter XX, the “Inquiry on Perspectivalism,” especially severe translation difficulties are presented 
by the term anvaya and its grammatical relatives. This family of terms seems to be used there to 
describe situations in which one thing remains the same in various contexts. Crucially, they are used 
both for a universal, which is held to be (in some sense) present in various different particulars, and a 
continuant substance, which is held to remain the same across various times. In English we do not have a 
single term that expresses both of these relations, or, at least, I have not found one. It has thus been 
impossible to translate the chapter in such a way that the surface of the language displays, as it does in 
the Sanskrit, the deep philosophical connections between these two issues that Śāntaraksita, Kamalašïla, 
and their Jain opponents seem to have seen and wished to point out. 

Please note that “ad.” means “[in the commentary] on.” So, for example, the notation “ad. 285– 6” 
would mean “in the prose commentary on verses 285 and 286 of the TS.” 

Several scholars provided valuable assistance in early stages of the development of this translation. I 
must especially acknowledge the valuable help provided at the beginning of the project by Wangchuk 
Dorje Negi, who read much of Chapter VII with me in 2007 at the Central University of Tibetan Studies 
(then the CIHTS) in Sarnath, UP, India. I then set the TS aside for almost ten years. Wenli Fan then 
came to Binghamton University wishing to read the karma chapter with me. It was by working on that 
text with her, on the way to producing the co- authored translation that appears here, that I realized for 
the first time just how sophisticated and impressive Śāntaraksita philosophy really was, and I was thus 
motivated to return to the study of the TS, a process that resulted in the production of the rest of this 
book. 

Others kindly helped me with various aspects of the translation. I have already acknowledged a valuable 
suggestion by Douglas Duckworth. Sonam Kachru discussed a very difficult passage from Chapter XX 
with me and identified a mistake I had made in translating it. Antoine Panaïoti kindly went over the God 
chapter with great care and made a number of valuable suggestions. Drawing on his immense knowledge 
of the whole Indian tradition, Mark Siderits clarified some difficult issues and helped improve my 
renderings of several problematic passages. The remaining flaws in the translation, of which I am sure 
there must be many, are my responsibility and not that of these outstanding scholars.  <>   
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BRILL'S ENCYCLOPEDIA OF BUDDHISM. VOLUME TWO: 
LIVES Edited by Jonathan A. Silk, and Vincent Eltschinger, 
Richard Bowring, and Michael Radich [Series: Handbook of 
Oriental Studies. Section 2 South Asia, & Brill's Encyclopedia of 
Buddhism, Brill, 9789004299375] 
Brill’s Encyclopedia of Buddhism is the first comprehensive academic reference work devoted to the 
plurality of Buddhist traditions across Asia, offering readers a balanced and detailed treatment of this 
complex phenomenon in six thematically arranged volumes: literature and languages (I, publ. 2015), lives  
(II, publ. 2019), thought (III), history (IV), life and practice (V), index and remaining issues (VI). 

Each volume contains substantial original essays by many of the world’s foremost scholars, essays which 
not only cover basic information and well-known issues but which also venture into areas as yet 
untouched by modern scholarship. An essential tool for anyone interested in Buddhism. 

An online resource will provide easy access to the encyclopedia’s ever-growing corpus of information. 
All those interested in religions in South Asia, the history of Buddhism, as well as Indologists and 
historians of religions. 

Brill’s Encyclopedia of Buddhism is under the general editorial control of Jonathan Silk (Leiden 
University, editor-in-chief), Richard Bowring (University of Cambridge) and Vincent Eltschinger (École 
Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris). In addition, each volume has a dedicated board of specialist editors. 

There is no Buddhism without Buddhists, without the monks, poets and philosophers who constituted 
Buddhist communities of every time and place. In the same way, there is no Buddhism without the 
Buddha and the hosts of figures who populate the Buddhist universe, bodhisattvas, gods, deities and so 
on. This second volume of Brill's Encyclopedia of Buddhism, devoted to LIVES, offers a wide array of 
entries devoted both to the Buddhist pantheon and to historical Buddhists from throughout Asia in the 
pre-modern period. Folllowing on the 2015 publication of Volume I, dedicated primarily to Buddhist 
literature, this volume offers in its first section entries on transhistorical and translocal figures, while the 
second section presents accounts of historical or semi-historical individuals, organized by geographic 
region, from India through Central, Southeast, and East Asia, in almost 200 substantial separate entries. 

CONTENTS 
 

Prelims  
Contributors  
Editors and Editorial Board  
Primary Sources Abbreviations  
Books Series and Journals Abbreviations  
General Abbreviations  
Introduction  
 

Section One: 
Sakyamun^: South Asia  

https://brill.com/view/title/23918
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Barlaam and Josaphat  
 

Sections Two: 
South & Southeast Asia: 

 
Ajatasatru  
Aryade^a  
Aryasura.  
Asañga/Ma^treya(nátha)  
^ha^i^eka  
Brahmá, Sakra, and Mára  
Buddhaghosa  
Buddhas of the Past: South Asia  
Buddhas of the Past and of the Future: Southeast Asia  
Candragomin  
Candrakirti  
Dáldni  
Devadatta  
Dharmakirti  
Dharmapala  
Dharmottara  
Dignaga  
Early Sar^asti^ada Masters  
Gavampati in Southeast Asia  
Gopadatta  
Gunaprabha  
Haribhadra  
Haribhatta  
Harivarman  
Harsa  
Hayagriva  
Indian Tantric Authors: Overview  
Jñanagarbha  
Jnanapada 
Jnanasrimitra  
Kamalasila  
Karunamaya  
Ksemendra  
Kumáralata  
Mahadeva  
Maitreya  
Marici  
Matrceta  
Nagarjuna  
Paccekabuddhas/Pratyekabuddhas in Indic Sources   
Phra Malai in Thailand and Southeast Asia  
Prajnakaragupta  
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Ratnakarasanti  
Ratnakirti  
Saghabhadra  
Sañkaranandana  
Sañkarasvamin  
Santaraksita  
Santideva  
Sarasvati/Benzaiten  
Sariputra  
Scholars of Premodern Pali Buddhism  
Seers (rsi/isi) and Brahmanas in Southeast Asia  
Siddhas  
Srilata  
Sthiramati  
Subhagupta  
Tantric Buddhist Deities in Southeast Asia  
Thera/Theri in Pali and Southeast Asian Buddhism 
Udbhatasiddhasvamin  
Upagupta  
Vagisvarakirti  
Vasubandhu  
Vinayaka  
Yama and Hell Beings in Indian Buddhism  
 

East Asia: 
Akasagarbha in East Asia  
Arhats in East Asian Buddhism  
Asvaghosa (East Asian Aspects)  
Avalokitesvara in East Asia  
Dizang/Jizo  
Jianzhen (Ganjin)  
Mahakala in East Asia  
Mahakasyapa in Chan-inspired Traditions  
Mañjusri in East Asia  
Maudgalyayana (Mulian)  
Musang (Wuxiang)  
Tejaprabha  
Yinyuan Longqi (Ingen)  
 

China: 
Amoghavajra  
An Shigao  
Chengguan  
Daoxuan  
Falin  
Faxian  
Fazun  
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Hanshan Deqing  
Hongzhi Zhengjue  
Huihong (see Juefan Huihong) 
Huineng (see Shenxiu) 
Huiyuan (see Lushan Huiyuan) 
Jigong  
Juefan Huihong  
Liang Wudi  
Lokaksema  
Luo Qing  
Lushan Huiyuan  
Mazu Daoyi  
Mingben (see Zhongfeng Mingben)Nagarjun in China  
Nenghai  
Ouyang Ji^gwu  
Ouyi Zhixu  
Paramartha  
Qian Qianyi  
Qisong  
Shenhui (see Shenxiu) 
Shenxiu, Huineng, and Shenhui  
Subhakaras^mha  
Wumen  
Wuxiang (see East Asia: Musang) 
Wuzhu  
Xiao Ziliang  
Yinshun  
Yixing  
Yuan Hongdao  
Yuanwu Keqin  
Zhanran  
Zhi Qian  
Zhili  
Zhixu (see Ouyang Zhixu) 
Zhiyi  
Zhongfeng Mingben  
Zhuhong  
 

Korea: 
Chinul  
Hyujong  
Ich'adon  
Kihwa  
Kim Sisup  
Kyongho  
Kyunyó  
Muhak Chach'o  
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Musang (see East Asia) 
Pou  
Toson  
Uich'on  
Uisang  
Wonch'uk  
Wonhyo  
Yi Nunghwa  
 

Japan: 
Amaterasu Omikami  
Armen  
Benzaiten (see South and Southeast Asia: Sarasvati) 
Dogen  
Dohan  
Eisai (see Yosai) 
Eison  
En no Gyoja  
Enchin  
Ennin  
Ganjin (see East Asia: Jianzhen) 
Genshin  
Hachiman  
Hakuin  
Honen  
Ikkyu Sojun  
Ingen (see East Asia: Yinyuan Longqi) 
Ippen Chishin  
Jakusho  
Jiun Sonja  
Jizo (see East Asia: Dizang) 
Jojin  
Jokei  
Kakuban  
Keizan Jok^n  
Komyo  
Kukai  
Kiiya  
Menzan Zuiho  
Monkan  
Mugai Nyodai  
Mujaku Dochu  
Muso Soseki  
Myoe  
Nichiren  
Nonin 
Raiyu  
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Ryogen  
Saicho  
Saigyo  
Shinran  
Shot^ku Taishi  
Tenjin  
Tenkai  
Yosai/Eisai  
Zad  
 

Tibetan Cultural Sphere 
Atisa and the Bka' gdams pa Masters  
Ge sar of Gling  
Gter ston: Tibetan Buddhist Treasure Revealers  
Gtsang smyon Heruka  
Lcang skya Rol pa'i Rdo rje  
Mi la ras pa  
The Mongolian Jebdzundamba Khutugtu Lineage  
Padmasambhava in Tibetan Buddhism  
The Sa skya School's Five Forefathers  
Spirits of the Soil, Land, and Locality in Tibet  
Ston pa Gshen rab: The Bon Buddha  
Tibet's Crazy Yogins  
Tsong kha pa and his Immediate Successors  
Worldly Protector Deities in Tibet  
 

Appendix To Volume I: 
Buddhist Narrative Literature in Japan  
Poetry: Japan  
Korean Son Literature  

Buddhism, it need hardly be said, does not exist without Buddhists, without sages and teachers, 
preachers and scholars, poets, kings and philosophers, and many more. Similarly, Buddhist traditions do 
not exist without their ideal figures, their buddhas and bodhisattvas, gods and spirits, paragons and 
figures of legend. The present volume, the second in the thematically arranged volumes of the BEB, 
treats both historical and ahistorical figures of Buddhist traditions, and is roughly arranged according to 
this division. 

This distinction is, of course, both somewhat arbitrary and often problematic. There is an old joke that 
Shakespeare's plays were not written by Shakespeare but rather by another writer, equally named 
Shakespeare (with a citation as old as 1860, an extended and amusing discussion is found at https://quote 
investigator.com /2014/08/19/same-name/). Was Nagarjuna the author of the works attributed to this 
name? How is he related to the alchemist Nagárjuna? It might be possible, in some cases, to tease apart 
the historical and the ahistorical, although often it would not. But what is more important is that to 
introduce such a distinction would—again, more often than not—fly in the face of the tradition's own 
self-understandings. For if we are interested—as we are—in Buddhism in all of its diversity and 
variations, we cannot approach Buddhist "Lives" by focusing our attention on some sort of 
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demythologization, by seeking the human Buddha behind the tradition's many Buddhas of story, or for 
that matter by seeking after only the human Nagarjuna. In almost all cases, the tradition is the story 
itself, and the temptation of the historian to separate the wheat from the chaff, if this is understood to 
mean the true from the false, is fraught with difficulty, and leads to an impoverished diminution of the 
subject. We are, then, in other words, at least as interested here in "legend" as we are in "fact," 
understanding that the meaningful identity of figures in Buddhist traditions is much more often located in 
the former than in the latter. 

Another way of saying this is to explain that we are at least as interested in "afterlives" as we are in 
lives—in the creative, usually expansive, retellings of lives after an individual is dead (or has in some 
other way left this earth). This said, it is equally true that some Asian traditions paid more attention to 
"history" than did others, and the closer we come to modern times, the more we can know of the 
"factual" and "historical" In this light, there is on the whole much more "legendary" in the lives of Indian 
figures than there is, for instance, in the lives of Japanese, and this distinction in our sources is also 
reflected in the tenor of our entries. 

Ideally, the entries presented in this volume, then, represent a picture of both traditional (let us say, for 
ease, ahistorical) images alongside what can be known of "factual history." This, in any event, is what we 
aimed for. It may perhaps have been possible to arrange the volume with a first section of figures of 
overwhelmingly mythical status, and a second section, geographically ordered, presenting more historical 
figures. In fact the editors considered this, but in the end the abovementioned unity of the two aspects 
of "Lives" determined that we simply could not reasonably draw such a distinction. We therefore begin, 
as we must, with Sákyamuni, followed by a sketch of one way in which his life storied entered Western 
consciousness as a Christian saint, namely in the legend of Barlaam and Josaphat. In the second portion 
of the volume, which makes up almost all of its bulk, we divide the treatments geographically, and then 
further arrange the entries simply in alphabetical order of the romanized name of the figure in question. 

It is worth emphasizing that some figures whom one might expect to find do not appear here, one 
example being the buddha (^ahá)Vairocana. The reason for this is that we have decided that while there 
is much to say about this figure, little to nothing of it has to do with his "life," or anything approaching 
biography (or perhaps better, hagiography). This figure exists in a more abstract realm, and will receive a 
full treatment in the forthcoming volume on Doctrines. 

This volume, then, has as its aim the presentation of Lives, that is, accounts of persons and personages. 
Of course, an individual's life cannot be separated from the literary works that person composed, the 
rituals they advanced, the works of art they patronized or produced, and so on. Therefore, to separate 
out a "biography" (or, as above, hagiography) is at best unnatural. Yet, the same could be said for 
virtually any topic taken up in the BEB; mutual embeddings and associations link persons and texts and 
practices and all the rest. We have had to be selective in choosing our foci, and that selectivity has 
sometimes the appearance of the arbitrary. Inevitably, therefore, there is something of the arbitrary 
here too, but it is, we would like to think, an "informed arbitrariness." 

In the first place, even aside from decisions such as that concerning Vairocana, we did not aim to be 
representative. Since 1937, scholars have had access to the superb Dictionary of Pali Proper Names 
authored by G.P. Malalasekera, the substance of which is available now not only online 
(http://www.palikanon.com/english/pali_names/aa/ai_ad.htm) but also fully scanned (on 
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https://archive.org/). We saw no point in revisiting individuals from the Pali tradition who are adequately 
treated in this wonderful resource. Less well known outside of Japan is Akanuma Chizen's 1931 work, 
Indo Bukkyó koyii meishijiten repr.: Kyoto: Hozokan,1967), likewise a biographical dictionary of Indian 
Buddhist figures, but unlike Malalasekera's Pali-based work, reliant primarily on Chinese sources. Also 
unlike Malalasekera, however, Akanuma does not present a narrative, but instead a basic, sparsely 
annotated listing of sources—the beginning of a life account, rather than the account itself. It is, 
however, a remarkable and extremely valuable work. Had we been able to find scholars both interested 
in the figures treated here and able to make use of the vast treasury of the Chinese Buddhist canon, we 
would have been delighted to have presented more entries similar to those dealing with figures such as 
Ajatas^tru, Devadatta or Sariputra. But the unfortunate reality is that at present few scholars utilize both 
Indic and Chinese materials, and the field will have to wait for further sketches of monks, nuns, 
patriarchs and other figures, particularly those of earlier Indian Buddhism, as found portrayed principally 
in Chinese sources. 

Another choice we made was motivated by the existence of another valuable resource, the website 
THE TREASURY OF LIVES: A BIOGRAPHICAL ENCYCLOPEDIA OF TIBET, INNERASIA, AND 
THE HIMALAYA. While entries in this resource often do not refer to critical secondary scholarship in 
a fashion that the BEB would find necessary, the sheer breadth of its coverage discouraged us from 
attempting to duplicate its presentations. There is, however, as with figures from earlier Indian 
Buddhism, certainly room in the future for scholarship with goes beyond the already-utilized source 
materials, or treats them with a more critical and scholarly eye, and we fully expect that as scholarship 
continues to examine these traditions, new insights will be forthcoming. 

So much for intentional gaps, so to speak, or at least gaps that we, the editors, anticipated. Another set 
of gaps was beyond the control of the editors. Anyone familiar with the breadth of Buddhist traditions 
cannot help but notice that we do not offer entries on Amitabha, Asoka, Bhaisajyaguru, Buddhapalita ... 
all the way down to Zaya Pandita, a veritable A to Z. And the simple explanation here is that in most of 
these cases we simply could not find scholars willing and/or able to write such entries for us. We must 
also take into account the reality that it is rare to find a single scholar who can control the geographic, 
cultural and linguistic vastness of some of these subjects. In some cases, we have managed to pool our 
resources in the form of jointly written entries. We console ourselves with the thought that such an 
attempt has not been made before, and that even though our coverage of, for instance, Maitreya is by no 
means complete, it represents a considerable advance over what has been attempted before. In 
distressingly many cases, however, we simply could not locate a suitable author at all. We have, for 
instance, not a single entry in this volume, nor in BEB I, on Vietnam. This is not because Vietnam was 
not historically Buddhist, nor because we think Vietnamese Buddhists unworthy of inclusion, but 
because we have not been able, so far, to locate specialists willing to cooperate with us in making the 
wealth of the Vietnamese Buddhist tradition available. Our treatment of Mongolia is also inadequate; in 
fact, there is no point in offering here a list of what is "missing," because such a list would be 
depressingly long. Perhaps it will suffice to say that the editors are well aware of many of the gaps in our 
coverage, just as we expect that we remain unaware of absences some readers will discern, based on 
their own particular areas of expertise. And we can say little more than that we aspire to do better, 
something that we will only be able to accomplish with your help. 

https://treasuryoflives.org/
https://treasuryoflives.org/
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We appeal, in this regard, to a remark with which Prof. Daniel Boucher closed his review of BEB I 
(BSOAS 80/3 [2017], 639-642). Boucher wrote that "scholars can only have reference works as good as 
the ones they are willing to contribute to. The BEB will succeed only to the degree that scholars heed 
this call." We could not agree more, and we appeal, therefore, to our colleagues, and to all those who 
toil to research the Classical Buddhist traditions of Asia, to help us make the ^^^ the kind of resource 
we would all like to have. <>    

EARLY BUDDHIST ORAL TRADITION: TEXTUAL 
FORMATION AND TRANSMISSION by Bhikkhu Analayo 
[Wisdom Publications, 9781614298274] 
A fascinating investigation into the formation and transmission of the early Buddhist oral 
tradition. 
For hundreds of years after his death, the Buddha’s teachings were transmitted orally, from person to 
person. In this volume, acclaimed scholar-monk Bhikkhu Analayo examines the impact of such oral 
transmission on early Buddhist texts, be these monastic rules, verses, or prose portions of the early 
discourses. He scrutinizes various oral aspects of these texts, surveying evidence for memory errors, 
the impact of attempts at systematization, and instances of additions and innovations. Finally, he explores 
the implications of the nature of these texts as the final product of centuries of oral transmission and 
evaluates the type of conclusions that can—and cannot—be drawn based on them.  
 
In-depth but still accessible, EARLY BUDDHIST ORAL TRADITION is an engrossing and enlightening 
inquiry into the early Buddhist oral tradition. 

CONTENTS 
Introduction.  
I. The Recital of the Monastic Rules 
1. After the Buddha's Demise 
2. The Growth and Recitation of the Code of Rules 
3. Concatenation and Waxing Syllables 
4. Different Monastic Lineages 
5. Communal Recitation 
6. The Group of Six 
7. The Ruling on a Breach of Celibacy 
8. The Ruling Against Killing a Human Being 
9. Vinaya and Discourse Literature 
10. Memorization and Improvisation 
11. Summary 
II. Discourse and Verse Collections 
1. The Four Discourse Collections (Agama) 
2. The Long Discourse Collections 
3. The Collections of Discourses of Medium Length 
4. Topic-wise Collections 
5. Numerical Discourse Collections 

https://www.amazon.com/Early-Buddhist-Oral-Tradition-Transmission/dp/1614298270/
https://www.amazon.com/Early-Buddhist-Oral-Tradition-Transmission/dp/1614298270/
https://www.amazon.com/Early-Buddhist-Oral-Tradition-Transmission/dp/1614298270/


w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
80 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

6. Discourses Without Parallels 
7. The Textual "Limbs" 
8. Verse Collections 
9. Two Early Verse Collections 
10. The Chapter on Eight 
11. Inspired Utterances 
12. Textual Memory 
13. Summary 
III.  Memory Errors 
1. The Explanatory Model of Intentionality 
2. Innocent Variations 
3. Sequence Errors 
4. Meaningless Additions 
5. Conflations 
6. Loss of Text 
7. Lack of Homogenization 
8. Oral Recitation and Memory 
9. The Limitations of Memory 
10. Summary 
IV.  Systematization 
1. Repetition 
2. Abbreviation 
3. Concatenation 
4. The Structure of the ^ali Medium-Length Collection 5 The Sequence of Long Discourses 
6. Structural Aspects of the Collections of Short Discourses 
7. Delimiting the Four Discourse Collections 
8. Variations of Formulas 
9. Summary and Exposition 
10. Repetition Series 
11. Systematization and Orality 
12. Summary 
V. Additions and Innovations 
1. Creative Dimensions of Abbreviation 
2. Remembering Lists 
3. Substantial Additions 
4. The Providing of a Commentary 
5. Evidence for the Incorporation of a Commentary 
6. The Implications of Parallelism 
7. A Key Element for the Bodhisattva Path 
8. An Abhidharma Treatment 
9. The Problem of Accurate Source Monitoring 10. Summary 
VI.  Implications of Orality 
1 In Quest of the Original 
2. Pre-canonical Buddhism 
3. The "Word of the Buddha" 
4. Comprehensive Coverage 
5. Intentional Change 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
81 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

6. A Shift of Perspective 
7. Dynamics of Orality 
8. Summary 
Conclusion 
Abbreviations 
Notes 
References 
Index 
About the Author 

In the following pages I examine the early Buddhist oral tradition from the viewpoint of its formation 
and transmission. The central question I intend to explore is how best to understand its dynamics: What 
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centuries of oral transmission and evaluate the type of conclusions that can (and cannot) be drawn 
based on them, followed by presenting a sketch of the dynamics of early Buddhist orality. 

^ chief problem in studying the evidence provided by the early texts is the almost inevitable tendency to 
think in terms of modern modes of producing written texts. Yet, textual production in an oral setting 
differs substantially and needs to be considered on its own terms. My attempts to do justice to this 
requirement have benefitted from my experience of living many years in Sri Lanka, where the oral 
dimension of communication is still considerably more important than in the West, as well as from 
staying for some time on another occasion with tribal people living in the traditional way of hunting and 
gathering, a way of life in which communications were still entirely oral. Such personal experiences have 
helped me in my struggle to step out of the framework of thinking exclusively in terms of the written 
medium. 

My presentation here is meant to provide an introduction to the relevant themes rather than an 
exhaustive survey, which within the limitations of a single monograph is not possible. Based on excerpts 
from my own more detailed studies of the respective points, I present a few selected examples to 
illustrate patterns of more general relevance. My aim throughout is to render academic research by 
myself and others more widely accessible, for which reason I try my best to explain ideas and concepts 
that are not necessarily familiar to the general reader. I have also endeavored to keep the main text as 
accessible as possible by relegating the more academic type of information to annotation. In addition, 
each chapter concludes with a brief summary of the main points of my discussion. In this way I trust it 
will be possible for the general reader to ignore the annotation and just read the main text, whereas my 
academic colleagues will hopefully still find in the annotations the information required to substantiate 
my presentation. 

Whatever worth there may be in the following pages, none of it would have come into existence 
without the help of innumerable friends and colleagues over the past twenty years. Adequately naming 
each is no longer possible, hence I here express my deep gratitude in general to all and everyone who 
has, directly or indirectly, contributed to the growth of my understanding and the continuity of my 
research leading up to the present publication. 

*** 

The present study will hopefully have brought home the remarkable complexity of the early Buddhist 
oral tradition. At the same time, however, what at first sight may appear just erratic, on closer study and 
through familiarity with the working mechanisms of orality can be seen to follow its own rules and 
patterns. Recognizing these substantially enhances our ability to understand this type of material and to 
interpret as well as contextualize variations between parallel versions of a particular text. 

The fortnightly recitation of the monastic code of rules requires a fixed text to be memorized, whose 
oral performance could hardly have been a matter of improvisation. Nor does its function throughout 
Buddhist monastic history make it reasonable to assume that the contents of the rules were open to 
intentional change. Nevertheless, the extant versions of the code of rules show variations, in line with 
the natural fluctuations to be expected of orally transmitted material. Given the absence of written 
records to determine the "correct" reading, if the leader of the ceremonial performance of the code of 
rules is a highly respected senior, chances are that a slip of memory will not be corrected by others, 
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which in turn can result in a change of the code of rules committed to memory by the students of this 
teacher and thereby impacting the next generation of reciters. From this perspective, the fortnightly 
recitation of the monastic code of rules as a model for the functioning of early Buddhist oral 
transmission can be seen to exemplify at the same time patterns ensuring accurate recall as well as the 
potential for variations to occur. 

The need to inculcate proper monastic behavior can rely on narratives purporting to record the 
circumstances under which a rule was promulgated. These narratives were evidently not considered 
fixed in a manner comparable to the rules, leaving room for improvements of a particular tale to 
enhance its function in a teaching context. Variations between such narratives in different transmission 
lineages can serve as indicators for the teaching concerns of the reciters. 

The above points to two complementary modalities of oral transmission, where a core text of a more 
fixed type is embedded in a more fluid narrative purporting to record the circumstances under which 
the core text in question was spoken. Similar patterns can be discerned in textual collections of verses 
and the respective prose narrations as well as in relation to the discourses. 

The evidence presented in the preceding pages counters the assumption that variations between parallel 
versions of a text must invariably reflect some form of intentional intervention. Mistakes in sequence 
and meaningless additions, together with substantial textual loss, point much rather to the limitations of 
textual memory as crucial for understanding the nature of early Buddhist orality. The indications given in 
various discourses regarding a concern for accuracy among those responsible for the early Buddhist oral 
transmission need to be appreciated in light of the following two influences: the lack of systematic 
training of the Buddhist reciters in a way comparable to their Vedic predecessors and an emphasis on 
understanding the meaning of the transmitted texts as opposed to rote memorization of the material 
without contextual understanding. Both of these aspects tend to interfere with precise memorization. 

In an apparent attempt to deal with the resulting difficulties, the Buddhist reciters relied on various 
modes of systematization, such as textual repetition, listings of synonyms for a particular term, the 
employment of formulaic descriptions, stereotyped lists, and abbreviations. Such systematization appears 
to have been an ongoing process, with some elements quite probably being used from the outset. The 
textual evidence shows how several of these elements, although originally quite probably intended to 
provide an element of stability for the purpose of memorization, in the course of time became more 
creative and thereby productive of change and new developments. 

Another important contribution to textual expansion and change appears to have its origin in the 
providing of a commentary alongside the source text in a teaching situation. The lack of a clear dividing 
line between these two types of text, memorized by successive generations of reciters, combined with 
the problem of accurate source monitoring as a potential failure of human memory, appear to have 
resulted in the gradual integration of new ideas and perspectives into the source text. Comparative 
study of the early discourses enables discerning instances of the integration of such commentarial 
explanations. Due to a tendency to reflect later thought, such instances are of particular interest, as they 
enable reconstructing in more detail historical developments during an early period in the development 
of Buddhist thought and practice. 
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Although comparative study of parallel texts from different reciter lineages has a remarkable potential to 
shed light on the evolution of early Buddhism, it is impossible for it to yield access to the original or Ur-
text. The nature of oral transmission is such that, even though the parallel versions now extant must 
have had a common starting point in the past, this initial oral expression is forever beyond reach. The 
actual words spoken by the Buddha can no longer be determined with certainty. What can definitely be 
determined are later developments, whose identification requires a comprehensive coverage of all 
relevant sources. 

By way of concluding on a more personal note: An attempt to carry out such comparative study, within 
the limits of my abilities, stands in the background of many of my other publications, including an 
examination of a feature shared by different Buddhist traditions, comprising the Theravada, Mahayana, 
and secular Buddhist traditions. This is the polemic move of pretending to be the sole authentic 
representative of the Buddha's words. For exposing the lack of a sound foundation for such claims, I 
relied precisely on comparative study of the early discourses. Such comparative study can help to 
dismantle the claims made on behalf of this type of Buddhist textual fundamentalism, showing what kind 
of teachings can definitely not be attributed to the Buddha. At the same time, comparative study also 
undermines the alternative of propounding an early Buddhist fundamentalism, due to the inability to 
reconstruct the precise and authentic original of the Buddha's words. All such claims collapse in the face 
of the very means that have preserved the teachings at all: centuries of oral transmission.  <>   

ROAMING FREE LIKE A DEER: BUDDHISM AND THE 
NATURAL WORLD by Daniel Capper [Cornell University 
Press, 9781501759574] 
By exploring lived ecological experiences across seven Buddhist worlds from ancient India to 
the contemporary West, Roaming Free Like a Deer provides a comprehensive, critical, and 
innovative examination of the theories, practices, and real-world results of Buddhist 
environmental ethics. Daniel Capper clarifies crucial contours of Buddhist vegetarianism or meat 
eating, nature mysticism, and cultural speculations about spirituality in nonhuman animals. 

Buddhist environmental ethics often are touted as useful weapons in the fight against climate change. 
However, two formidable but often overlooked problems with this perspective exist. First, much of the 
literature on Buddhist environmental ethics uncritically embraces Buddhist ideals without examining the 
real-world impacts of those ideals, thereby sometimes ignoring difficulties in terms of practical 
applications. Moreover, for some understandable but still troublesome reasons, Buddhists from different 
schools follow their own environmental ideals without conversing with other Buddhists, thereby 
minimizing the abilities of Buddhists to act in concert on issues such as climate change that demand 
coordinated large-scale human responses. 

With its accessible style and personhood ethics orientation, ROAMING FREE LIKE A DEER should 
appeal to anyone who is concerned with how human beings interact with the nonhuman environment. 
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Because of his compassion for nonhuman creatures, the Chinese Buddhist master Zhuhong (1535-1615 
CE) regularly practiced and strongly encouraged others to practice the Buddhist ritual of fangsheng, or 
animal release. In this custom, animals otherwise destined for harm lovingly receive liberation into what 
are thought to be more beneficial conditions. Zhuhong and his followers, for instance, purchased live fish 
from human food markets and then, while chanting Buddhist scriptures, released them unharmed into 
rivers rather than eating them. In freeing animals like this, Zhuhong followed a couple of strategies. First, 
at the market Zhuhong would buy as many captive animals as he could afford. In addition, according to 
Zhuhong the deed of releasing is more fundamental than the size or number of animals released, 
preventing attachment to counting the animals freed.' Based on these policies, the Buddhist teacher 
Zhuhong enthusiastically insisted on performing such animal releases because, in his words, Ás a human 
values her or his life, so do animals love theirs."' 

Zhuhong obviously intended his animal release practices to benefit the animals themselves, thus bringing 
a greater sense of sustainability to his environment. In today's world such an intention may be most 
welcome, given the ecological troubles that beset us so vividly that they almost require no recounting. 
Temperatures across our globe are currently rising problematically, and, as a result, so are water levels 
from lost glaciers. The air is so polluted in many cities that citizens wear masks over their mouths for 
this reason alone. Giant patches of nonbiodegradable plastic clog our world's oceans. Along with ills like 
these, we are losing animal and plant species at alarming rates. 

Ecologically concerned as he was, perhaps if the Buddhist master Zhuhong were with us at present he 
could help us with some of our environmental travails. Certainly he would seem to fit in well with many 
contemporary animal rights or environmentalist organizations. Sadly, though, problems lurked even in 
his own ecological world. For instance, a couple of his followers liberated ten thousand eels from harm 
but did so believing that the accrued virtue helped them pass their civil service exams early. This created 
suspicion (which can never be proven) that these followers were motivated more by their own 
economic benefit than they were for the welfare of eels. Also, as I examine more fully in chapter 7 of 
this book, animal liberation practices like Zhuhong's at times have resulted in struggles with invasive 
species, such as native turtles in Guangzhou, China, that have nearly gone extinct as an effect of many 
released Brazil turtles. There also have been mismatches between comfortable habitats and actual 
release sites, such as with the birds of prey that have strategically waited downstream in order to 
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devour fish that have just been released in a bunch.' Further, counterproductive market arrangements 
have emerged at times, such as hunters who capture wild animals precisely so that they can be sold to 
animal releasers. Zhuhong's Buddhist example therefore instructs us that even such an apparently 
innocuous activity as freeing animals from human dinner bowls can produce ecologically troublesome 
results. 

This book is about environmental tensions like the problems that can arise while freeing fish, even if one 
is compassionately motivated. Today more than ever, we need a robust set of environmental ethics that 
can steer us in positive directions, and Buddhism, with its practices like Zhuhong's animal release rituals, 
can provide us with at least some of the moral ecological guidance that we require. Yet, like with all 
systems of ethics, Buddhist environmental practices like Zhuhong's sometimes do not lead to the most 
satisfying results. Hence, a synthetic analysis of how Buddhism may help us move forward appropriately 
in the climate change age as well as a clear-sighted understanding of the limits of Buddhist environmental 
ethics may provide great ecological value. Over the rest of this book, I pursue precisely such value while 
I explore a comprehensive, critical, and analytical investigation of the theory, practice, and real-world 
ecological performance of Buddhist environmental ethics. I begin this examination by turning to some 
Buddhist environmental ethical voices in order to gain a greater context. 

A Critical Examination of Buddhist Environmentalism 
Many environmentalists like the motivational factor that religiosity can provide, and therefore there 
exists plenty of discussion of Buddhism as a religion that supports twenty-first-century ecological 
initiatives. In fact, because Buddhism describes the universe as dependent arising (in the scriptural 
language of Pali: paticca-samuppáda), or cosmically interconnected across time and space, and 
emphasizes the importance of compassion for nonhumans in ways unlike some other religions, 
Buddhism makes a popular choice for religion-based environmentalist discussions. 

But, to date, there remain some significant shortcomings within this fertile field of inquiry. First, a great 
number of environmentalist writings investigate Buddhist approaches to nonhuman nature primarily in 
terms of the ideals of the tradition, thereby overlooking some rather serious real-world limitations. In 
addition, many environmentalist works are not set in fruitful critical dialogue nor are they subjected to 
synthetic analysis, leading to confusion and perhaps limiting beneficial actions. Let me further explore 
these two shortcomings so that my reader can more clearly see the place of this book. 

As for existing environmental literature regarding Buddhist values, it is in no way difficult to find paeans 
to Buddhist nature-friendliness. A common argument of this literature holds that extending compassion 
through an interconnected universe, as Buddhism asks one to do, makes Buddhism an intrinsically 
environmentalist religion, with the occasional rejoinder that simply following the Buddhist path 
automatically makes one more ecofriendly. Because of this perceived environmentalist potency, 
Buddhism quite often is acclaimed as the form of religion most likely to aid the pursuit of a more 
sustainable human future. The scholar of Buddhism Grace G. Burford, for instance, states that the 
Buddhist precept against intoxicants, when applied metaphorically to intoxicating consumerism, could 
diminish resource needs in a sustainable way. The ethicists David E. Cooper and Simon P. James argue 
that Buddhism is an environmentally friendly religion because of the virtues of humility, self-mastery, 
equanimity, solicitude, nonviolence, and sense of responsibility that Buddhism engenders. Peter Harvey 
characterizes Buddhism's ideals of relationship with the natural world as embodying "harmonious 
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cooperation," a view echoed by Francis H. Cook with his claim that Buddhism possesses a "cosmic 
ecology." The founder of the Deep Ecology movement, the ecophilosopher Arne Naess, lauds Buddhism 
for its denial of the idea that entities possess abiding and independent essences as well as for its 
emphasis on the importance of self-realizati^n. Finally, Leslie E. Sponsel and Poranee Natadecha-Sponsel 
assert that "some of the basic principles of Buddhism parallel those of ecology." 

Unfortunately, despite many praises of Buddhist ecofriendliness, Buddhism sometimes fails to deliver in 
terms of practical realities rather than philosophical ones. When one steps back from Buddhist ideals 
and examines the material lives of Buddhists, one sometimes fmds severe problems in realizing 
Buddhism's many supportive ecofriendly endorsements. As the scholar of Buddhism Duncan Ryúken 
Williams states, "When one reviews the history of the interface of Buddhism and environmentalism, the 
overwhelming tendency has been to define the Buddhist contribution to environmentalism in terms of 
the most idealized notion of what Buddhism is," while ignoring real-world difficulties. For Buddhists, 
therefore, "the belief in harmony with nature at the philosophical level is no blueprint for creating and 
maintaining such harmony on a day-to-day level," as Williams claims. 

In the same vein as Williams but with alternative concepts, the environmental ethicist William Edelglass 
expresses a similar insight in saying, "When environmental philosophy takes place primarily at the level 
of metaphysics and abdicates the realm of policy to the social and natural sciences, it abandons much of 
its capacity to contribute to a more sustainable future." 15 Phrasing this outlook in terms of Zhuhong's 
animal-loving fish releases, attending only to the commendable values of compassion and lovingkindness 
that drive such releases obscures unintentional negative real-world impacts like introducing invasive 
species. 

*** 

Vegetarianism, Religious Practice, and Nature Mysticism 
Along with exploring some of Buddhism's sustainability credentials, throughout this book I have probed 
three touchpoints for comparison: Buddhist vegetarianism, the practice of religion by animals and other 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
88 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

greater vegetarian atmosphere that marks the world of Chinese Maháyána Buddhism and its offshoots, 
the role of the Chinese text Fanwangjing, with its own kin personhood arguments for vegetarianism, is 
crucial. Armed with this document, the sixth-century Chinese king Wu of Liang mandated vegetarianism 
among Buddhist monastics by government decree rather than decision by the religious community, and 
this ethic continues to reverberate throughout the East Asian Buddhism that stems from China. Wu of 
Liang's vegetarian mandate therefore makes Wu one of the more influential Buddhists in history, even if 
his decree did not necessarily affect nonmonastics and perhaps has become a bit forgotten in China 
influenced Japan, Korea, and Vietnam. 

The personhood of natural entities that fuels some vegetarian pleas also leads in a different direction in 
which animals or other natural beings, in their own species-specific ways, are said to practice Buddhism. 
Of course, the mainstream of the tradition denies the ability of any being other than a human to practice 
Buddhism, as we saw clearly in Tibet's Mani Kabum. However, numerous stories from across the 
Buddhist world including Tibet nonetheless indicate the spurious practice of religion by a broad array of 
natural entities. Animals frequently practice religion in ^taka tales and even winds, the moon, trees, and 
the earth expressed devotional grief at the Buddha's passing. Buddhism was not established in Sri Lanka 
without the help of a sambar deer, a couple of holy elephants, and some rather remarkable pious trees. 
A variety of nonhuman spirits are Buddhist practitioners themselves in Thailand, where insightful 
elephants may found monasteries and personally serve Buddhist monastics. Even plants practice religion, 
according to the Chinese masters Jizang and Zhanran, as they do for the Japanese masters who think 
that all of nature constantly preaches like a monastic. Tibetan natural entities share souls with 
enlightened beings, and liberated animals receive teachings for the sake of their future lives. Moreover, 
to ecocentric Western Buddhists like Kaza and Snyder, all beings in nature, even fictional natural beings 
like Smokey the Bear, practice religion like a Buddha. These instances in themselves, of course, do not 
rigorously establish that nonhuman beings practice Buddhism, coming as they do from folk stories, 
scriptural proclamations, and philosophic speculations that sometimes complicate things by including 
anthropomorphic impulses, Nonetheless, with interest in the possible practice of religion by animals 
growing within the academic community, these examples could provoke a practice to generate 
fearlessness. The monk asked if Shalipa feared the sorrows of samsara, and Shalipa replied that everyone 
fears samsara, but his own personal problem concerned his terror of howling wolves. The monk then 
urged Shalipa to move to the center of the cemetery and to "meditate unceasingly on the fact that all 
the various sounds of the world are identical to the howl of a wolf." Shalipa followed the monk's advice 
and practiced for some time. Eventually, he became free of his fear of wolf howls when "he realized that 
all sounds were inseparable from emptiness," thereby producing "an unbroken state of great joy." 
Continuing to meditate until he realized full enlightenment, the eccentric Buddhist thereafter carried a 
wolf on his shoulders, earning him the name Shalipa, or Wolfman. 

Luckily, the Buddha did not prescribe the wearing of wolves like Shalipa donned, so that Buddhists can 
overlook that part of Shalipa's example in favor of his greater lesson. Shalipa, deeply mired in what 
Buddhism considers to be false views regarding the natural world, at first embodies a profoundly 
negative attitude toward wolves. Then, with the help of Buddhist practices, he enriches his 
consciousness regarding the character of the universe and especially of wolves. In this way, his negative 
attitude toward natural beings disappears, thus dramatically shifting the consciousness that he inhabits 
and sponsoring for him a sense of intimacy with wolves. Although Abhayadatta's version of the story 
does not give the reason why Shalipa wore a wolf, one may imagine that he did so to cement his 
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newfound sense of spiritual identity with wolves, not unlike some Native American usages of spirit 
animal talismans. But whether this last speculation is true or not, Shalipa shows Buddhists that even 
quite strong-rooted and problematic approaches to nonhuman nature can be overcome, perhaps 
inspiring Buddhists to look both within and outside of themselves in order to help create worlds that 
are more sustainable and friendly toward humans and nonhumans alike.  <>   

 

BUDDHIST ETHICS: A PHILOSOPHICAL EXPLORATION by 
Jay L. Garfield [Buddhist Philosophy for Philosophers, Oxford 
University Press, 9780190907631] 
BUDDHIST ETHICS presents an outline of Buddhist ethical thought. It is not a defense of Buddhist 
approaches to ethics as opposed to any other, nor is it a critique of the Western tradition. Garfield 
presents a broad overview of a range of Buddhist approaches to the question of moral philosophy. He 
draws on a variety of thinkers, reflecting the great diversity of this 2500-year-old tradition in philosophy 
but also the principles that tie them together. In particular, he engages with the literature that argues 
that Buddhist ethics is best understood as a species of virtue ethics, and with those who argue that it is 
best understood as consequentialist. Garfield argues that while there are important points of contact 
with these Western frameworks, Buddhist ethics is distinctive, and is a kind of moral phenomenology 
that is concerned with the ways in which we experience ourselves as agents and others as moral fellows. 
With this framework, Garfield explores the connections between 
Buddhist ethics and recent work in moral particularism, such as that of Jonathan Dancy, as well as the 
British and Scottish sentimentalist tradition represented by Hume and Smith. 

Review 
"As a teacher and student of Buddhist thought, I am tremendously grateful for this vivid introduction to 
the full edifice of Buddhist ethics. Garfield sets upright and tightens the bolts on the structure of 
Buddhist ethics, adds dimension with rich readings of Buddhist narrative and path literature, paints upon 
it a fascinating, pioneering interpretation of Buddhist vows, and opens the door for contemporary 
applications." ―JONATHAN GOLD, Princeton University 
 
"In this accessible, clear, and constructive engagement with Buddhist moral phenomenology, Jay Garfield 
continues his program to render contemporary philosophy's neglect of Asian thought rationally 
indefensible. Students and scholars alike will learn much from this book." ―MARIA HEIM, Amherst 
College 
 
"Garfield's book offers a bold statement of Buddhist ethics that eschews attempts to assimilate it to 
familiar Western ethical approaches like consequentialism and deontology. Instead, Garfield argues that 
Buddhism promotes a very different model of ethics focused on cultivating how we experience 
ourselves rather than on what outcomes we seek in the world. Garfield builds a clear and engaging case 
for this interpretation of Buddhist ethics as a kind of moral phenomenology. Buddhist Ethics demands 
that we rethink not just Buddhist philosophy, but the familiar assumptions about the very form moral 
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philosophy might take." ―SHAUN NICHOLS, Cornell University 
 
"Garfield's comprehensive presentation of Buddhist ethical thought is an invaluable contribution not only 
to philosophy, ethical theory, and theology but also a fascinating read for anyone wondering how to 
relate Buddhism to Western philosophy. Showing how Buddhist ethics aims for 'the trans-formation of 
our moral perception,' Garfield presents a compelling reading of Buddhism as a call for greater 
interconnectedness and universal moral responsibility." ―DR. PHIL. CAROLA ROLOFF, Academy of 
World Religions, University of Hamburg 
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This volume is one of a series of monographs on Buddhist philosophy for philosophers. In Engaging 
Buddhism: Why It Matters to Philosophy (OUP 2015), 1 argued that Buddhist philosophy can enrich 
contemporary Philosophical discourse. The volumes in this series are attempts to introduce Western 
philosophers to Buddhist thought in specific philosophical domains, such as metaphysics, epistemology, 
philosophy of mind, etc., in order that they might be better equipped to address Buddhist literature and 
to consider Buddhist perspectives in their own philosophical reflection. This volume presents an outline 
of Buddhist ethical thought. It is not a defense of Buddhist approaches to ethics as opposed to any 
other; nor is it a critique of the Western tradition. Moreover, it cannot pretend to completeness or to 
depth: Buddhist philosophers have been thinking about ethics for 2,500 years, have developed diverse 
ways to address ethics, and often disagree among themselves, just as Western ethicists do. This volume 
can only provide the broad outlines of that project. 

My aim is to provide these outlines, and to present Buddhist ethical reflection as a distinct approach—or 
rather set of approaches—to moral philosophy; while ^ do not pretend to completeness, ^ deliberately 
draw on a range of Buddhist philosophers to exhibit the internal diversity of the tradition as well as the 
lineaments that demonstrate its overarching integrity. The integrity and diversity are each important. 
The Buddhist intellectual world, like the Western intellectual world, is heterogeneous, and it is 
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important not to generalize too hastily. Nonetheless, there are overarching ideas and approaches to 
moral reflection that give Buddhist ethics a broad unity as well, and I aim to articulate that unity despite 
the diversity in detail. Where intramural philosophical differences are important, I will note them; but 
many of the ideas I am articulating are either common to many or most Buddhist traditions, or are at 
least suggested, and constitute a reasonable rational reconstruction of a broadly Buddhist approach to 
ethics. 

^ emphasize that this is an exercise in rational reconstruction. It has to be. Neither Indian Buddhist 
philosophy as a whole nor Buddhist philosophy, per se, distinguishes ethics as it is understood in the 
West as an independent domain of study, and Buddhist literature that addresses ethics does not do so in 
a metaethical voice. The metaethical commitments that lie behind ethical thought in Buddhist literature 
must therefore be reconstructed and tested against textual material. Many of the formulations I offer 
will not correspond exactly to how things are put in any single Buddhist text, although they will be 
grounded in readings of a variety of texts. My goal is thus to provide a more systematic presentation of 
Buddhist ethical thought than is provided in the Buddhist canon, At times I will be reconstructing the 
implicit theoretical perspective of a single philosopher, text, or school; at others, I will be presenting 
views I take to be implicit in the tradition as a whole. 

My approach is to remain faithful to the ideas articulated in the texts I address, but to be philosophical, 
not historical or anthropological. So, the fact that some of what I say might be rejected by some 
canonical Buddhist philosophers, some Buddhist practitioners, or some scholars of Buddhist studies 
does not necessarily count against the broad picture I am painting. Just as we would not write a treatise 
in Western ethical thought by observing the behavior or intuitive ethical commitments of a sample of 
European and American people, but rather would consult the texts on ethics written by philosophers, I 
will not be surveying the practices and beliefs of a range of those who identify themselves religiously as 
Buddhists; instead, I will be addressing the texts written by or taken as reflective touchstones by 
important Buddhist philosophers. 

I reject the strict dichotomy that some draw between "classical" and "modernist" readings of Buddhism, 
a dichotomy that often leads to valorizing 

the ancient as canonical and disparaging contemporary Buddhist theory as merely Buddhist modernism. I 
take Buddhism to constitute a living tradition, 

and while I will spend most of my time with very old texts, I will address the 

work of recent and contemporary Buddhist philosophers as well. I take 21st-century Buddhist thought 
to be no less a part of the Buddhist tradition than 

1st-century Buddhist thought, and I hope to represent not only the diversity 

but also the progressivity of the tradition. So, once again, the fact that a recent interpretation or idea 
goes beyond—or even conflicts with—classical 

formulations does not, in my view, constitute a reason to ignore or to reject it. 
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This presentation is not comparative. That is, I do not systematically identify Buddhist ideas with 
Western ideas; nor do I systematically contrast them. I think that the comparative approach to 
philosophy is passe, and that 

it tends to distract us from the task of engaging with another tradition on its own terms. I therefore 
simply present Buddhist ethics to the reader as  

I understand it, adopting a voice meant to articulate the tradition, or at least certain parts of that 
tradition relevant to the perspective that Buddhism gives us on ethics. My approach is grounded in 
readings of texts that I take to be central to that tradition, in the hope that by doing so I can introduce a 
distinctive voice to contemporary ethical thought. 

Nor is my survey of the tradition complete. That would be impossible, given its vastness. For one thing, 
as this is a philosophical investigation, I have confined myself to written textual resources, eschewing 
both oral tradition (except to the degree that I am a grateful recipient of some of that oral tradition, 
which therefore informs my reading) and anthropological evidence. My aim, once again, is to provide an 
account of Buddhist ethics as it is explicitly represented in texts Buddhists take to be more or less 
canonical, and not to describe how actual Buddhists act or think about their own moral lives. This is 
reasonable: when discussing Western ethical theory, we do the same thing. I have tried to draw on a 
wide variety of Buddhist voices, principally from India and from Tibet. 

I have given less attention to classical texts from East Asia or from Southeast Asia than to those from 
India and Tibet, simply because there is in those literatures less explicitly ethical reflection than we find 
in Indian and Tibetan literature, and what there is tends to follow Indian sources, not adding a great deal 
to what we find in the Indian and Tibetan literature. Given the fundamental role that Indian texts play in 
these traditions, and the fact that the literature in East Asia that does address ethical issues is largely 
devoted to glossing terminology, I do not think that this is a serious lacuna in my presentation, but it is a 
lacuna that must be acknowledged. There is more attention to East Asian and Southeast Asian 
contributions in the chapter on Engaged Buddhism, a movement in which scholars and activists from 
these regions have been central. 

The fundamental idea that guides all Buddhist philosophy is prattyasamutmada, or dependent origination, 
the idea that every event or existent depends upon countless causes and conditions. As we will see in 
this book, that idea has not only metaphysical but moral implications. One of those is that reflection on 
the links of dependence that govern one's own life generate gratitude. My own study of Buddhist 
philosophy—and of Buddhist ethics in particular—we owe an enormous amount to a number of 
teachers and colleagues.  

*** 

Methodological Introduction 
The Foundations of Buddhist Ethics 
Buddhist ethics, as we will see in far more detail in subsequent chapters, constitutes a moral 
phenomenology grounded in core Buddhist doctrines concerning the nature of our life in the world and 
the existential problem the world poses for us.1 The most fundamental of these doctrines is 
pratityasamut^ada, or dependent origination: the thesis that every phenomenon is dependent for its 
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existence or occurrence on countless other phenomena in a vast web of interdependence. That web is 
multidimensional, comprising different kinds of causal relations as well as relations of mereological 
dependency, and dependency on human conventions and conceptual imputation. 

Moral reflection must take all of these dimensions of dependence into account. The complexity of 
interdependence is one of the principal reasons for the untidiness of Buddhist moral discourse. As we 
will see in what follows, to focus merely on motivation, or on character, or on the action itself, or on its 
consequences for others, would be to ignore much that is important. We will also see, however, that 
the principal unifying strands in Buddhist moral philosophy—a focus on moral perception and 
experience as well as an emphasis on a path to moral cultivation and the transformation of character—
arise from reflection on interdependence. 

The doctrine of dependent origination is closely associated with a second core doctrine: anátman, or 
no-self the idea that neither persons nor anything else have a core self or identity that makes us what, 
and who, we are; that we are nothing but an open set of causally linked psychophysical processes with a 
merely conventional identity. The boundary between self and others is regarded as conventional and as 
inadequate to underwrite a special role of self-interest in prudential reasoning. While recognizing the 
importance of this distinction in our ordinary ethical thought and our need to recognize it in practical 
reasoning, many Buddhist ethical theorists argue that we assign too much importance to this boundary. 

Personal identity itself is, on a Buddhist view, a conventional matter. The relations between distinct 
stages of these continua are merely relations of causality and resemblance, not identity. The only actual 
identity we have is one that is imputed to us by ourselves and by others—a narrative, or conventional, 
identity. This identity, as we will see, is ethically significant, but it is constructed, not discovered. This is 
one of the reasons that, as we will see in Chapter 5, so much of Buddhist ethics is encoded in stories. 
The widespread use of narrative in Buddhist ethical literature also reflects the sense that moral 
reflection is part of the way that we make sense of ourselves and others, as characters in a jointly 
authored narrative. 

Moreover, causal chains are porous. Our personal stages are not only caused by, and do not only cause, 
other states regarded conventionally as internal to our continua; we are also, and must be, causally open 
to the world, including those with whom we associate, through links of perception, action, cooperation, 
group membership, and so forth. But inasmuch as these are the very relations that constitute our 
conventional identities, they suggest that those identities themselves are porous. Subjectivity and agency 
may be dispersed; our sense of individuality and distinctness from our environment is an illusion that 
masks both a thorough embeddedness and the incoherence of any independent existence—a situation 
that Thich Nhat Hanh (1987) has aptly called interbeing. As we will see, Buddhist moral thought takes 
this interbeing very seriously, as seriously as most Western philosophy takes individualism. 

This grounding in the fact of thoroughgoing interdependence takes us to one important difference 
between Buddhist and most Western moral reflection. Many Western moral theorists begin by taking a 
kind of ontological and axiological individualism for granted in several respects. First, agency is taken to 
reside in individual actors, with an attendant focus on moral responsibility, rights, and duties as the 
central domains of moral concern. 
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Second, what is in one's interest is taken to be, au fond, an individual matter; even when the self is 
consciously deconstructed, as it is by Parfit (1986), interest is taken by most Western theorists to attach 
to individual stages of selves. Third, and consequent on these orientations, a conflict between egoistic 
and altruistic interests and motivations is regarded in the West as at least prima facie rational, even if 
not morally defensible or ultimately rational. As a consequence, an important preoccupation of Western 
ethics is the response to egoism, an answer to the question, "why be good?;' a question which barely 
arises in a Buddhist context, and, when it does, is quickly answered with a burden of proof shift, as we 
will see in Chapter 9.5 

For this reason, one important difference between Western and Buddhist approaches to morality is that 
agency is not taken as a primary moral category, at least when that term is understood to indicate a 
unique point of origin of action in an individual self. While Buddhists recognize that any action requires 
an agent, Buddhist moralists recognize no special category of agent causation that privileges that locus as 
a center of responsibility. Instead, action, intention, and results of actions and intentions are often seen 
as causally distributed. We will also see that interest is seen as a shared phenomenon. Therefore, we 
will see that in Buddhist ethics, moral progress and moral experience, rather than moral responsibility, 
are foregrounded in moral reflection. Moreover, that progress and experience are not the progress and 
experience of a substantial or continuing self, but rather of the kind of open continuum of 
psychophysical processes we call a person. We will work out the ramifications of these views as we 
proceed.  <>   

THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF BUDDHIST ETHICS edited by 
Daniel Cozort and James Mark Shields [Oxford University 
Press, 9780198746140] 
In the past twenty years, the sub-discipline of Buddhist ethics has expanded in terms of the breadth of 
methodological perspective and depth of inquiry. Scholars have used Buddhist resources to analyse a 
number of contemporary controversies, including human rights, women’s rights, animal rights, sexuality, 
war, terrorism, violence, social, economic and retributive justice, as well as various issues of concern to 
biomedical and environmental ethics. Beyond matters of philosophical and applied ethics, 
anthropologists and sociologists have studied the effect of Buddhism upon various cultures of Asia.  

Many forms of Buddhism, divergent in philosophy and style, emerged as Buddhism filtered out of India 
into other parts of Asia. Nonetheless, all of them embodied an ethical core that is remarkably 
consistent. Articulated by the historical Buddha in his first sermon, this moral core is founded on the 
concept of karma--that intentions and actions have future consequences for an individual--and is 
summarized as Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood, three of the elements of the Eightfold 
Path. Although they were later elaborated and interpreted in a multitude of ways, none of these core 
principles were ever abandoned. The Oxford Handbook of Buddhist Ethics provides a comprehensive 
overview of the field of Buddhist ethics in the twenty-first century. 

THE HANDBOOK discusses the foundations of Buddhist ethics focusing on karma and the precepts 
looking at abstinence from harming others, stealing, and intoxication. It considers ethics in the different 
Buddhist traditions and the similarities they share, and compares Buddhist ethics to Western ethics and 

https://www.amazon.com/Oxford-Handbook-Buddhist-Ethics-Handbooks/dp/0198746148/
https://www.amazon.com/Oxford-Handbook-Buddhist-Ethics-Handbooks/dp/0198746148/
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the psychology of moral judgments. The volume also investigates Buddhism and society analysing 
economics, environmental ethics, and Just War ethics. The final section focuses on contemporary issues 
surrounding Buddhist ethics, including gender, sexuality, animal rights, and euthanasia. This 
groundbreaking collection offers an indispensable reference work for students and scholars of Buddhist 
ethics and comparative moral philosophy. 

The OXFORD HANDBOOK OF BUDDHIST ETHICS is intended as a comprehensive overview of the 
state of the field of Buddhist ethics in the second decade of the twenty-first century. Contributions by 
twenty-nine international scholars provide balanced and critical review essays on particular aspects of 
Buddhist ethics related to their current research. This handbook will serve as a leading resource for 
current and future scholars in this burgeoning field of study but will also be of interest to anyone 
interested in multiple perspectives on ethical issues.  

CONTENTS 
Dedication 
List of Abbreviations 
List of Contributors 
Introduction by Daniel Cozort and James Mark Shields 
Part I Foundations 
Karma by Peter Harvey 
The Bodhisattva Precepts by Paul Groner 
Ethics, Meditation, and Wisdom by Justin S. Whitaker and Douglass Smith 
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Moral Development in the Jātakas, Avadānas, and Pāli Nikāyas by Martin T. Adam 
The Vinaya by Charles S. Prebish 
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Ethics in Pure Land Schools by Michael Conway 
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The Ethics of Engaged Buddhism in the West by Christopher Queen 
Part V Contemporary Issues 
Human Rights by Damien Keown 
Buddhism and Women by Alice Collett 
Buddhism and Sexuality by Amy Paris Langenberg 
Buddhist Perspectives on Abortion and Reproduction by Michael G. Barnhart 
Euthanasia by Damien Keown 
Being and Its Other: Suicide in Buddhist Ethics by Martin Kovan 
Buddhism and Animal Rights by Paul Waldau 
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Many forms of Buddhism, divergent in philosophy and style, emerged as Buddhism filtered out of India 
into other parts of Asia. But all of them embodied a moral or ethical core that was, and remains, 
remarkably consistent. Articulated by the historical Buddha in his first sermon, this moral core is 
founded on the concept of karma—that intentions and actions have future consequences for an 
individual—and is summarized as Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood, three of the eight 
elements of the Eightfold Path. Although they were later elaborated and interpreted in a multitude of 
ways, none of these core principles was ever abandoned. Inasmuch as the Buddhist ideal is one of human 
perfection—or perfectibility—ethics is an important, arguably central, concern. This is complicated, 
however, by the fact that the early texts also indicate that achievement of nirvāṇa involves a 
transformation or purification of consciousness, which links ethics closely to meditation, epistemology, 
and even metaphysics. 

Ethical conduct is emphasized in Buddhism as in few other religions in part because it has historically 
been a tradition led by renunciants, the monks and nuns of the saṅgha. They operate under the guidance 
of an elaborate set of rules: 227 for fully ordained monks and 311 for nuns in the Theravāda tradition. 
The saṅgha collectively is Buddhism’s moral exemplar. Ethics are also particularly important in Buddhism 
because its religious ideal is not submission or obedience to a particular deity, but rather the perfection 
of virtue and the attainment of insight. Hence, although in practice many Buddhists merely observe the 
Five Precepts (against misconduct) and support the saṅgha’s material needs, they admire and aspire to 
higher ethical standards. In the modern period, more explicit forms of ‘lay Buddhism’ have emerged in 
various parts of Asia and the West. Here too, ethics is considered a central aspect of living the Dharma, 
though in its encounter with the West Buddhist ethics often takes on new forms—or at least adopts 
new terms—including the discourse of ‘rights’ and ‘social justice’. 

The academic study of Buddhism has existed in the West for several centuries, and for much longer, 
perhaps up to two millennia, in the various regions of Asia in which Buddhism has flourished. The past 
forty years in particular have witnessed a flourishing of Buddhist scholarship within both Western and 
Asian academies. However, recognition of the importance of ethics within Buddhism has not, at least 
until recently, resulted in much critical, scholarly treatment. In the past twenty years, the sub-discipline 
of Buddhist ethics has expanded in terms of the breadth of methodological perspective and depth of 
inquiry.  

Scholars have used Buddhist resources to analyse a number of contemporary controversies, including 
human rights, women’s rights, sexuality, war, terrorism, violence, social, economic, and retributive 
justice, as well as various issues of concern to biomedical and environmental ethics. One area that has 
seen significant development is the scientific study of the effects of meditation on the brain, which has 
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been accompanied by a growth of studies connecting Buddhist thought and practice to psychotherapy 
and psychology more generally. Although this work is still very much ongoing, it has already produced 
some fascinating results, many of which have direct implications for ethics. Finally, beyond matters of 
philosophical and applied ethics, anthropologists and sociologists have studied the effect of Buddhism 
upon various cultures of Asia, an area of research that we feel should also be included in the broader 
field of Buddhist ethics. 

Setting aside a number of non-academic works written from the standpoint of a particular sect or 
tradition such as Zen or Tibetan Buddhism, few books have attempted a cross-cultural and pan-sectarian 
analysis of ethics in Buddhist traditions. Two early English-language works on Buddhist ethics were 
Winston King’s In the Hope of Nibbana (La Salle, 1964) and Sinhalese scholar-monk Hammalawa 
Saddhattissa’s Buddhist Ethics (Boston, 1970; republished 1997). Yet the former is focused entirely on 
Theravāda (and specifically Burmese) tradition, while the latter, though more comprehensive than 
anything previously written, is primarily concerned with early Buddhism. Neither deal with 
contemporary issues or critical, historical scholarship. Damien Keown’s The Nature of Buddhist Ethics 
(Basingstoke, 1992; reprinted with minor revisions 2001) may be the best single introduction to 
Buddhist ethics from a philosophical perspective. But because its primary concern is elucidating the 
‘structure’ of Buddhist ethics, it does not deal with contemporary moral and ethical issues. Among 
Keown’s other works is Buddhist Ethics: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, 2005), an excellent, but 
‘very brief’ survey/guide. 

The standard in the field is Peter Harvey’s AN INTRODUCTION TO BUDDHIST ETHICS 
(Cambridge, 2000). It addresses many social, biomedical, and other ethical issues. However, it is, as its 
title suggests, an introduction and as such does not go deeply into the complexities of its subject. It is 
also now seventeen years old and hence is missing recent scholarship. Other notable recent books on 
Buddhist ethics are specialized to a particular subfield of ethics (Buddhism and Bioethics; Buddhism and 
Human Rights; Zen Buddhism and Environmental Ethics; etc.). 

THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF BUDDHIST ETHICS differs from Harvey—as well as the other 
works mentioned above—in the following ways. First, it aspires to be comprehensive. With thirty-one 
essays in different areas, it covers most if not all of the important topics of Buddhist ethics. Among the 
topics not treated by Harvey, for instance, are ‘Buddhism and the Psychology of Moral Judgments’; 
‘Buddhist Ethics and Cognitive Sciences’; and ‘Tantric Ethics’. Second, its topics receive a much deeper 
treatment than was possible in an introductory text. Third, many topics are updated by more recent 
developments such as Asian movements for social justice and environmental protection, Tibetan self-
immolations, and the revival of the order of Bhikkhunīs (fully ordained nuns). Fourth, it is organized not 
by Buddhist traditions but by major topic areas that can treat subjects across traditions and over time; 
the topic areas have been adapted from the successful model of the Journal of Buddhist Ethics. Finally, 
the Handbook is not the work of a single scholar attempting to master the entire Buddhist tradition; it is 
a collaboration of twenty-nine authors who are specialists in their assigned areas and who represent the 
finest standards of scholarship in Buddhist studies. 

We hope that this volume will be of the greatest interest to those scholars around the globe working in 
the areas of Buddhist ethics and comparative moral philosophy. However, because of its scope it will 
also be of interest to anyone concerned with contemporary ethical problems and the social, 

https://www.amazon.com/Introduction-Buddhist-Ethics-Foundations-Religion/dp/0521553946/
https://www.amazon.com/Introduction-Buddhist-Ethics-Foundations-Religion/dp/0521553946/
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psychological, economic, and political ramifications of religious doctrines. This volume could furnish the 
‘Buddhist perspective’ for anyone interested in comparing the views of various religions on particular 
topics such as those of biomedical ethics. The Oxford Handbook of Buddhist Ethics is intended as a 
comprehensive overview of the state of the field of Buddhist ethics in the second decade of the twenty-
first century.  <>   

BUTON'S HISTORY OF BUDDHISM IN INDIA AND ITS 
SPREAD TO TIBET: A TREASURY OF PRICELESS 
SCRIPTURE by Buton Richen Drup, translated by Lisa Stein 
and Ngawang Zangpo [Tsadra, Snow Lion, 9781559394130] 
This 14th century lively history introduces basic Buddhism as practiced throughout India and Tibet and 
describes the process of entering the Buddhist path through study and reflection. In the first chapter, we 
read about the structure of Buddhist education and the range of its subjects, and we're treated to a 
rousing litany of the merits of such instruction. In the second chapter, Butön introduces us to the 
buddhas of our world and eon, three of whom have already lived, taught, and passed into transcendence, 
before examining in detail the fourth, our own Buddha Shakyamuni. Butön tells the story of Shakyamuni 
in his past lives, then presents the path the Buddha followed (the same that all historical buddhas, 
including future ones, must follow). Only at the conclusion of the discussion of the result—
enlightenment—do we return to the specific case of the Buddha and his twelve deeds. This marks the 
start of the history of the Buddha as most of us imagine it. 
 
After the Buddha's story, Butön recounts three compilations of Buddhist scriptures, and then quotes 
from sacred texts that foretell the lives and contributions of great Indian Buddhist masters, which he 
then relates. The chapter concludes with the tale of the Buddhist doctrine's eventual demise and 
disappearance, a concept and a tale squarely within the Mahayana. The final chapter, the shortest of the 
three, gives an account of the inception and spread of Buddhism in Tibet, focused mainly on the 
country's kings and early adopters of the foreign faith. The watershed debate at Samyé Monastery 
between representatives of Chinese and Indian styles of Buddhist practice is given the most attention in 
this chapter. An afterword by Ngawang Zangpo, one of the translators, discusses and contextualizes 
Butön's exemplary life, his turbulent times, and his prolific works. 

CONTENTS 
Translator's Foreword by Lisa Stein 
Translator's Introduction by Ngawang Zangpo 
Buton's History of Buddhism in India and Its Spread to Tibet 1. A Buddhist Education 
2. A General History of Buddhism in This World and in India 
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Translator's Afterword: Buton's Life, Work, and Times by Ngawang Zangpo 
Appendix I: An Outline of the Text 
Appendix 2: A Short Biography of Buton Rinchen Drup 
Appendix 3: A Catalog of the Collected Works of Buton Rinchen Drup 
Notes 
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At the end of my appointment, the doctor walked me to the reception area. Perhaps just to make small 
talk, he asked what book I was carrying. 

"Dante, The Divine Comedy." 

"Dante, hmmm. I've never read him, but I've often thought I should." The receptionist, a Hispanic 
woman in her forties, nodded, conveying that she too knew the book and the author. 

Who among persons educated in Western countries has not heard of Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), 
whether or not we have read him? T. S. Eliot proclaimed, "Dante and Shakespeare divide the world 
between them—there is no third." 

The author of the present translation, Buton Rinchen Drup, occupies somewhat the same position in 
the literary world of Tibetan educated persons (a world divided among more than two towering 
masters). Not everyone has taken the time to read Buton, but it is unthinkable that any educated 
Tibetan might not immediately know his name and have some idea of his contribution to their cultural 
evolution. And should a Tibetan doctor hear that a patient is reading Buton, the assumption he or she 
would automatically make is that the book would be this, a volume rarely referred to in Tibetan by its 
proper title, but almost always by the generic "Buton's History of Buddhism" (incidentally a book 
completed the year after Dante's death). 

This book is also well known and regarded among Western scholars of Buddhism: bibliographies of 
many important works of Buddhist studies in English include E. Obermiller's two-volume translation of 
two-thirds of the Tibetan original. The jewelry of Scripture, the first translated volume, was published in 
1931; the second, The History of Buddhism in India and Tibet, arrived the following year. The present 
volume contains a retranslation of those books' portions of the text. 

Books we consider classics can be read and enjoyed without a lengthy introduction; such seems to be 
the case with this text. Buton, one of the ten foremost scholars of the first thousand years of Tibetan 
Buddhism, wrote this book in a semischolarly fashion. Yes, he delves into the lives of the Buddha and his 
foremost commentators, for example, but he manages to be informative without overwhelming us with 
ideas and terminology that only a specialist could love or fathom. In working on this translation, I kept 
marveling at his choice of words—both the language he used and what he chose to leave out—and came 
to the conclusion that although Buton never explained for whom he wrote this book, it seems most 
likely that he intended his readership to include persons not unlike us: those who want to know more 
about Buddhism but not too much more. His writing is as reader friendly as one could reasonably hope 
for from a fourteenth-century classic. 

Buton's History of Buddhism in India and Its Spread to Tibet (that is, the first three-quarters of the 
original work in Tibetan) provided a template for much of the Buddhist history genre in Tibet for at 
least the next five hundred years after it was published. In the last fourth of the original (which does not 
appear here in translation), Buton departs from his role as a congenial tour guide to the Buddhist 
universe and reveals himself as a scholar confident enough to assert that the 3,100-^l^s texts he lists—
these, and none else—constitute those that belong in the sacred and treasured Tibetan Buddhist canon 
of the Buddha's word and authentic Indian Buddhist treatises. That list stands as the inescapable model 
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of the canon's and treatises' catalogs: even modern scholars still add to the work of this monk who lived 
as a genuine renunciant and meditator, who wrote as a gentle scholar, and who might be startled that 
his words echo so powerfully to the present day. 

The Book: Buton's History of Buddhism 
A Treasury of Priceless Scripture is the formal title of the text that has become known in Tibetan and 
English by an apt nickname,Buton's History, or Buton's History of Buddhism. It is well loved, both by 
readers who find the language generally simple, straightforward, and charming despite occasional archaic 
words or phrases, and by centuries of Tibetan authors who have heaped upon Buton the sincerest form 
of flattery by copying this book's format if not the words themselves. If Buton himself plagiarized others, 
the renown of his antecedents has faded, whereas everyone still reads Buton. A Western scholar, the 
translator of Buton's biography, D. S. Ruegg, states: 

One of the best known of [Buton's] works is [A History of Buddhism] (vol. [24]). Though this 
work is not altogether without antecedents in Tibet, being preceded by such works as [The 
Royal Narrative concerning the Bringing of the Buddha's Doctrine to Tibet] and the chronicles 
of [Drakpa Gyaltsen] (1147-1216) and [Pakpa], it is probably the most famous and widely used 
of the earlier histories. In it [Buton] mostly omits the legendary and partly allegorical biographies 
so characteristic for instance in [Taranata's] [History of Buddhism in India] and of [Pema 
Karpo's] chapters on India, and instead gives a summary of Buddhist literature and doctrine and 
an outline of the traditional history of Buddhism in India and Tibet. This work came to be 
accepted as a standard source and was extensively used by later authors of historical works. 

Buton's History ofBuddhism in India and Its Spread to Tibet has four chapters. The first chapter presents 
an overview of Buddhism, and the fourth lists all of its authoritative scriptures and treatises translated 
into Tibetan; the second and third chapters describe the history of Buddhism in India and Tibet. 

Chapter 1, "A Buddhist Education," gives a rousing positive appraisal of the what, why, and how of 
Buddhist studies. We sense the author's enthusiasm for the subject—one of his many "hats" was that of 
a college professor. Buton's words here and his deeds as a successful lifelong teacher provided a 
template for Tibetan Buddhist writers and teachers up to the present day. His model of education, in 
theory and practice, was improved upon over the centuries; yet even if other educators later wrote 
more eloquently on this subject, this chapter stands as an important early articulation of the principles of 
Buddhist education. 

Chapter 2, "A History of Buddhism in This World and in India," treats Buddhism as a recurring fact of 
life beyond specific worlds and times. Buton introduces us to the buddhas of our world and aeon, three 
of whom have already lived, taught, and passed into transcendence, before examining in detail the 
fourth, our own beloved Buddha Shakyamuni. This is a welltrodden path in Tibetan texts; it is always 
interesting to see which stops each author visits along the way. Here, Buton introduces us to 
Shakyamuni in his past lives, then digresses into an abstract presentation of the path the Buddha 
followed (the same that all historical buddhas, including future ones, must follow). Only at the 
conclusion of the discussion of the result, enlightenment, do we return to the specific case of the 
Buddha and his twelve deeds. This marks the start of history as most of us imagine it—events portrayed 
as having taken place in a world and in a time that could plausibly be identified on researchers' maps and 
calendars, although neither of those are forthcoming from Buton. 
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After the Buddha's story, Buton recounts three compilations of Buddhist scriptures and then quotes 
from some sacred texts that foretell the lives and contributions of great Indian Buddhist masters, which 
he then relates. Although these men also gained high degrees of realization, Buton's persons of interest 
are entirely those who composed important treatises in the field of Buddhism's great way (although 
some also composed works on tantra). The chapter concludes with the tale of the Buddhist doctrine's 
eventual demise and disappearance, again a concept and a tale squarely within the great way. Buton does 
not write for Buddhist scholars at his level nor for those who principally practice tantra. 

Chapter 3, "A History of Buddhism in Tibet," is the book's shortest and most curious chapter. The 
section on Buddhism's early spread in Tibet centers on the country's kings and early adopters of the 
foreign faith. The watershed debate at Samye Monastery between representatives of Chinese and Indian 
styles of Buddhist practice is given the most attention in this chapter. G. W. Houston in Sources for a 
History of the bSam yas Debate has collected and translated many versions (including this chapter's) of 
the same event, a Tibetan Roshomon, except that the Chinese side of the story has never been told or 
defended, to my knowledge. 

The second part of the chapter on Buddhism in Tibet reaches Buton's teacher without having mentioned 
Padampa Sangye, Machik Labdron, Kyungpo Naljor, or Orgyenpa Rinchen Pal, four now-important 
figures of that early era but of whom Buton seemed to feel the less said the better. Further, after 
describing the temples and monasteries of the very early second-wave masters in numbing detail, he 
does not intimate that other institutions existed, just lamas and their disciples. And we get no sense of 
Buddhism in eastern Tibet. Buton's history of Indian Buddhism is a generous, enjoyable account 
appropriate for a general, nonscholarly audience; in the Tibet chapter, the same author seems the more 
ill at ease, the closer he gets to his own era. Holes gape in his narrative, his silences are obvious but 
inscrutable. When I read the last few pages of the chapter, I was left with an unusual sensation: I felt 
sorry for the author—the omniscient Buton of all people!—who is so uncomfortable with his subject, as 
if I were painfully witnessing a public speaker barely suppress a panic attack. I honestly believe that he 
wanted to avoid offending anyone, and his strategy for dealing with controversy was to avoid it 
altogether, if possible. How else to explain his anemic treatment of this rich cast of Tibetan characters 
as engaging as the Indians he so well described just a few pages before? 

These three chapters appeared in English long ago, in the 1930s, and have been often read and referred 
to in scholars' texts. Chapter 4, "A Catalog of Canonical Texts and Treatises Translated into Tibetan;' 
not yet available to those who do not read Buddhist languages, contains list upon list of texts, close to 
3,500 in all. For those who read this book in Buton's time, these pages amounted to a revelation: here 
was the first full accounting of Buddhism's sacred source texts in Tibetan translation. It was only a virtual 
list—it would take some years before an actual, physical collection of such texts would be amassed, let 
alone printed—and Buton offered no real glimpse into the titles he transcribed. 

So what is the point of it? 

As practicing Buddhists, we spend a lot of time reciting the names of buddhas and bodhisattvas. We 
thereby comfort ourselves in the knowledge that other options exist besides wallowing in our small 
dramas: others have gained enlightenment using as their fuel exactly the same problems and 
predicaments that so vex us. They went before us; we rejoice in their victory; we're following their path 
as best we can. Further, we are told it is good for us to associate with even just those names, by seeing 
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them, reading them, hearing them, reciting them aloud, or touching them. Similar claims are not 
explicitly made for book titles, yet these books are exactly what Buddhists think of when we take refuge 
in one aspect of the Dharma—the path to enlightenment expressed in human language. 

A single name of a buddha, just that, can pierce the din of our dualistic chaos and afford us just enough 
light and space that we can take our next step. Likewise, these books are what exist as the foundations 
of scriptural Dharma on this planet in our time. I have so many dear Buddhist friends around the world 
who live good, deep, and meaningful lives due in some part to their having taken the time to assimilate 
the Buddha's teaching. The vast majority of them cannot read a Buddhist language; as a result, they've 
never been able to read the list of texts that makes up the Buddhist canon, even after decades of daily 
taking refuge in it and living their faith. They have genuine faith in Buddhist scripture, which remains 
something anonymous, nebulous, and unquantified. So it was for Tibet's Buddhists until Buton's work. 

Someday, the lists of Buddhism's canonical texts will find their way from Sanskrit, Tibetan, or Chinese 
into non-Buddhist languages. Later, during our children's or grandchildren's time, perhaps the entire 
collection will be translated into English. Then we can hope that someday, sooner or later, those 
translations will be sufficiently revised and polished so that the Dharma will sing in English as it does in 
Tibetan. Let us pray.  <>   

A HISTORY OF BUDDHISM IN INDIA AND TIBET: AN 
EXPANDED VERSION OF THE DHARMA'S ORIGINS MADE 
BY THE LEARNED SCHOLAR DEYU edited and translated by 
Dan Martin [Library of Tibetan Classics, Wisdom Publications, 
9780861714728] 
The first complete English translation of an important thirteenth-century history that sheds light 
on Tibet’s imperial past and on the transmission of the Buddhadharma into Central Asia. 
Translated here into English for the first time in its entirety by perhaps the foremost living expert on 
Tibetan histories, this engaging translation, along with its ample annotation, is a must-have for serious 
readers and scholars of Buddhist studies. In this history, discover the first extensive biography of the 
Buddha composed in the Tibetan language, along with an account of subsequent Indian Buddhist history, 
particularly the writing of Buddhist treatises. The story then moves to Tibet, with an emphasis on the 
rulers of the Tibetan empire, the translators of Buddhist texts, and the lineages that transmitted 
doctrine and meditative practice. It concludes with an account of the demise of the monastic order 
followed by a look forward to the advent of the future Buddha Maitreya.  
 
The composer of this remarkably ecumenical Buddhist history compiled some of the most important 
early sources on the Tibetan imperial period preserved in his time, and his work may be the best record 
we have of those sources today. Dan Martin has rendered the richness of this history an accessible part 
of the world’s literary heritage. 

https://www.amazon.com/History-Buddhism-India-Tibet-Expanded/dp/0861714725/
https://www.amazon.com/History-Buddhism-India-Tibet-Expanded/dp/0861714725/
https://www.amazon.com/History-Buddhism-India-Tibet-Expanded/dp/0861714725/
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Review 
“This book is a treasure and a work of great service to those of us who are fascinated by Tibet's history 
and culture. Martin's translation—a massive achievement—allows readers to access a fascinating 
thirteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist history that has become a touchstone in Tibetan studies. The 
introduction is superb, and the notes throughout the work, in Martin's inimitable voice, include some 
great insights into this text's many delights and riddles.” -- Brandon Dotson, Associate Professor and 
Director, Department of Theology and Religious Studies, Georgetown University 
 
“Dan Martin’s translation of this capacious history of Buddhism in India and Tibet by the thirteenth-
century Tibetan intellectual Deyu is in every sense of the word an amazing achievement. It is a veritable 
tour de force that has no rivals in the field of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist studies. Martin’s informative 
introduction reveals the depth and breadth of his own profound scholarship and illuminates the religious 
and socio-literary environment of Deyu’s work. The translation itself is simply a treat to read, and the 
easy-flowing diction of his English makes this remarkable work come to life in unexpected ways. Indeed, 
Martin’s diction belies the difficulties of the original text and goes to show how impossibly well he is 
equipped to translate this work. One notices at every step his exquisite control over the subject matter, 
and the copious notes that inform the translation never interfere with the text. This is a superb 
accomplishment!” -- Leonard van der Kuijp, Professor of Tibetan and Himalayan Studies, Harvard 
University 
 
“The history of Buddhism in India and Tibet by the mysterious scholar Deyu is one of the most 
important Tibetan works on early Tibet. This translation is the ideal meeting of text and translator, as 
Dan Martin's lifetime study of Tibetan history, and historians, bears fruit in his clear translation and 
fascinating introduction and notes. For those interested in understanding how Tibetans created a way of 
telling stories of the past that reflect Buddhist principles and thus continue to illuminate the present as 
well, this is an ideal place to start.” -- Sam van Schaik, Head of the Endangered Archives Programme, 
The British Library; author of Tibet: A History 
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I started waking up thinking of myself as a translator in 2010. That was when the monumental Tibetan 
text I had been translating in bits and pieces over the course of twenty years or so took on my full 
devotion. I was immersed in something I loved. Practically every day for a year I worked on the initial 
draft, and in the next year I gave the translation a thorough going over. By year three, no longer on 
cloud nine, I was left with the difficult problems that have preoccupied me ever since. 

To begin with, what is the book behind this book? The original Tibetan-language long Deyu is quite long, 
a little over four hundred pages in its first publication in 1987. The title in the front of the one and only 
manuscript might be translated An Expanded Version of the Dharma's Origins in India and Tibet Made 
by the Learned Scholar Deyu. Half of it is a history of Buddhist India; the second half a history of Tibet 
and Tibetan Buddhism. The history of India is above all else a biography of the Buddha, followed by later 
Indian Buddhist history, including especially the writers of scriptural commentaries. The history of 
Tibetan Buddhism is more about Tibetan royalty than you might expect from a Buddhist history. It 
presents some shocks to our present-day historical knowledge for incorporating several texts of the 
imperial period and, in fact, provides us the best surviving witnesses we have for them. Known as the 
Five Can, they will receive their due in due course. The composition of the long Deyu dates to 1261 CE 
or very soon after, a date supplied in the chronological section that brings it to an end. 

"Authorship" is a complicated concept regardless of where we happen to sit, and the authorship of our 
history is a real and continuing problem. The apparent author is best known to the world by now as 
"Mkhas pa Lde'u," a name I once amused myself by translating as "Professor Riddle." The riddle part does 
suit nicely, if we consider just how difficult it is to know who the author was or what exactly that 
person wrote. The author's identity and role in the production of the Deyu histories are riddles we'll 
have to try to answer later on. I believe there are sufficient hints to connect the author of our long 
Deyu, along with the other authors involved in the production of all the Deyu histories, to an especially 
rare and esoteric Zhije (Zhi byed) lineage, with perhaps even stronger connections to an obscure but 
specific Dzogchen lineage with a pivotal twelfth-century master, that extends further back to a tenth-
century figure named Aro and beyond. Remarkably ecumenical in their outlook and coverage, we may 
justly classify these histories and their authors as belonging to the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism. 
Different types of evidence point in that direction. 
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All of these matters will be covered in this introduction, but if you think you are ready, I suggest you 
plunge straight into the translation. If later on you get curious to know more about the work and its 
author, you can always return to the dry ground of this introduction. Or if you are not quite ready to 
risk the dive, you could stay where you are for a while to gain some impression of how the Deyu 
histories might fit into a larger corpus of literature. I suppose whenever we place something into a larger 
class of things, we naturally find that they share common features, otherwise we wouldn't engage in this 
kind of classification to begin with. At the same time there are interesting dissimilarities, areas of 
uniqueness, that are bound to draw our attention. 

The core of this introduction is patterned after a set of five topics often used in Tibetan commentarial 
literature. This is a tradition that goes back to a work of the fourth-century Indian Buddhist Vasubandhu, 
although I've modified and interpreted it to more closely suit my own ends. It is this part of this 
introduction that is meant to elaborate on the unique aspects of the Deyu histories. The five topics 
cover roughly (i) the identity of the author-compiler, (^) the sources drawn upon and works with close 
affinities, (3) the allegiances or tendencies of thinking displayed by the author, (4) the purposes for which 
it may have been written, and (5) the significance of the text as a whole, attempting to answer the 
question, Why is this text meaningful or useful for readers of past and present? The last part of this 
introduction moves beyond the five topics and discusses studies and bits of translation work that have 
been done in the past. Then I end by saying a few words about my own attitudes about translation, my 
methods for overcoming obstacles, what I hope to accomplish in my footnotes, and other such practical 
matters. Information on existing publications of the basic textual material, essential mainly to Tibetan 
readers, is found at the end of the volume in a section of the bibliography entitled "Textual Resources." 
But before moving on to our five-topic outline, we should first say something about Tibetan histories 
overall. 

In an effort to situate our history within the longer span of Tibetan history writing, I attempt a brief and 
sweeping survey of works set down in writing very approximately between the years 650 and 1946 CE. I 
do have another goal here, and that is to indicate that the genres, intentions, and contents of these 
books are varied and vast, and that the entire corpus of history writing cannot be reduced to single-
adjective descriptions or dismissed with prejudicial stereotypes. We will for now bypass historical 
sources that lie outside the traditional genres, as well as works composed in languages other than 
Tibetan. 

Some of the stereotypes about Tibet and its historical traditions might just vanish into thin air by simply 
picking up and looking into what everyone believes is the oldest historical work, the one generally 
awarded the title The Old Tibetan Annals. Like annals in other times and places, it is a kind of annual 
register of matters of state, quite dry and laconic, yet outstandingly important for knowing about Tibet's 
early history. This work had little or no influence on Tibetan history writing, since it was not available to 
any post-imperial writer before being brought out of the Mogao Caves near Dunhuang in the early 
twentieth century. To see the original documents you will need to visit Paris and London, and it is much 
easier to consult the impressive new edition and English translation by Brandon Dotson. It has a later 
added preface, as Dotson determined, with some entries added only retrospectively, so the first entry 
to be written down is probably the one for 650 CE. Basically we may say that the first available bit of 
historical writing was simultaneous with the first well-established date in Tibetan history, the death of 
Emperor Srong btsan the Wise. 
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The first history where we find a more detailed narrative of events is yet another Dunhuang document 
we know as the Old Tibetan Chronicle. It is very relevant to our Deyu history, since there are parallels 
in its account of Emperor Dri gum btsan po. Next in our list is the Statements of Sba (TH1). 

It contains detailed narratives of events from the time of Emperor Khri srong Ide brtsan in the last half 
of the eighth century. It has survived in distinctly different versions that continue to surface today, some 
with an appendix that sustains the history right up into the eleventh century. So far only one of those 
versions has been entirely translated into English. 

It was only after the return of monastics to Central Tibet in the late tenth century that the typical 
Tibetan ways of distinguishing genres of historical writings emerged and took on meaning. The earliest 
history from that time is Story of the Later Spreading of the Teachings by one of the new monastic 
leaders named Klu mes Tshul khrims shes rab (^^3). It is one of several monastic histories from this era 
that we know only by their titles, even if one of them, Great Account by Khu stun Brtson 'grus g.yung 
drung (^^7), is partially preserved in the Deyu histories. Later in the same century we have The 
Testimony Extracted from the Pillar (TH 4). As the name suggests, it was drawn from a pillar at Jokhang 
(Jo khang) Temple in Lhasa in around 1048 CE. This work, with its amazing stories about the founding of 
Jokhang, among other matters, has never been translated, although it had a marked effect on the later 
writing of history, as did a text excavated in the next century called the Compendium of Yanis. Involved 
in its revelation was Nyang ral Nyi ma d zer, the same Nyang ral who wrote a rather disordered but 
devout and always fascinating Buddhist history called Dharma Origins, the Essence of Honey at the 
Heart of the Flower (TH 33). I believe this may be the first of many Tibetan histories to be titled with 
the genre term "Dharma Origins" (rhos byung). These tend to take the life of Buddha and Indian 
Buddhism as their basis, even if they do then go on to speak of the introduction and spread of Buddhism 
in Tibet. 

Because we have a lot of ground to cover, we won't discuss the eleventh-century emergence of a Bon 
historical tradition, or the beginnings of histories of medicine and other traditional sciences toward the 
end of the twelfth century. Gateway to the Dharma by the Sakyapa master Bsod nams rtse mo (^^37), 
written in 1167 CE, deserves mention not only for its general importance but also because it was a 
source the author of the long Deyu especially relied upon. 

Entering into the thirteenth century and the period of Mongol dominance in Eurasia, Bcom ldan Rig ral 
composed a not very long history of Buddhism in India and Tibet (TH 66) in 1261 CE, just about the 
same time as the long Deyu's composition. Rig nil introduced a notion of a "Middle Spread (Bar Dar) 
period" that later generations hardly ever make note of, let alone follow. 

9 I mention this just to show that there were dead ends and disagreements among the traditional 
historians. In 1283 Nel pa pandi to did yet another history of Buddhism, with emphasis on the 
monkhood (TH 96), but it was only in 1311 that one of the most justly celebrated writings appeared, 
that of Bu ston Rin chef grub (TH 116). Bu stun demonstrates real skill as a writer and, although he 
often quotes his sources directly, he also knew how to speak with his own voice. Given the work's 
merits, it is a pity he didn't care very much about Tibet's own history and passes over it very lightly, 
almost as if the only Tibetans who mattered were the translators. 
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Now when we reach into the middle of the fourteenth century as Mongol influence was waning, we find 
more politically motivated history writing, as for example the Testimony of the boastfully militant ruler 
Byang chub rgyal mtshan (TH 105), and the Red Annals (TH124) with its partial emphasis on the 
political. It isn't very surprising to find politics in these writings, given their authors were very much 
players in the political intrigues of their day. We have to mention the excavation in that same era of the 
Five Sets of Scrolls (TH 125), which, in its glorification of imperial sponsorship of Buddhism, 
incorporated some ancient materials but also, whenever possible, transformed prose into verse. 

The highlights of the fourteenth and following centuries include the Clear Mirror of Dynastic History 
(^^149), a work of outstanding literary value, and the Blue Annals, completed in 1476 (TH223), which 
doesn't fit the definition of an annals at all. At the time of its writing the Blue Annals was the longest and 
most comprehensive nonsectarian history of post-imperial Tibetan Buddhism. Large sections of it are 
directly copied out from earlier sources, but you would hardly know this without close research. Even 
today, most people knowingly or unknowingly rely on the dates its author gives tor various Tibetan 
notables, and since he was truly quite careful about his chronological calculations, its authoritative 
reputation is well deserved. 

We should not let the seventeenth century go by without mentioning ^aranatha's famous history of 
Indian Buddhism (TH 312), the Fifth Dalai Lama's 1643 religio-political history (^^340), and his regent's 
triumphal chronicle of the success of the Gelukpa school in converting monasteries that had belonged to 
other schools (TH367). The same regent put together a medical history that became the standard one, 
so much so that earlier ones practically faded from memory. 

Already at the end of the eighteenth century and into the first decades of the nineteenth, we have a 
sudden upsurge in texts that incorporate a new world geography, with descriptions of foreign continents 
like Africa and the Americas, signaling a significant stage in Tibet's preexisting yet growing awareness of 
its presence within a larger global community. The last history writer on our agenda is the poet-
philosopher Gendun Chomphel. Some put him forward as the most iconic figure of emerging Tibetan 
modernity, but he was more surely one of Tibet's most accomplished Indologists of his day. When he 
wrote his White Annals, he applied a perceptibly heightened critical sense in his approach to the Old 
Tibetan period. He was the first Tibetan writer to make use of the recovered Dunhuang documents, and 
this brings us full circle to the place where our survey began. Of course, it would be desirable to go into 
more detail about what makes these compositions different from one another, but I think this will have 
to do for now. Tibetan history writers had different ideas, made use of different sources, approached 
those sources with varying levels of trust and critical sense, and hoped to serve different purposes—
which does, to be sure, make them look a lot like contemporary historians. 

I would be the last one to insist that every single thing the histories have to say should be taken on faith 
at face value, although I do think there is much in them that is believable and valid. I believe, based on 
historical research by others as well as my own, that there are a few basic tendencies that, whether 
through natural developments or intentional design, tend to tug away at historical truth, pulling it in 
other directions. These often overlapping tendencies I call "family concerns," "condensation," "time 
travel," and "displacement" In place of long arguments supporting their validity, I simply supply 
references that I believe convincing enough without much commentary. This is not a call to skepticism 
or disbelief, but a warning to be wary of these particular problem areas. 
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Family based: I think the most obvious place where Tibetan history is altered by family concerns is in the 
list of the first seven Tibetan monks. Giuseppe Tucci long ago did an impressive comparative study of 
how over the centuries different clan names have slipped in and out of the different lists. Obviously 
particular writers had reasons to make sure that certain clans were included, whether their own or the 
clans of their patrons. It was a matter of family honor and prestige. 

Condensation: In one way or another narratives may come to cluster or condense around major figures. 
One good example was given by Geza Uray, showing how legislative activities of other emperors came 
to be credited to Srong btsan the Wise. In fact, quite a number of narratives come to be associated with 
him, some of them coming from as far afield as Byzantine-Persian Solomonic lore. ^ story about one 
ruler famed for justice and wisdom can be used to describe another such ruler. Yet the story in our 
history about Srong btsan and the two Khotanese monks was in fact taken from elsewhere, from a 
Buddhist scriptural source. Condensation, or if you prefer, consolidation, could be regarded as a kind of 
simplification that forms part of an understandable attempt to communicate and educate an audience, as 
for example when people today generalize about historical periods or history-writing tra ditions without 
investing too much effort in deciding what actually belongs where. 

Time travel: Persons and episodes from later Tibetan history can be displaced back into the imperial 
period. Perhaps the best example is the list of nine physicians. Mentioning them gives me the 
opportunity to point to an example of how certain traditional Tibetan authors could indeed engage in 
source-critical thinking. Both Pawo and Kongtrul could see through an error that had been, and still is, 
so commonly committed by other historians who transferred an entire group of eleventh-to-twelfth-
century medical figures back into the imperial period. One of those nine physicians, Yon tan mgon po 
actually had a biography written about him in the sixteenth century that makes his doppelganger active 
in the eighth. 

Displacement: Something odd-seeming and unfamiliar can be replaced with something more readily 
recognizable and relevant to a later audience. Our history has, in separate contexts, two different 
examples of a list of nine translators. The one filled with lay names of the type used in Old Tibetan times 
would be displaced and finally entirely replaced with a list of monk-translators whose works were still 
available to the generations that followed. 

There are some who will see in all these examples deliberate attempts to falsify history, and to this I 
have objections. Motives are all too easily imputed, but smoking guns can be hard to find, and I suggest 
that textual transformations took place and changes occurred for a wide variety of reasons, no doubt 
including some I haven't mentioned. Of course, there is the general principle that history is written by 
winners, and this always goes with a process of textual attrition for sources about figures and 
movements that were of so successful. Their historical sources tend to disappear just because there is 
no institution to value and preserve them. Direct suppression doesn't have to play any part in it. Motives 
of deceit can hardly be imputed when the writer isn't actually there, by which I mean to say, when the 
"writer" in question expresses minimal originality and at the same time is so very difficult to identify.  <>   
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THE GATHERING OF INTENTIONS: A HISTORY OF A 
TIBETAN TANTRA by Jacob P. Dalton [Columbia University 
Press, 9780231176002] 
THE GATHERING OF INTENTIONS reads a single Tibetan Buddhist ritual system through the 
movements of Tibetan history, revealing the social and material dimensions of an ostensibly timeless 
tradition. By subjecting tantric practice to historical analysis, the book offers new insight into the origins 
of Tibetan Buddhism, the formation of its canons, the emergence of new lineages and ceremonies, and 
modern efforts to revitalize the religion by returning to its mythic origins. The ritual system explored in 
this volume is based on the Gathering of Intentions Sutra, the fundamental “root tantra” of the Anuyoga 
class of teachings belonging to the Nyingma (“Ancient”) school of Tibetan Buddhism. Proceeding 
chronologically from the ninth century to the present, each chapter features a Tibetan author 
negotiating a perceived gap between the original root text—the Gathering of Intentions—and the lived 
religious or political concerns of his day. These ongoing tensions underscore the significance of Tibet’s 
elaborate esoteric ritual systems, which have persisted for centuries, evolving in response to historical 
conditions. Rather than overlook practice in favor of philosophical concerns, this volume prioritizes 
Tibetan Buddhism’s ritual systems for a richer portrait of the tradition. 

Reviews 
The Gathering of Intentions makes a valuable contribution to the field of Tibetan and Buddhist studies 
and will attract nonacademic readers who are interested in learning about the practice of Tibetan 
Buddhism. The organization of the book is thoughtfully crafted, the content coverage thorough and 
wide-ranging, the scholarship superb, and the arguments clear and persuasive. —Bryan J. Cuevas, 
author of Travels in the Netherworld: Buddhist Popular Narratives of Death and the Afterlife in 
Tibet 

The Gathering of Intentions is an essential contribution to the study of Tibetan Buddhism. This 
learned and lucid book is an important, insightful, and groundbreaking study of a worthy subject that 
takes a valuable historical approach to interpreting the development of a Tibetan Buddhist tradition over 
an extended period of time. In so doing, it provides critical perspectives on both the distinctive 
moments it explores and the long-term impact of a quietly influential scriptural tradition. —Christian 
K. Wedemeyer, author of Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism: History, Semiology, and 
Transgression in the Indian Traditions 

The Gathering of Intentions takes a single tantra and shows how it has been at the center of the 
religious life of practitioners of the Nyingma tradition of Tibet, from the wandering yogins of the tenth 
century to the Fifth Dalai Lama in the seventeenth and the Tibetan exile communities of the present day. 
One of the best things about this fascinating book is how Dalton brings together the earliest sources for 
understanding Tibetan Buddhism with the living, breathing tradition as it exists today in Tibet and across 
the world. —Sam van Schaik, author of Tibet: A History 

Dalton illuminates an important and understudied Buddhist tradition.... A useful case study for those 
interestd in the history of religions in general as well as a valuable resource for students and scholars of 
Tibetan religion and history. Highly recommended. —CHOICE 

https://www.amazon.com/Gathering-Intentions-History-Tibetan-Tantra/dp/0231176007/
https://www.amazon.com/Gathering-Intentions-History-Tibetan-Tantra/dp/0231176007/
https://www.amazon.com/Gathering-Intentions-History-Tibetan-Tantra/dp/0231176007/
https://www.amazon.com/Gathering-Intentions-History-Tibetan-Tantra/dp/0231176007/
https://www.amazon.com/Gathering-Intentions-History-Tibetan-Tantra/dp/0231176007/
https://www.amazon.com/Gathering-Intentions-History-Tibetan-Tantra/dp/0231176007/
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Dalton deserves great praise for his scholarship, historical research and crisp writing. —Sumeru 

This volume prioritizes Tibetan Buddhism's ritual systems for a richer portrait of the tradition. —
Buddhism Now 

This book [is] a very valuable contribution to the study of Tibetan Buddhism.BizIndia 

Without a doubt this is a highly recommended book and a very successful exploration of the life and 
vicissitudes of a single tantra. —H-Buddhism 

A valuable, information-packed resource for the study of canon, institution, and ritualism in Tibet. —
Reading Religion 

The Gathering of Intentions is required reading for scholars of Tibetan religious history, particularly 
those interested in the Nyingma School’s distinctive tantric system. —Jake Nagasawa, University of 
California, Santa Barbara, Religious Studies Review 

An extremely engaging, perspicacious, and elegantly written book on the history of the production and 
development of a Tibetan text . . . Dalton’s book provides a fundamental road map and guidance for 
scholars interested in Anuyoga and the development of the Bka’ ma lineages in Tibet. —Harvard 
Journal of Asiatic Studies 

CONTENTS 
Preface 
Introduction 
1. Origins: Myth and History 
2. The Gathering of Intentions in Early Tibetan Tantra 
3. The Spoken Teachings 
4. The Rise of the Sutra Initiation 
5. Dorjé Drak and the Formation of a New Lineage 
6. The Mindröling Tradition 
7. Returns to the Origin 
Appendix: The Four Root Tantras of Anuyoga 
Notes 
Glossary 
Bibliography 
Index 

The Spoken Teachings provide the structure and the treasures the ornaments. (bka’ ma 
khob ’bubs gter ma zur rgyan) —a well-known Nyingmapa saying 

As anyone encountering Tibetan Buddhism for the first time will soon discover, the panoply of tantric 
ritual systems can be overwhelming. Tibetan culture has been shaped by some of the most elaborate and 
esoteric ritual systems in the world. Already in early medieval India, the tantras had introduced into 
Buddhism a plethora of ritual practices, but only in Tibet were so many of them preserved, transmitted 
through countless lineages, and interwoven to produce still further systems. Given the complexity of the 
situation, where should the interested student begin? What are the historical relationships among these 
many varied tantric systems? Between the Guhyasamāja and the *Guhyagarbha?1 Between 
the Cakrasaṃvara and the Hevajra? Between the revelations of Jikmé Lingpa’s Seminal Heart of the Great 
Expanse and those of Chogyur Lingpa’s New Treasure of Choling? And, for that matter, what is the 

https://columbia.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.7312/columbia/9780231176002.001.0001/upso-9780231176002-miscMatter-006#upso-9780231176002-miscMatter-008-note-001
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relationship between tantric treasure revelations and the canonical tantras in the first place? How do 
ritual practices correlate to the canonical tantras upon which they are supposedly based? Which parts of 
all this are originally Indian and which Tibetan? Why are there so many methods, each enshrined in its 
own manual or sādhana, for performing a single rite? What are the histories behind the various esoteric 
classes of tantric practice? Where did all of this come from? None of these fundamental questions has 
yet been answered. 

In part, Western scholars’ own historical prejudices have not helped the situation. As is now well 
documented, the Protestant Reformation and the Enlightenment inspired many Western scholars of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries to downplay Tibetan Buddhism’s ritual side in favor of its “higher,” 
more philosophical elements, or even to dismiss tantric ritual outright as priestly hocus-pocus. Still 
today, a surprising number of scholars working on early Indian or Chinese Buddhism continue to see 
Tibet, and especially its bewildering rites, in a somewhat dismissive light. Such prejudices, of course, are 
often reflections of our own ignorance more than of Tibetan Buddhism and its rituals themselves. 

Nor do Tibetans always help. Many lamas are extraordinarily generous with their time and knowledge, 
but others can be rather proprietary when it comes to the particulars of their rituals. This may be 
understandable, as foreign scholars often ignore the tradition’s own values, ask the wrong kinds of 
questions, or are eager to historicize certain unassailable truths. In addition, there is the secrecy in 
which tantric ritual has been shrouded throughout its history, an esotericism that is still maintained for a 
variety of reasons. Mystery and the element of surprise can be spiritually powerful, and in a tradition 
that is suspicious of conceptuality and its detrimental effects on meditation, care must be taken not to 
dampen the practitioner’s experiences. Considerable too are the economic effects of secrecy. 
Proprietary expertise in a given ritual system can be a marker of a Tibetan Buddhist teacher’s authority 
and is therefore not readily given away. Over the centuries, some Tibetans have struggled hard to 
maintain control over certain tantric lineages. 

But beyond all of this, teachings on a given ritual system, even when offered openly, can themselves 
obscure as much as reveal that system’s history; these teachings are construed as eternal, after all, their 
forms written into the very fabric of the universe. Despite the long-standing Buddhist insistence on the 
impermanence of all things, the Buddhist tantras are widely held to be temporal manifestations of 
enormous ur-tantras that are held eternally in the heavens. To subject tantric ritual to a critical historical 
gaze is sometimes to work at odds with such deeply held beliefs. 

For all of these reasons, the study of Tibetan tantra is a daunting task, yet it is also an important one. 
For centuries, tantric ritual has ensured the endurance of Tibetan culture. When Genghis Khan and his 
descendents swept across central Asia, they are purported to have supported Tibet’s lamas in exchange 
for regular performances of powerful tantric rites. Even today, Tibetan lamas and their esoteric rituals 
continue to attract wealthy patrons from around the world, from New York and Hollywood to Taiwan 
and Beijing. Indeed, it may not be going too far to say that tantric Buddhism has provided the primary 
language through which Tibetans have articulated their culture. It has shaped the language of Tibet’s art, 
its politics, and its very identity. Without some sense of this ritual world, the modern student of Tibet 
cannot grasp the full import of fundamental events. When the Dalai Lama and the Paṇchen Lama meet, it 
is not just a carefully scripted meeting of two dignitaries; it is a ritualized encounter between 
Avalokiteśvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, and Amitabha, the father of the Lotus buddha family; it is 
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the eighth-century king Trisong Detsen prostrating to the tantric master Padmasambhava; it is Dromtön 
requesting initiation from Jowo Atiśa in the eleventh century. If we are ever to understand this rich and 
layered culture, we must come to terms with its ritual universe and intricate ritual histories. 

This book takes a small step in that direction by tracing the vicissitudes of a single ritual system—that of 
the Gathering of Intentions Sutra (Dgongs pa ’dus pa’i mdo)—from its ninth-century origins to the present 
day. The Gathering of Intentions (as it will be called here) is often referred to as the fundamental “root 
tantra” of the Anuyoga class of teachings belonging to the Nyingma (“Ancient”) school of Tibetan 
Buddhism. Its odyssey offers unique insights into the history of Tibet, and the Nyingma School in 
particular. 

The study is divided into seven chapters, each of which focuses on another reworking of the Gathering of 
Intentions’ ritual tradition. They proceed chronologically and thereby depict a tantric system in constant 
negotiation with the events of Tibetan history. Each chapter presents an encounter, perhaps even a 
confrontation, between the original root text—the Gathering of Intentions itself—and the latest political 
or religious concerns. Each Tibetan author wrote his new commentary or ritual manual to negotiate a 
perceived gap between the original tantra and the lived tradition. The shifting relationships between past 
and present, between the enduring structures of Tibetan religion  and the changing conditions of history, 
therefore constitute the central theme of this study. Which parts of a given tradition remain fixed and 
which parts are available for adaptation? As a tantra enters a new phase in its history, does it remain the 
same text? Or has it in some way died out, become obsolete? Such questions are raised in each chapter, 
as the Gathering of Intentions is reborn again and again, taking new forms generation after generation, 
amid the dominant paradigms of Tibetan history. 

The Place of this Study Within the Field of Tibetan Studies 
The Nyingma School is often regarded as a disparate grouping of wild-eyed antinomian visionaries, lone 
hermits meditating in caves, or at most, lay village lamas working as local priests in small communities. 
Such images are juxtaposed to those of the other three New (Gsar ma) schools—the Kagyu, Sakya, and 
Geluk—which, according to stereotype, comprise strictly disciplined Buddhist monks ensconced in great 
hierarchical institutions where lofty scholarship and large-scale state rituals are the primary focus. Such 
stereotypes have exercised a significant effect on Western scholarship. As long ago as 1895, in his 
seminal work on Tibetan religions, L. Austine Waddell described a variety of what he saw as “monster 
outgrowths” within Tibetan “Lamaism,” with the Geluk School at one end, being “the purest and most 
powerful of all,” and the Nyingma School at the other, exhibiting “a greater laxity in living than any other 
sect of Lāmas.” Sixty years later, in another major survey of Tibetan Buddhism, this dim view of the 
Nyingma School persisted. Helmut Hoffman described the school, which traces its roots back to the 
arrival in Tibet of the Indian master Padmasambhava, as a “Padmaist religion” that deviated so far from 
Buddhism into tantric excess that it required repeated purges by the followers of the reformist New 
Schools. More recently, however, as Tibetan Studies has come into its own as a legitimate field, the 
popularity of the Nyingma School has improved dramatically. In 1993, Geoffrey Samuel turned the 
earlier prejudices on their head by removing the negative judgments that accompanied them. Noting the 
damage already done by such views throughout “popular texts on the history of religion,” Samuel placed 
“the Nyingmapa yogin in his or her mountain hermitage” on an equal footing with “the Gelukpa scholar 
with his geshé diploma.” Despite his rehabilitation of the Nyingmapa, however, Samuel maintained the 
common characterization of the school as “shamanic,” as opposed to the “clerical” Geluk School. “The 
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most ‘shamanic,’” he writes, “and least centralized and hierarchical of these [Tibetan Buddhist] orders 
are the Nyingmapa.” To be a Nyingmapa means, according to Samuel, to be tantric, nonmonastic, to act 
primarily through “analogy and metaphor,” and not to be engaged in scholarship, textual analysis, and 
centralized monasticism.  

Like all stereotypes, such characterizations are not without their truths. They have persisted in part 
because they mirror our own familiar dichotomies of the mystic versus the scholar, the ecstatic versus 
the rational, the profligate versus the celibate, but they are not entirely Western constructions. Tibetans 
themselves have long espoused similar views, portraying the Nyingmapa as mindlessly absorbed in 
meditation and the Gelukpa as obsessed with scholarship. Indeed, the Nyingmapa and the Gelukpa often 
see themselves in similar terms. The problem is that the stereotype also conceals much. Many of the 
Nyingma School’s most significant characteristics are occluded by its standard portrayals. The present 
study is a history of the Nyingma School as seen through a single ritual system, and the picture that 
emerges stands in stark opposition to the one so often presented. The Gathering of Intentions is without 
doubt a thoroughly “tantric” work, yet counter to the suppositions of some, every time it is reworked 
in some new commentary or ritual manual, the purpose is precisely to bring greater centralization and 
hierarchization to the Nyingma School. The writings on the Gathering of Intentions are rigorous works of 
scholarship and textual analysis, even as they delve deeply into the mysterious realms of tantric myth 
and ritual. The school revealed in these pages is intimately involved in highly complex and carefully 
constructed hierarchies, its practitioners often housed in large monastic institutions. 

Admittedly, this is partly a reflection of the institutional nature of the Gathering of Intentions in 
particular. This text is fundamental to the so-called Spoken Teachings (bka’ ma), a class of tantras that 
are traditionally juxtaposed to the Treasure Teachings (gter ma), the revelatory writings that began to 
emerge in the eleventh century and went on to take the Nyingma School by storm; today the vast 
majority of rituals performed by the Nyingmapa have their roots in treasure revelation. Notwithstanding 
the popularity of the Treasure Teachings, the Spoken Teachings have long formed the canonical 
backbone of the Nyingma School. Today’s practitioners can choose from any number of treasure-based 
ritual systems, which share in common the ritual structures in the Spoken Teachings. The Spoken 
Teachings are thus foundational, and as a central text, the Gathering of Intentions represents an especially 
institutional aspect of the Nyingma School. Nonetheless, the current popularity and the fascinating 
origins of the Treasure Teachings have brought them considerable scholarly attention, while the Spoken 
Teachings have only recently begun to receive the notice they deserve.  

Summary of contents 
Almost all Tibetan canonical works—sutras and tantras—are supposed to have been translated from 
Sanskritic originals. The Gathering of Intentions represents a rare exception, for it purports to have been 
translated into Tibetan from Burushaski (Tib. Bru sha skad), a linguistically exotic language spoken today 
in just one remote valley in Kashmir. Given internal evidence, there may be some limited truth to 
the Gathering of Intentions’ claim, but the bulk of its pages were more likely composed directly in Tibetan. 
This probably occurred around the middle of the ninth century, at the beginning of Tibet’s “age of 
fragmentation” (sil bu’i dus), a period of social disintegration that saw the gradual collapse of the Pugyel 
empire that had ruled Tibet and much of Central Asia from the seventh through the ninth centuries.  
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The Gathering of Intentions’ original purpose was to provide Tibetans with a comprehensive system for 
organizing all of the Buddhist teachings—and especially the tantric teachings—that had so far arrived in 
Tibet. It wove together many of the day’s most popular myths, doxographical schemes, rituals, and 
doctrines into a single, elaborate structure. In constructing their comprehensive system, its authors 
deployed a range of strategies, perhaps most importantly a scheme of nine “vehicles” (i.e., methods for 
traversing the Buddhist path to enlightenment) that gathered all the Buddhist teachings into a single 
organizational hierarchy. The Gathering of Intentions’ initiation ceremony, whereby the disciple was 
ritually inducted into the mandala and taught its secret rites, could grant initiation into some or all of the 
nine levels of the teachings. The mandala palace had nine stories, one for each vehicle, with spaces for all 
the deities relevant to that vehicle to dwell. The Gathering of Intentions’ Gathered Great Assembly 
Mandala thus provided room for all nine vehicles of its doxographic scheme. Its authors included the 
exoteric teachings of the sutras, but their attentions were clearly focused on the esoteric tantras, and 
particularly the three highest vehicles, Mahāyoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga. They developed new tantric 
equivalents for some of the best-known exoteric doctrines of the Buddhist sutras—ten tantric levels 
(bhūmi) through which the practitioner must ascend, five “yogas” corresponding to the five paths of the 
Mahāyāna sutras, and so on. The result was a massive work, meant to encompass no less than the 
entirety of the Buddhist dharma. 

Chapter 1 of the present study begins at the beginning, with the Gathering of Intentions’ presentations of 
tantric myth and its own mythic origins. The authors integrated the two principal myths that had 
emerged in India to explain the origins of the Buddhist tantras—that of King Dza (sometimes called 
Indrabhūti), who supposedly first received the tantras through a series of visions atop his palace, and 
that of the demon Rudra’s subjugation by the buddhas, a violent act that required the extreme methods 
taught only in the tantras. The Gathering of Intentions combined these two narratives through a creative 
reading that would be formative for later Tibetans’ approaches to both myth and ritual, at least within 
the Nyingma School. According to this reading, the tantric teachings always appear in the world on 
multiple levels at once. Every time, the tantras’ “way of arising” (byung tshul) unfolds on three planes 
simultaneously—that of the primordial buddha who dwells beyond all concepts, that of pure beings who 
play out symbolic patterns through mythic activities, and that of worldly beings who communicate 
through ordinary language. Of particular significance is the second, symbolic level, for within this realm 
of unresolved paradoxes and multiple interpretations, Buddhists may glimpse the primordial patterns 
that structure their tantric practice. The chapter ends with a reading of this intermediary level 
according to which the tantric ritualist, on the symbolic plane, replays the multiple mythic narratives of 
the Gathering of Intentions’ origins through her every reading and ritual performance. 

Chapter 2 turns to the early Tibetan master Nupchen Sangyé Yeshé’s late ninth-century work, the Armor 
Against Darkness (Mun pa’i go cha), and looks at how early Tibetans understood the Gathering of 
Intentions and its place within the larger world of tantric Buddhist ritual. At the time, the three classes of 
Mahāyoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga tantras were highly popular. Nupchen’s writings make clear that he, at 
least, did not understand the Gathering of Intentions as a tantra of Anuyoga alone. Later Tibetan exegetes 
would come to classify it as such, but Nupchen saw it as encompassing all three classes. His commentary 
thus provides valuable insights into early Tibetan tantric Buddhism when it was still very much a 
tradition in the making. 
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Chapter 3 moves to the eleventh and twelfth centuries to take up the issue of canon formation in Tibet, 
focusing on the Gathering of Intentions-related materials written by Dampa Deshek (1122–1192), an early 
disciple of the influential Zur clan and founder of Katok monastery. This was a period of intense 
competition among the various Buddhist communities emerging at the time. Each group sought to 
ensure its survival by codifying and securing exclusive control over its own set of teachings; the same 
pressures were likely behind the very creation of the Nyingma School as such. The Gathering of 
Intentions came under attack from Tibetans who accused it of being a Tibetan forgery, and not at all the 
Indic (or even Burushaski) work it claimed to be. Those who defended the work—the Zur clan and its 
spiritual descendents in particular—responded by canonizing it within a wider triad of tantras. They 
recast the Gathering of Intentions as a uniquely “Anuyoga” work that functioned alongside two other 
tantras of the Mahāyoga and Atiyoga classes, respectively. In this way, the Gathering of Intentions was at 
once downgraded, pigeonholed, and enshrined at the canonical heart of the Nyingma School. 

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Gathering of Intentions’ apparent influence continued to 
wane. Chapter 4, on initiation, traces this decline through a series of ritual manuals written for the 
performance of the initiation ceremony. As mentioned above, the Gathering of Intentions’ initiation 
structure is unusually elaborate, as it grants initiation into any or all of nine vehicles. In the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries, three major initiation ritual manuals were composed, each reflecting the 
lessening influence of the Gathering of Intentions to little more than a sacred placeholder within the 
Nyingma School. The chapter is technically dense, but for good reason: the development of tantric ritual 
is inherently complex, sometimes intentionally so, but it is also the language within which many aspects 
of Tibetan history and politics unfold. In order to gain an appreciation of the kinds of subtle shifts and 
competitions at stake, it is necessary to delve into this world and reckon with its complexities. 

Chapters 5 and 6 examine the Gathering of Intentions’ role in the tumultuous political events of the 
seventeenth century. In 1642, the Fifth Dalai Lama gained control of Tibet and began consolidating the 
early modern Tibetan state. The Gathering of Intentions became a kind of pawn in the politics of the day. 
With the Dalai Lama’s support, large new Nyingma monasteries began to spring up throughout central 
and eastern Tibet. The first of these was Dorjé Drak, founded just outside Lhasa in 1632. The power of 
Dorjé Drak grew swiftly, thanks to the combined efforts of the Fifth Dalai Lama, his regent successor, 
and the monastery’s second head, Pema Trinlé (1641–1717). All three figures were politically astute, and 
all recognized the benefits of making the Gathering of Intentions a jewel in the crown of Dorjé Drak. To 
install it there, however, a new third lineage had to be created, to wrest control of the Gathering of 
Intentions away from Katok monastery and the inheritors of the Zur system in central Tibet, both 
longtime enemies of the Dalai Lama and Pema Trinlé. Chapter 5 therefore turns to the writings of Pema 
Trinlé, and in particular his collection of biographies of the past masters of the Gathering of Intentions’ 
“Sutra Initiation” lineage. Through this work, Pema Trinlé sought to construct a new lineage that would 
put his monastery at the heart of the Nyingma School. The chapter examines his motivations and 
exposes the deep involvements of Nyingmapa religious masters in the politics of this formative period in 
Tibet’s history. 

Chapter 6 turns to another set of Gathering of Intentions-based innovations that played perhaps an even 
greater role in the politics of the seventeenth century. These occurred at Mindröling monastery, located 
just across the river from Dorjé Drak. Mindröling’s founder, Terdak Lingpa (1646–1714), together with 
his brother, Lochen Dharmaśrī (1654–1717), embarked on a mission to unite the Nyingma School 
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through rigorous historical investigation and the creation of new, large-scale ritual performances. Their 
strategies closely mirrored the Dalai Lama’s own use of public festivals in his construction of the nascent 
Tibetan state, and their efforts marked a turning point in the identity of the Nyingma School. Late into 
their lives, they worked assiduously to export their new vision, inviting lamas from all over Tibet to 
grand festivals at their monastery, during which they would transmit their new ritual systems. 

Finally, chapter 7 examines the tensions between conservation and modernization in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. In the mid-nineteenth century, an elaborate new Spoken Teachings festival 
(bka’ ma’i sgrub mchog) was created at Pelyul monastery in eastern Tibet. Within a few years, all the 
largest “mother” monasteries in Kham had adopted the festival, and today it is perhaps the largest 
uniquely Nyingma event to be observed on an annual basis at almost all of the school’s major 
monasteries, both within Tibet and in exile. In this form, the Gathering of Intentions has been preserved 
into the modern day, yet the tantra itself plays an incongruous role. On the one hand, it defines the 
ritual space for, and thus the basic structure of, the entire festival; on the other hand, its own rituals are 
strangely absent from the proceedings. This incongruity reflects the tensions inherent in canonization 
and preservation. The chapter concludes with an account of the remarkable events of the twentieth 
century, a series of adventures that included the magical rediscovery of a long-lost text, the self-
conscious reenactment of the Gathering of Intentions’ mythic origins atop a remote mountain in eastern 
Tibet, and the fateful smuggling of a manuscript across the world’s highest mountain range. Each is 
another tale of preservation, another example of how Tibetans struggled to maintain their religious 
traditions in the face of possible extinction. 

Today, the Gathering of Intentions and its commentaries are almost never read and its rites are rarely 
performed, yet its organizational strategies, especially its nine vehicles schema and its elaborate 
mythologies, continue to be highly influential from behind the scenes. In a sense, the Gathering of 
Intentions’ gradual demise was written into its nature, made inevitable by its very success. Back in the 
ninth and tenth centuries, the Gathering of Intentions was meant to provide Tibetans with an elaborate 
system for organizing all the doctrines and practices that were flooding in from India. In this it 
succeeded, but after its systems had been widely adopted (in the eleventh and twelfth centuries), 
the Gathering of Intentions itself, as a read text, began to fade away. Its purpose had been achieved. Its 
innovations and structures had become so ubiquitous as to disappear from sight. Today, the Gathering of 
Intentions continues to be fundamental to the identity of the Nyingma School, but its structures are so 
familiar to the Nying-mapa that they are usually overlooked. To look for them is like the eye looking for 
the eye, to use a traditional Buddhist metaphor. And in this sense, the Gathering of Intentions’ influence 
functions very much on the symbolic level, beyond the ken of ordinary beings involved in routine 
religious practices. Few, if any see or read the tantra itself, yet they repeat its mythic patterns daily, 
patterns that continue to work on an invisible plane, providing the structures and the shared archetypes 
that Tibetans of the Nyingma School inhabit.  
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DHARMAKĪRTI ON THE CESSATION OF SUFFERING: A CRITICAL 
EDITION WITH TRANSLATION AND COMMENTS OF 
MANORATHANANDINʼS VṚTTI AND VIBHŪTICANDRAʼS 

GLOSSES ON PRAMĀṆAVĀRTTIKA II.190-216 edited and 
translated by Cristina Pecchia and Philip Pierce [Series: Brill's 
Indological Library, Brill, 9789004293410] 
Liberation is a fundamental subject in South Asian doctrinal and philosophical reflection. This book is a 
study of the discussion of liberation from suffering presented by Dharmakīrti, one of the most influential 
Indian philosophers. It includes an edition and translation of the section on the cessation of suffering 
according to Manorathanandin, the last commentator on Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika in the Sanskrit 
cosmopolis. The edition is based on the manuscript used by Sāṅkṛtyāyana and other sources. 
Methodological issues related to editing ancient Sanskrit texts are examined, while expanding on the 
activity of ancient pandits and modern editors. 
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‘Suffering is not endless.’ Thus begins the section on the Truth of the cessation of suffering 
(nirodhasatya) in the Pramãdasiddhi chapter of Dharmakïrti’s Pramã^avãrttika. This simple statement and 
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the section opened with it form part of a most influential phenomenon in the intellectual history of 
South Asia, namely anchoring a specific stance on the aims of human life to systematic philosophical 
reflection. Liberation from suffering is, in fact, one of the underlying subjects in the works composed by 
Dharmakïrti, Kumãrila, and Uddyotakara, to mention just some of the protagonists of the philosophical 
debate. 

The present work is a study of Dharmakïrti’s discussion of liberation according, in the main, to the 
interpretation offered by Manorathanandin, the last commentator on the Pramãdavãrttika in the Sanskrit 
cosmopolis. His view of how the Pramãdasiddhi chapter is structured—by no means the only view in the 
history of the reception of the text—has determined the extent of the text presented here, namely 
kãrikãs 190 to 216.1 Their contents and textual forms are examined in an introductory study, 
preparatory to offering a translation of the commentarial text (and ancillary texts) and then my own 
comments thereon. The latter serve the purpose of illustrating the doctrinal and philosophical thrust of 
Dharmakïrti’s arguments and, more particularly, Manorathanandin’s explanations of them—this in view 
of the cultural and historical distance between these texts and us. 

A critical edition of Manorathanandin’s Vrtti and Vibhüticandra’s annotation, together with a record of 
the corresponding kãrikãs of the Pramã^avãrttika, was born, so to speak, in the margins of an initial 
translation-cum-interpretation project, which first necessitated identifying the versions of the texts in 
question. Returning to the text of the manuscript and comparing individual passages with their possible 
sources proved useful for improving on Sank^tyayana’s pioneering edition of 1938–1940 and subsequent 
editions. Since methodological problems related to editing ancient Sanskrit texts are still insufficiently 
appreciated and the superfluousness of this type of work, in spite of authoritative justifications, is 
repeatedly asserted, it seemed necessary to me to precede the present edition of the texts with 
prolegomena—maybe rather too lengthy ones—that explain the reasons for and methods applied to the 
edition itself, while expanding more generally on the activity of both ancient pandits and modern editors. 

*** 

In the thirties of the 20th century, Pandit Rãhula Sãakatyãyana visited a number of Tibetan monasteries, 
where he discovered manuscripts containing, in some cases, major texts in Sanskrit of the Indian 
Buddhist logical-epistemological tradition. Among these texts were Dharmakïrti’s Pramã^avãrttika along 
with Prajñãkaragupta’s and Manorathanandin’s commentaries on it, which texts Sãakatyãyana himself 
would edit in the coming years. 

One chapter of the Pramã^avãrttika—the Pramã^asiddhi—analyzes specific epithets that characterize 
the Buddha and are related to the authoritativeness of his teaching. Within this context, approximately 
the second half of the chapter presents something unique in comparison with both previous and later 
works of the logical-epistemological tradition: a systematic discussion of the four Nobles’ Truths, 
ãryasatyas, possibly the most common subject in the innumerable incarnations of what since the 19th 
century has been called Buddhism. The present book investigates the section on the Truth of the 
cessation of suffering (nirodhasatya) in the Pramãdasiddhi chapter, and particularly according to the 
interpretation that Manorathanandin, the last commentator on the Pramãavãrttika in the Sanskrit 
cosmopolis, gave to it. 
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Passages from this part of the chapter have been examined in previous studies that have concentrated 
upon larger topics, as in Tilmann Vetter’s pathbreaking Erkenntnisprobleme bei Dharmakïrti (1964) and 
Vincent Eltschinger’s series of articles from 2005 onwards, which focus on Dharmakïrti’s religious 
philosophy. Further contributions are Vetter’s German translation from 1984, along with Masatoshi 
Nagatomi’s (1957) and Eli Franco’s unpublished English translations (both of which, given their ‘unofficial’ 
character, have irregularly leavened the past few decades of studies). In short, then, Dharmakïrti’s 
discussion of the nirodhasatya and, more generally, of the four Truths has hitherto not been analyzed 
separately, nor have the Indian commentaries on it been adequately considered. 

The four Nobles’ Truths are the basic framework into which, traditionally, the Buddha condensed his 
direct experience of liberation from du^kha (suffering or unsatisfactoriness), and indeed they form the 
subject of his first discourse, the Dhammacakkappavattanasutta (‘The discourse on the setting into 
motion of the wheel of the dharma’). A succinct restatement of the ^ryasatyas is “(1) that worldly 
existence coincides with du^kha ... ; (2) that this condition has an origin (samudaya); (3) that it has also 
an end or cessation (nirodha); and (4) that there is a way leading to this goal” (m^rga). Based on the four 
satyas and other fundamental lists such as the three lak^a^as (‘characteristics’) or the five skandhas 
(‘constituents’), early Indian Buddhist communities developed a systematic body of thought that, 
importantly, includes a theory of liberation. Early Canonical texts testify to the fact that such a 
development resulted in different accounts of nirv^^a and a variety of explanatory models.8 In general, 
as Steven Collins writes: 

Nirvana is indeed the ultimate religious goal, a state of release from all suffering and 
impermanence, but no language or concepts can properly describe it. It is atakk^vacara, 
“inaccessible to (discursive) thought” .... In particular, it cannot be described as the state of a (or 
the) self. 

 

In the traditional language, nirv^^a is unconditioned (asa^sk^ta), since it does not arise from any cause, 
but is attained only when the causes and conditions of suffering are extinguished. The Sarvãstivãdins, in 
contrast with other currents, maintained that this special feature characterized two kinds of nirvã^a 
(pratisadkhyãnirodha and apratisa^khyãnirodha) in addition to space (ãkãša), and that nirvãna is a real 
entity. Rejecting the models of the final goal of Arhats and Pratyekabuddhas, Yogãcãra and Mahãyãna 
circles elaborated other models of nirvã^a based on the Bodhisattva ideal, whose special goal of attaining 
full awakening involves helping all other living beings towards the same attainment. This latter provision, 
based on the notion of compassion, is as conspicuous by its absence in Canonical texts as it is 
constitutive of the conception of the ultimate goal of the Bodhisattva in Mahãyãna texts. 

This is Dharmakïrti’s doctrinal point of view in his discussion of the nirodhasatya and, more generally, of 
the ãryasatyas: a defence of the Bodhisattva ideal against other Buddhist and non-Buddhist views of 
liberation. He himself seems to emphasize this at the end of the Pramã^asiddhi chapter, where, echoing 
Dignãga’s text, he refers to the Buddha’s superiority over outsiders as well as Šaik^as and Ašaik^as 
(namely Šrãvakas). Within a speculative approach which does not indulge in the use of doctrinal 
definitions, he clearly takes position on major doctrinal issues, revealing—unlike his predecessor Dignãga 
in the Pramã^asamuccaya—an exacerbation not only of the intellectual intertradition debate, but also of 
the intra-tradition one. Various factors allows us to speculate that around the middle of the first 
millennium of the Christian era the relationships between the supporters of the Bodhisattva ideal and 
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those of the Šrãvaka ideal were less harmonious than at the time of the early Mahãyãna Sütras, from 
which a peaceful co-existence of bodhisattvas with šrãvakas can be inferred. The nirvana section of the 
Vinišcayasamgrahadï in the YBhü, for example, describes Šrãvakas as able to stretch the lifetime 
determined by their karman and remain many kalpas in sa^sãra, with ample possibility to engage in the 
Mahãyãna spiritual praxis. Turning against Šrãvakayãna and Pudgalavãda models of liberation and in 
favour of the Bodhisattva ideal seems, instead, to have become urgent in Dharmakïrti’s environment. 

The topics he selects in his discussion of the Truth of the cessation of suffering show the need to insist 
on a specific interpretation of the teaching of the Buddha regarding liberation, and not merely on the 
acceptance of such teaching, although this constitutes the first and foremost point he makes. His 
broader project includes indeed the intra-tradition debate, as showed by the Pramã^asiddhi chapter, 
where the target is not only the virtual intellectual community as a whole, which questioned the 
Buddhist dharma and asked for a sound justification of it, but also various trends within the Buddhist 
doctrine. 

A Note on the Translation of ãryasatya and nirodhasatya 
‘Noble Truths’ has become the standard English translation of the compound ãryasatyãni, or ariyasaccãni 
in Pãli. Nonetheless, as K.R. Norman has noted, this is a most unlikely rendering of the compound, in 
that it makes of it a karmadhãraya. Pãli and Sanskrit sources, in fact, largely attest a tatpuru^a in the 
sense of ‘Truths of the Noble One(s)’ or ‘Truths for the Noble One(s)’. One of Dharmakïrti’s sources, 
the Abhidharmakošabha^ya, contains an explanation to this effect when it says “ãryã^ãm etãni satyãni 
tasmãd ãryasatyãni”. As observed by Peter Masefield with regard to the Pali compound ariyamagga,  

the ariyan path is ariyan, not because it is ‘noble’, but because it is trodden by those who are themselves 
ariyans and who have undergone the ariyan (re-)birth at the culmination of a progressive talk with the 
arising of the Dhammacakkhu. The Pali expression ariyamagga should thus be better rendered ‘the 
ariyans’ path’ or ‘the path of the ariyans’.  

 

However, according to the context, a range of meanings is found to be associated with the term ãrya 
(‘noble’), from the Buddha to anyone who has attained a certain state of realization; satya, on the other 
hand, may denote a propositional truth or a type of reality, but it may also be used in a non-univocal 
sense. However, in the case of the ãryasatyas, satyas are not truth claims made on behalf of a set of 
beliefs, as the word ‘truth’ might erroneously lead one to think; rather, they are that which is true for 
those who have attained the status of Noble Ones. In view of this, scholars have suggested translations 
such as “Principles or Realities of the Nobles” (Seyfort Ruegg 1989: 175), “realities to nobles” (Enomoto 
1996: 317), or “true realities for the spiritually ennobled” (Harvey 2009). The translation adopted in the 
present book is ‘Nobles’ Truths’, which has appeared in the past years as a practical rendering of the 
tatpuru^a compound ãryasatya/ariyasacca. 

Nirodha in nirodhasatya is here translated as ‘cessation’, which calls for a word of caution. In the source 
languages, nirodha merely denotes bringing something to an end (e.g. suffering), whereas ‘cessation’, or 
analogous terms in other European target languages, can be also used without a direct object to indicate 
the fact or process of something coming to an end. Other renderings of nirodha are, for example, 
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‘extinction’, in the sense of the process or result of something being or becoming extinguished, or 
‘suppression’, which has an inappropriate psychological connotation. 

Competing Dharmas and Philosophical Traditions 
The Buddha’s teaching of the four Truths brought a novel dharma into the culture of his time, a dharma 
standing antagonistically second to that of the predominant Brahmanical tradition. With its guidelines on 
how to break free from suffering, it had a definite soteriological orientation based on an ideal of moksa. 
The Brahmanical dharma, on the other hand, was concerned with every aspect of life, “the cosmic, ritual 
and ethical-juridical”. It represented the “complex” or “totality of binding norms” of a communal 
religion with a ritualistic orientation. Among its prominent features, there is its acknowledgement of the 
authority of the prescriptions contained in the Vedic samhitãs, or šruti, a corpus of revealed texts 
regarded as independent of an author (apau-rudeya). 

The tension between traditions that set themselves up as transmitters of a specific type of dharma has 
affected various aspects of the history of South Asia, from the socio-political to the intellectual, and has 
led in particular, over time, to a variety of distinct notions associated with the word dharma. As Patrick 
Olivelle has observed, the term itself, far from denoting a uniform and constant concept in an 
“unchanging” India (as the orientalist image had it), “has been subject to deep evolution and change as it 
was appropriated, challenged, and sometimes even rejected by different groups and traditions.” 

Soteriology and Apologetics 
As the debate on dharma, extended to include mok^a, is the backdrop against which Indian philosophical 
traditions develop their reflections upon the means of knowledge, these traditions are also typically 
engaged in the discussion of soteriological matters even while exploring epistemological issues. For this 
reason, in the terms common to Western culture, they can be considered with good reason 
soteriologies or religious philosophies. With regard to the Buddhist tradition of epistemological thought, 
Ernst Steinkellner has stated: 

While in many aspects, to be sure, many theories and ideas of this philosophical tradition appear 
deceptively emancipated from their religious origins, nevertheless they cannot be separated 
from their Buddhist presuppositions and purposes, just as medieval European logic cannot be 
separated from Christianity. STEINKELLNER 2010: xxi 

Mutatis mutandis, the same can be stated with regard to other Indian philosophical traditions. If 
Dharmakïrti can be considered to have understood his work as a “rational complement to the progress 
towards liberation”, Kumãrila, too, can be considered to have aimed at providing a rational complement 
to the Brahmanical dharma. 

In the same vein although in other spheres of intellectual production, Ašvagho^a, for example, can be 
considered to have provided a literary complement to the progress towards liberation, and the 
Dharmašãstra’s authors a new “cultural grammar” that complements the Brahmanical dharma—one to 
which soteriological concerns could remain extraneous. The Buddhacarita and the Mãnavadharmašãstra 
can be interpreted—Patrick Olivelle has argued— as instances of an apologetic proposition. The former 
represents a Buddhist response to Brahmanical attacks and the latter an accentuated pro-Brahmanical 
rhetoric, which inter alia derives from a reaction to the threat posed by rival religious groups, notably 
the Buddhists. They are examples of how various types of texts, while performing their genre-
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determined function— literary, normative, etc.—in some periods also perform the meta-function of 
defending a specific dharma and soteriological view. 

Indian philosophical traditions naturally assumed an apologetic attitude, their approach being to defend a 
specific view of dharma and mok^a against perceived competitors (negative apologetics) and to explain 
the reasons why that dharma and that view of mok^a is to be preferred to those of the competitors 
(positive apologetics). Texts from the middle of the first millennium of the Christian era testify to an 
intense apologetic drive in connection with the elaboration of a discourse on the means of knowledge. A 
case in point is Dharmakïrti’s work. Eli Franco has remarked that some crucial statements of the 
Pramã^asiddhi chapter of the Pramã^avãrttika are made within an apologetic framework since 
Dharmakïrti “aims at anchoring his own epistemology in the original message of the Buddha”. 
Furthermore, Vincent Eltschinger has observed that Dharmakïrti was “the intellectual who provided 
epistemology (i.e., Dignaga’s philosophical programme) with a full-fledged positive/direct apologetic 
commitment”, linking “within a single apologetic concern, theoretical elaborations on logic/dialectics to a 
soteriological enterprise.” An apologetic attitude is particularly evident in the Pramã^asiddhi chapter, 
where Dharmakïrti presents a defence of specific Buddhist views of soteriological import. In doing so, he 
shows how his work performs the argumentative and philosophical functions expected of it against a 
distinct doctrinal backdrop, and sheds light on the backdrop itself by providing a philosophical key to 
interpret it. The intellectual (but also socio-political) situation of his time were what most likely spurred 
on Dharmakïrti to do so, that is, to provide a response to renewed challenges that the Buddhist 
community had to face with regard to some crucial points of contention. 

Dharma and moksha as Subjects of Philosophical Debate 
The tension and interplay between competing dharmas triggered an intellectual debate in which the 
notion of moksha (liberation from the cycle of rebirths and, thus, from suffering) eventually became 
integral to the problematics associated with the notion of dharma. This debate was the background 
against which important Sutras and commentaries were redacted or composed anew around the middle 
of the first millennium of the Christian era. They attest the arising and development of distinct 
philosophical traditions, in the manner defined by Ben-Ami Scharfstein: individual thinkers, or the group 
that they represent, subtly articulate a number of specific points, going beyond common reflection as a 
trait of human activity. They do so by formulating “principles—if only principles of interpretation—and 
... conclusions reasonably drawn from them”. Further, they formulate “reasonable arguments—even 
those that deny reason”—that serve to put one’s own view across to opponents, “and understand and 
explain how they try to be reasonable.” 

Philosophical texts from the middle of the first millennium undergo a primary shift from investigating 
about the principles of debate to exploring the means of knowledge and logical tools of analysis, and in 
doing so gradually develop a consistent epistemological and logical approach under specific doctrinal 
presuppositions. Such an approach characterizes Dignãga’s and Dharmakïrti’s Buddhist philosophical 
work, and is central to other philosophical traditions as well. They all mainly identified themselves with 
their particular methodology, and labelled themselves accordingly. Vãtsyãyana Pak^ilasvãmin (ca. 400 CE) 
and Uddyotakara, for example, state that Nyãya is the science of the self (ãtmavidyã) and serves the 
purpose of guiding one towards the goal of final liberation (apavarga), but it differs from the Upani^adic 
science of the self in its method of examination, calling for the means of knowledge to be systematically 
thematized. Sã^khya and Vaiše^ika, on the other hand, respectively exemplify a ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ 
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type of enumeration of world constituents. Mïmãmsã, which the opening verse of the Mïmãmsãsütra 
defines as “inquiry into dharma” (dharmajijñãsã), is eminently concerned with textual exegesis as a 
continuation of its original task of furnishing a science of the Vedic ritual. 

Mutual influence intensified as arguments were pressed in favour of specific epistemological stances 
among the various currents of thought, with participants being challenged to defend their point of view, 
including their methods and presuppositions. The Yogasütras, for example, present a fourfold division 
that clearly reflects the four Truths of Buddhism (namely sa^sãra, sa^sãra- hetu, mok^a, and 
mok^opãya), and Nyãyasütra 1.1.2 contains a list very similar to that of the dependent origination of 
phenomena as described in the Buddhist tradition. The phenomenon of Tantrism, which appears around 
the middle of the first millennium of the Christian era, brings into the intellectual history of premodern 
India a fully new attempt to reconcile the mok^a ideal with forms of theodicy, based on a special 
revelation different from the Veda, and with a strong ritualistic orientation. On the other hand, 
however, the Mïmã^sã—as Wilhelm Halbfass has observed—preserves its ritualistic orientation, 
primarily dealing “with dharma, not with mok^a”, and “with the specific efficacy of the Vedic sacrificial 
works.” Currents such as the Lokãyata or Cãrvãka, which modern Western scholars have subsumed 
under the general rubric of materialism, represent a special case. For they radically reject the value of 
the Vedic tradition and the related Brahmanical prescriptions, and at the same time reject any mok^a-
based ideal, maintaining that the physical body, as the only truly existent thing, does not return once it 
has been burnt to ashes. Thus, uniquely to them, they deny karman and any belief in the ãtman or in the 
existence of consciousness independently of the body.  

The Authentication of the Dharma 
One of the crucial issues related to the question of why the (pre-existing) Brah-manical dharma should 
be abandoned and trust placed in another (novel) dharma is the authority of the dharma, which involves 
the authority of its source. This issue has characterized since the beginning the religious-philosophical 
discussion in South Asia, creating a tension between ‘absolute’ authority and authority based on 
experience—a tension that in the course of history has taken various forms, including that of dogmatic 
belief as against mysticism. Whereas the Brahmanical tradition claims ‘absolute’ (i.e. unconditional) 
authority on behalf of the Veda because of its independence from the “intentions and experiences” of an 
author, discourses in the Pãli Canon have the Buddha (whose word is the source of the dharma) 
emphasizing the role of experience with regard to the dharma. In the Brahmajãlasutta, for example, he is 
said to have stated that he sets forth what he has realized—a point that Dharmakïrti will mention at the 
beginning of his discussion of the four Truths. Furthermore, whereas the Buddha recommends testing 
personally the dharma he has expounded, the Brahmanical tradition questions the very possibility of 
attaching any value to a dharma that has the word of a Buddha as its source, in view of his entanglement 
in the worldly condition. 

Objections to the authoritativeness of the Buddhist dharma because of its source were not only raised 
at an intellectual level, but also at a socio-political level, and evidently to such a degree that some 
redactors added a nidãna (introduction) to the Canonical Suttas. The formula “eva^ mayã suta^” that 
routinely opens the Suttas served the purpose of certifying that the Sutta in question had been 
heard/learnt (šruta) directly from the Buddha and then transmitted—what Sheldon Pollock has called 
“the historical authentication of the text”. An analogous strategy was very likely applied in Mahãyãna 
environments, where specific texts were made to assume the form of Sütras by the hand of redactors 
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who introduced references to the authorial function of the Buddha. Either they credited him with 
discourses that in previous versions of the same text were ascribed to named individuals, or else they 
claimed authoritativeness for an individual’s discourse in virtue of the authority of the words of the 
Buddha referred to in it. 

Dharmakïrti by contrast provides a ‘rational’ authentication of the dharma. For, by demonstrating which 
content remains valid after rational scrutiny, he also demonstrates that the content of the Buddha’s 
teaching (the four Truths) is valid. In doing so, he shows how the epistemological method he is 
developing and refining entails an engagement with central theoretical questions concerning the dharma. 

The Nobles’ Truths in Dharmakïrti’s Work 
Dharmakïrti’s rational authentication of the dharma includes a lengthy presentation of the four Truths in 
the Pramã^asiddhi chapter, as part of the explanation of an epithet of the Buddha, tãyin, within the larger 
frame of the proof of the Buddha’s epistemic reliability. Dharmakïrti opens his discussion of the four 
Truths stating that they are what the Buddha personally saw and, out of compassion, decided to explain 
to others (tãya^ svad^^^amãrgokti^ ... tãyo vã catu^satyaprakãšanam—PV ii.145a and 146a). In PV i.215–
21743 Dharmakïrti had already defined the Truths as an object of inference that acts with the force of 
real entities (vastubalaprav^tta) and is not dependent on ãgama. In the same context, he terms them 
pradhãnãrtha, ‘main content’, and characterizes them as reliable (avisa^vãda), since—Manorathanandin 
comments— realizing them conduces to attaining nirvã^a. The rest of the Buddha’s teaching consists in 
radically inaccessible (atyantaparok^a) contents, such as the details of the law of karma or his 
description of heaven, contents which are ascertained through an inference that is scripturally based 
(ãgamãšritãnumãna). 

As remarked by the commentators, Dharmakïrti refers to the four Truths elsewhere, in particular, in PV 
i i.33, when he uses the term tattva in connection with what the Buddha sees, or at PV iii.285–286 and 
NB i.11, when he speaks of the object of the yogi’s direct perception—an object that he calls a bhüta, 
vastu, or bhütãrtha.49 In the Pramãavinišcaya, Dharmakïrti will explicitly mention the four Truths as the 
object of the yogi’s perception. 

Furthermore, once the yogis (they who practise mental cultivation) have grasped the contents [of 
knowledge] in virtue of the wisdom resulting from hearing/learning [and] have ascertained [these 
contents] in virtue of [the wisdom resulting from] reflecting [upon them] by means of reasoning, they 
practise the mental cultivation [of these contents]. At the completion of this [process], what appears as 
vividly as, for example, in the case of fear, is a cognition that is not conceptual [and] does not have 
something unreal as its object; [that is, it is] direct perception, just as the vision of the Nobles’ Truths—
as we explained in the Pramãavãrttika.  <>   

TIBETAN BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY OF MIND AND 
NATURE by Douglas S. Duckworth [Oxford University Press, 
9780190883959] 
This book offers an engaging philosophical overview of Tibetan Buddhist thought. It shows the way that 
Buddhist theory informs Buddhist practice across various Tibetan traditions in ways that integrate 

https://www.amazon.com/Tibetan-Buddhist-Philosophy-Mind-Nature/dp/0190883952/
https://www.amazon.com/Tibetan-Buddhist-Philosophy-Mind-Nature/dp/0190883952/
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competing and complimentary perspectives on the nature of mind and reality. The book draws upon a 
contrast between phenomenology and ontology to highlight distinct starting points of inquiries into mind 
and nature in Buddhism and to illuminate central issues confronted in Tibetan Buddhist philosophy. It 
argues that these starting points share a common ground and can be seen to be actually inseparable. 
This thematic study raises some of the most difficult and critical topics in Buddhist thought, such as the 
nature of mind and the meaning of emptiness, across a wide range of philosophical traditions, including 
the “Middle Way” of Madhyamaka, Yogācāra (a.k.a. “Mind-Only”), and tantra. This book provides a 
richly textured overview that explores the intersecting nature of mind, language, and world depicted 
across Tibetan Buddhist traditions. It also puts Tibetan philosophy into conversation with texts and 
traditions from India, Europe, and America, exemplifying the possibility and potential for a 
transformative conversation in global philosophy. 
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There is a tension between two contrasting readings of Buddhist thought, and both are viable and widely 
attested interpretations of Mahāyāna Buddhist literature and practice. One reading is commonly found 
in the works of academic philosophers attuned to ontological analyses and the Madhyamaka tradition of 
the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism. Another interpretation is a phenomenological reading that 
appeals to the irreducibility and inexpressibility of the lived world as experienced. The term 
“phenomenology” is used here to represent this latter trajectory of interpretation, and while it may not 
be a perfect fit, the style of doing philosophy in phenomenological traditions clearly resonates, and it 
certainly shares a family resemblance with an important dimension of Mind-Only, as will be highlighted in 
this introduction. 

This book is a thematic survey of Tibetan Buddhist thought. It provides a theoretic framework to 
introduce a wide range of intersecting ideas. With many informed studies and translations of Tibetan 
traditions now available in English, I feel that the time is right to survey the intellectual terrain of Tibetan 
Buddhist thought with a wide-angle lens. What follows is my attempt to provide this lens and to map the 
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terrain both descriptively and creatively. I do not base my framework around particular schools or 
sectarian traditions, but attempt to focus on issues and themes that structure the philosophical 
conversations within and among the schools. While doing so, I draw freely from European and American 
philosophical traditions to engage with and elaborate upon Buddhist thought and practice in Tibet. A 
central theme of Tibetan philosophy I draw out is the intertwining of mind, language, and world. 

Understanding Buddhism in India is fundamental to understanding Buddhism in Tibet. Tibetan Buddhists 
played an essential role in preserving Indian Buddhist culture, not only by carrying on the traditions of 
study and practice from India into the present, long after their demise in India, but also by preserving 
Indian Buddhist texts in translation. Most Buddhist texts of the mature era of Indian Buddhist literature 
(fifth to eleventh centuries) are no longer extant in any language other than in Tibetan translation. 
Buddhist texts and traditions entered the Tibetan plateau from India from the eighth to eleventh 
centuries, just before living Buddhist traditions died out on the Indian subcontinent under the weight of 
Muslim incursions. After the eleventh century, Buddhist monastic institutions in India were left in 
rubbles, and Buddhist popular traditions came to be assimilated into Hindu traditions. 

Given the importance of the Indian subcontinent for Tibetan Buddhism, I begin with a fair amount of 
discussion of Indian sources. The first chapter begins by looking to Nāgārjuna, an influential second-
century Indian Buddhist thinker, and his articulation of emptiness and interrelation. Emptiness is the 
ultimate truth in Mahāyāna Buddhism: the truth which, when known, sets you free. I highlight how the 
ultimate truth in Mahāyāna Buddhism comes to be interpreted along two main lines: as indicative of an 
inconceivable reality or as an absence of intrinsic nature. The former interpretation characterizes what 
comes to be known as “Mind-Only” in Tibet (or Yogācāra), while the latter characterizes Madhyamaka, 
“the Middle Way.” These two traditions represent competing interpretations of the ultimate truth and 
the Perfection of Wisdom (prajñāpāramitā) Sūtras. Further, Tibetans hold Mind-Only and Madhyamaka 
to represent two main schools of interpretation elucidated within the two “great chariot traditions” 
(shing rta chen po) of Mahāyāna Buddhism. While Tibetans use these terms to characterize distinct 
strands of interpretation of the meaning of the Buddha’s message, we should keep in mind that these 
terms do not refer to individual schools or bounded canons of texts. 

Also, what Tibetans refer to by the terms “Middle Way” and “Mind-Only” can be quite different, with 
usages that are highly charged within specific contexts of sectarian traditions and preferred 
interpretations of one’s own school. In order to dislodge these terms from a single tradition’s 
interpretive claims, for the purposes of this book I will use them differently. In my usage, “Mind-Only” 
highlights a particular phenomenological style of interpretation and orientation to contemplative 
practice. I use Madhyamaka, “the Middle Way,” to highlight a critical orientation and deconstructive 
ontology. These terms, and the “schools” associated with them, are highly contested and polysemic, yet 
I appropriate them as a heuristic and to convey an intimate relationship between two intertwined 
trajectories of interpretation. I feel that the problems I create by continuing to use these terms, with the 
distinctive meanings I have assigned them, are less severe than the problems of avoiding them altogether 
or narrowly constraining them to definitions tied into a single sectarian tradition’s interpretation. 

With the interplay of these two trajectories I attempt to sustain a tension between two contrasting 
readings of Buddhist thought, as both are viable and widely attested interpretations of Mahāyāna 
Buddhist literature and practice. One reading is commonly found in the works of academic philosophers 
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attuned to ontological analyses and the Madhyamaka tradition of the Geluk (dge lugs) school of Tibetan 
Buddhism. Another interpretation that I keep in play is a phenomenological reading that appeals to the 
irreducibility and inexpressibility of the lived world as experienced. I use “phenomenology” to represent 
this latter trajectory of interpretation, and while it may not be a perfect fit, the style of doing philosophy 
in phenomenological traditions clearly resonates here, and certainly shares a family resemblance with an 
important dimension of Mind-Only, which I shall highlight in chapter 1. 

The relationship between these two orientations, of Madhyamaka and Mind-Only, or ontology and 
phenomenology, reiterates some of the problems and popular associations of a contrast between 
stereotypical “analytic” and “continental” ways of doing philosophy. That is, these two modalities are 
imperfect and simplistic caricatures of a complex and internally diverse relation of ideas. I take them to 
be co-constituted, like the first- and third-person perspectives on the world and the methodologies that 
grow out of these ways of reflection. In other words, what I characterize as ontological and 
phenomenological orientations are two dimensions of how a single individual relates to what is 
meaningful and true. 

In chapter 2 I consider the ways that Madhyamaka and Mind-Only can be seen to offer distinct 
depictions of the world, framed in terms of a relationship between ontology and phenomenology. I 
suggest that the perspectives offered by ontology and phenomenology can be understood as taking their 
starting points in object-oriented and subject-oriented modes of inquiry, respectively. Mind-Only 
highlights the subjective orientations to a world; Madhyamaka undermines the finality of any object-ive 
world picture by highlighting the contingency of all object-ifying constructions. I show how these 
perspectives are mutually entailed, and thus can be seen to share a common ground. 

I have struggled with how to convey these two orientations, for “Madhyamaka” and “Mind-Only,” along 
with its closely allied “Yogācāra,” are problematic and polysemic terms. Another alternative I 
considered was to represent the two orientations I aim to convey exclusively with the terms “ontology” 
and “phenomenology.” Yet since this book is primarily rooted in Buddhist thought, rather than discuss 
Buddhist ideas solely in foreign terms imported from another culture, I opted to keep Buddhist 
terminology. Also, “phenomenology” is just as polysemic as Yogācāra, so it does not solve the dilemma 
in the end. I have also thought about this issue with another pair of terms, “constructivism” and 
“realism.” While these terms are relevant to this topic, they both fall into ontological orientations,  and 
both trajectories of thought I am concerned with participate in each side of a constructivist-realist 
dichotomy; they are not actually distinct, but intertwined. For these reasons, rather than introduce a 
neologism, I continue to use “Madhyamaka” and “Mind-Only,” following the Tibetans, to flag two 
orientations of interpretation that are entangled in such a way that each one supplements the other. 

After aligning the axis of this book around these two orientations, in the next three chapters, I touch on 
mind, language, and world as a loose thematic framework. I begin with a theory of mind and a closely 
paired notion—self-awareness (svasaṃvedana)—in chapter 3. I show that the status of self-awareness is 
a wedge issue between the descriptive ontology of Madhyamaka and the phenomenological orientation 
of Mind-Only. Awareness can be understood as Janus-faced; it does “double-duty” as subject and object, 
as internal and external. This hybrid structure sets the stage for what I call objective idealism—a world 
in which perceiver and perceived take place in an internal relation. With the term “objective idealism” I 
aim to represent how subject and object are simply polarities within a higher structure that transcends 
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(and includes) this duality. While the language of substance and idealism is anathema to Madhyamaka, the 
interrelation of perceiver and perceived I wish to convey is not an ordinary subjective idealism; here 
there is no internal subject reigning over objects, the relata are not separate and relation itself is internal 
and not a real (external) relation. Thus, without an external world, there can be no internal world either 
(nor a world in between). The nonduality I seek to convey is not only the stuff of metaphysics, but also 
exemplifies the creative interplay of inner and outer worlds. 

Chapter 4 turns to language. I show how many philosophical disputes revolve around linguistic disputes, 
prompted by competing conceptions of language. I also discuss the relation between concepts and 
percepts. Here again we can see the collapse of yet another dichotomy—like the one between ontology 
and phenomenology, subject and object—as percepts and concepts are interdependent. While a 
dichotomy of percepts and concepts is central to the epistemological edifice of proponents of Yogācāra 
such as the seventh-century Indian, Dharmakīrti, I show how this dichotomy falls apart in two main 
ways: conception collapses into perception (with nondual self-awareness in Mind-Only) and perception 
collapses into conception (with the thoroughgoing conceptuality of radical contingency and universal 
mediation emphasized in Madhyamaka). In both cases, we see the collapse of a percept-concept 
dichotomy, and language plays an important role in shaping both sides of this apparent divide. 

In chapter 5 I consider the contemplative traditions of tantra. While mind (gnosis) and speech (mantra) 
are undoubtedly important in this context, too, here we also turn to the body (deity). The body, like 
speech and mind, exemplifies another intertwining, as it too is both perceiver and perceived. The body is 
the organ of the universe, the flesh of the world, and the dynamic substance of objective idealism. The 
objective idealism I have in mind here is not a simplistic notion of subjective idealism,1 but the 
irreducibility of the relationally constituted whole. This nonduality is a dynamic unity that comprises 
everything—the uni-verse (one and many). It is not a static, metaphysical absolutism, but one that is 
participatory; it is enacted in the contemplative practices of tantra, as well as Mahāmudrā and the Great 
Perfection (rdzogs chen), the culmination and transcendence of Tibetan tantric traditions. These 
traditions can be seen as performances of this nonduality, fostering freedom through re-cognition and 
creative enaction, while undermining sedimentary, reified conceptions of mind and nature (that delimit 
and/or superimpose the way the world is and must be). 

In four appendices I include translated excerpts from Tibetan texts that illustrate and expand upon some 
of the issues I raise in the chapters of this book. Each translation represents a distinctive tradition and 
genre of philosophical writing and demonstrates to some extent the diversity and complexity of 
Buddhist philosophical literature. It is also noteworthy that all four of these texts represent a part of a 
living Buddhist culture; each of these texts can be found among texts currently studied and practiced in 
different Tibetan Buddhist communities across Asia today. This goes to show that the Tibetan Buddhist 
philosophy represented here is not only a vibrant and diverse tradition, but a living one, too. 

In what follows, I take a broad view of what I see to be some of the most important philosophical issues 
at stake across Tibetan traditions and try to avoid getting too bogged down within an exegesis on any 
particular tradition. This approach is admittedly ambitious and invites real dangers of overgeneralization 
(when fine-grained particularities are ignored) and superimposition (when personal preference 
overshadows an impartial description). Yet a thematic overview like this also can enable some insights 
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into Tibetan forms of Buddhism that may not be visible when any single tradition is considered in 
isolation. 

It is needless to mention that my interpretation of Buddhism is inflected by the European and American 
traditions I have inherited, but I should also acknowledge that the interpretation I offer here is 
influenced by the legacy of a nineteenth-century tradition stemming from eastern Tibet that has been 
called the “Gemang (dge mang) movement,” named after the place where it flourished.2 In contrast to 
an allegedly “non-sectarian movement” (ris med) that is antagonistic toward the Geluk tradition or 
incompatible with it, the Gemang movement is marked by an integration of Geluk and Nyingma (rnying 
ma) traditions of scholarship and practice in a way that they are configured to be mutually illuminating. 
That is to say, this Gemang tradition is neither tied to Geluk sectarianism nor to a sectarian identity 
built upon what is incompatible with the Geluk school. Rather, it is characterized by hybridity and 
integration, with an eye on practice. 

While I try to steer away from adopting a single sectarian voice on Buddhist thought in this book, to a 
certain extent the “Gemang movement,” like my academic training, has shaped the way I represent this 
subject matter. I acknowledge that the kind of hybrid tradition that informs my interpretation and 
methodology may be no more objective or value-free than any other; nevertheless, I believe (with 
Gadamer) that the influence of some tradition is necessary when any standpoint is taken on a subject 
matter. That said, contortions, distortions, and creations inevitably take place when a methodological 
lens is used to convey a domain of knowledge. It is my hope that what is enabled by my approach 
outweighs the problems that this methodology introduces. 

In this book I aim to communicate important facets of Tibetan tradition neither by parroting it nor by 
standing over it with domineering academic hubris. Rather, my agenda is to convey a way to think about 
(and with) Tibetan Buddhist philosophy of mind and nature. In outlining these aspects of Buddhist 
thought, I do not censure my own perspectives on the material and also draw freely from a range of 
Indian, European, and American philosophical traditions to explain and elaborate key issues in Buddhist 
Tibet. To date there is no such overview of Tibetan philosophical culture, as most scholarly texts and 
translations of Tibetan thought are embedded within the structure of a particular sectarian tradition. I 
aim to provide an alternative way to access the subject matter so scholars and interested nonspecialists 
can relate to Tibetan thought outside the confines of a single sectarian voice or a one-dimensional 
philosophical stance. This book is intended as a bridge, both for Buddhists who seek to enrich their 
knowledge in conversation with Northwestern European and American philosophical traditions, and for 
those more familiar with these philosophical traditions to engage with Tibetan Buddhist thought. 

Nonspecialists can use this book to gain a perspective on Tibetan philosophy, a place from which to find 
points of departure and threads of conversation from the intellectual worlds they inhabit. Specialists, on 
the other hand, can use this book to contextualize their particular areas of expertise. They may also feel 
compelled to highlight places that fall out of this frame, fill it out, or provide alternative frameworks to 
challenge or supplement the one I offer here. This book is a first step, not the last, to framing Tibetan 
Buddhism philosophically, and I hope readers will dig further into studies on topics that I outline here in 
broad strokes.  

The relationship between Madhyamaka and Mind-Only is configured in different ways among Tibetan 
traditions, and how their relationship is configured informs the shape of the distinct contemplative 
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practices there. The conclusion here reiterates how understanding the interplay of these two traditions, 
in conversation with the discourses of ontology and phenomenology, can illuminate some of the issues 
at stake in Tibetan thought and connect them to contemporary issues. Like Mind-Only and Madhyamaka, 
ontology and phenomenology represent divergent modes of thought and practice that can be seen to 
offer unique lenses on the world, yet they can also be seen to overlap, or even mutually entail each 
other. 

We began by looking at two trajectories of interpretation of Mahāyāna Buddhism that stem from India: 
Madhyamaka and Yogācāra. These trajectories of thought were transposed in Tibet as the two “great 
chariot traditions” of Madhyamaka and Mind-Only. A distinct contribution of Madhyamaka is its critical 
ontological analysis and formulation of two truths, the ultimate and the conventional. A distinctive 
contribution of Mind-Only is a phenomenological analysis oriented toward subjectivity and the lived 
dimensions of knowledge. These competing and complementary approaches have shaped the face of 
Buddhist theory and practice in Tibet. 

The relationship between Madhyamaka and Mind-Only is configured in different ways among Tibetan 
traditions, and how their relationship is configured informs the shape of the distinct contemplative 
practices there. I have described the interplay of these two traditions in conversation with the 
discourses of ontology and phenomenology with the aim to clarify some of the issues at stake in Tibetan 
thought and connect them to contemporary issues, in order to enrich a more global philosophical 
conversation. Like Mind-Only and Madhyamaka, ontology and phenomenology represent divergent 
modes of thought and practice that can be seen to offer unique lenses on the world, yet they can also be 
seen to overlap, or even mutually entail each other. 

The story of Tibetan philosophy I seek to convey is one of interconnectivity, intertwining, and 
entanglement. We can see this not only in the relationships between theory and practice, ontology and 
phenomenology, or Madhyamaka and Mind-Only, but also in how each of the three “doors of action”—
body, speech, and mind—is entangled with the others; and how neither body, speech, or mind are what 
they seem. The body is not inside nor is it outside. Speech, or language, is not a private affair either. It is 
not only physical or simply mental—neither inside nor outside. Mind, too, is not inside. It is not outside 
either. With nothing inside or outside, the only place left is in/between (and without boundaries, no-
thing is really in/between, either). 

This book is my attempt to probe this in/between space in dichotomies like Mind-Only and Madhyamaka 
to highlight the hybrid nature of Tibetan Buddhist philosophy—an array of interpretations held together 
loosely by a collective challenge to rigid dichotomies like subject-object, appearance-emptiness, mind-
matter, self-other, inside-outside, and so on. Tibetan Buddhist philosophy is not monolithic or static; 
nevertheless, it can be characterized as a set of concerns that shapes and transgresses borders and 
boundaries, boundaries of the unconditioned and the contingent, the one and many, the nonconceptual 
and the conceptual, the real and the constructed. A central theme here is the entangled nature of (false) 
dichotomies, and the creative freedom within and without them.  <>   
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BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY OF CONSCIOUSNESS: 
TRADITION AND DIALOGUE edited by Mark Siderits, Ching 
Keng, and John Spackman [Series: Value Inquiry Book Series, 
Cognitive Science, Brill, 9789004440890] 
BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY OF CONSCIOUSNESS brings Buddhist voices to the study of 
consciousness. This book explores a variety of different Buddhist approaches to consciousness that 
developed out of the Buddhist theory of non-self. Topics taken up in these investigations include: how 
we are able to cognize our own cognitions; whether all conscious states involve conceptualization; 
whether distinct forms of cognition can operate simultaneously in a single mental stream; whether non-
existent entities can serve as intentional objects; and does consciousness have an intrinsic nature, or can 
it only be characterized functionally? These questions have all featured in recent debates in 
consciousness studies. The answers that Buddhist philosophers developed to such questions are worth 
examining just because they may represent novel approaches to questions about consciousness. 

CONTENTS 
Value Inquiry Book Series 
Notes on Contributors 
Introduction Editors: Mark Siderits, Ching Keng, and John Spackman 
Part 1 Conceptualism and Nonconceptualism 
Chapter 1 Knowing Blue: Ābhidharmika Accounts of the Immediacy of Sense Perception Author: 
Robert H. Sharf 
Chapter 2 Nonconceptual Cognition in Yogācāra and Madhyamaka Thought Author: John 
Spackman 
Chapter 3 Turning Earth to Gold: The Early Yogācāra Understanding of Experience Following 
Non-conceptual Cognition Author: Roy Tzohar 
Part 2 Meta-cognition 
Chapter 4 Whose Consciousness? Reflexivity and the Problem of Self-Knowledge Author: 
Christian Coseru 
Chapter 5 Should Mādhyamikas Refute Subjectivity? Thoughts on What Might Be at Stake in 
Debates on Self-Awareness Author: Dan Arnold 
Chapter 6 Self-Knowledge and Non-Self Author: Mark Siderits 
Chapter 7 The Genesis of *Svasaṃvitti-saṃvitti Reconsidered Author: Toru Funayama 
Chapter 8 Dharmapāla on the Cognition of Other Minds (paracittajñāna) Author: Shinya 
Moriyama 
Part 3 Mental Consciousness in East Asian Buddhism:  
Chapter 9 Mānasa-pratyakṣa as the Perception of Conventionally Real (prajñaptisat) Properties – 
Interpreting Dignāga’s mānasa-pratyakṣa Based on Clues from Kuiji Author: Ching Keng 
Chapter 10 Mental Consciousness and Its Objects Author: Zhihua Yao 
Chapter 11 Vasubandhu’s Theory of Memory: A Reading Based on the Chinese Commentaries 
Author: Chen-kuo Lin 
Index 

Recent decades have seen something of a scramble to either give an account of, or else decisively refute 
the possibility of ownerless consciousness. But this sort of thing has happened before: Buddhist 
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philosophers engaged in a centuries-long debate with their non-Buddhist opponents over whether the 
Buddhist doctrine of non-self could be joined with a plausible theory of cognition. Current interest in 
non-egological approaches to the study of the mind has been largely fueled by attempts to reconcile folk 
psychology with new knowledge in neurophysiology and cognitive psychology. Not so Buddhist 
theorizing concerning mental phenomena, which grew out of soteriological concerns. Despite this 
important difference, it is not just scholars of Buddhist thought but also researchers in areas like 
cognitive science and the philosophy of mind who are interested in finding out more about Buddhist 
approaches to consciousness. This volume attempts to address that interest. 

Buddhist philosophy of mind begins with the Buddha himself (5th century bce) and continues to develop 
to this day, both in Asia and in the West. Many distinct approaches have grown out of these efforts to 
understand the mind in a way that is compatible with the core Buddhist teaching of non-self. The 
scholars whose essays appear here all have expertise in some part of this long and complex tradition. 
But like scholars in every field, they sometimes present their findings in ways that presuppose familiarity 
with the disciplinary context, thereby making it challenging for those from outside the discipline to fully 
grasp the significance of their research. This introduction is meant to provide a framework that should 
help non-specialists better understand the particular theories and debates discussed in these essays, by 
locating those discussions in the larger project of understanding consciousness. 2 Readers who are 
knowledgeable about the Buddhist philosophical tradition may be tempted to skip over this part and go 
straight to the essays. But we shall also use the framework we develop here to indicate connections 
between Buddhist debates and recent controversies in cognitive science and the philosophy of 
consciousness. We hope that what we say here will prove useful to all readers regardless of disciplinary 
background. 

One more word of warning is in order concerning the essays. While all discuss some aspect of Buddhist 
theorizing about consciousness, some are more concerned with matters Buddhological than with 
general questions concerning consciousness. There is much that we still do not know about the classical 
Indian Buddhist philosophical tradition and its receptions in China and Tibet. Many of the scholars 
working today in different areas of Buddhist philosophy are mainly focused on trying to fill in the gaps in 
our knowledge. While many of the essays collected here attempt to bring Buddhist theorizing about 
consciousness into dialogue with current consciousness studies, others are principally devoted to simply 
trying to get clear about particular Buddhist authors or texts. The non-specialist may find the focus of 
such essays narrow and difficult to penetrate. This introduction is meant to help smooth the way for 
such readers. But we would also point out that the effort invested may be amply rewarded. Sometimes 
seeing familiar problems discussed in novel ways can spark important insights. 

Dates for major figures mentioned below: 

Asaṅga 4th c 
Vasubandhu 4th–5th c 
Dignāga 6th c 
Dharmapāla fl. mid–6th c 
Dharmakīrti 7th c 
Candrakīrti ca 700–750 
Śāntarakṣita 725–88 
Kamalaśīla 8th–9th c 
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Dharmottara 8th c 
Kuiji 632–682 

Early Buddhist Roots of Buddhist Views of Consciousness 
Buddhism originates out of a concern to diagnose the source of existential suffering and bring it to an 
end. The Buddha agreed with other thinkers of his day that the sense of meaninglessness and despair 
that afflicts most thoughtful people grows out of a mistaken view concerning our identity. Where he 
disagreed with others is over what the mistake comes to. Others thought, perhaps predictably, that 
where we go astray is in taking the wrong sort of thing to be the self: our mistake consists in identifying 
with something other than our true self. The Buddha claimed instead that the mistake consists in 
identifying with anything at all: it is the false sense of a persisting “I,” routinely identified as subject of 
experiences and agent of actions, that he thought must inevitably lead to existential suffering. He then 
proposed a path designed to extirpate the “I”-sense and thereby bring about the cessation of suffering. 

The Buddha called his teachings a “middle path” between two extremes, but different pairs of extremes 
are named on different occasions. One pair that is important for our purposes is the pair of views called 
eternalism and annihilationism. The former is the view that since persons have selves that endure, death 
does not end the existence of the person. The latter is the view that death is the end. The middle path 
between these extremes is not a compromise position; it would be hard to find a middle ground 
between “I shall exist after my death” and “I shall cease to exist at death.” (Perhaps: “I shall be gone but 
live on through my children”?) Instead the Buddha articulates his middle path using what is called the 12-
fold chain of dependent origination. This is a list of sequential factors, each serving as cause of the next, 
that are said to together constitute the continued existence of a person over several lives. What is 
interesting about this list is that the factors are given in completely impersonal terms. When the Buddha 
uses it to explain how he can reject both “I shall survive my death” and “I shall be annihilated at death,” 
it is clear that he is rejecting the presupposition common to both eternalism and annihilationism: that 
there is an “I,” something through relation to which events in this life take on meaning and value. The 
Buddhist doctrine of non-self is central to the project of overcoming existential suffering. 

The Buddha classifies the constituents of persons in three distinct ways. One such taxonomy is 
the skandha or aggregate classification, according to which there are five aggregates or kinds of 
psychophysical element: the material (rūpa), hedonic states (vedanā), perceptual identifications (saṃjñā), 
mental forces (saṃskāra), and the consciousness (vijñāna) aggregate. Each of the five aggregates is in turn 
broken down into subtypes; vedanā, for instance, is said to be made up of three kinds of hedonic state: 
pleasure, pain and the neutral state. In time Buddhist scholastics would compile lists of all the distinct 
entities, called dharmas, that were thought to make up the five aggregates. Of importance here is that 
consciousness aggregate consists of not one but six distinct varieties of consciousness dharma: one for 
each of the five external sense faculties, plus a sixth for the so-called “inner sense” (manas). (The last is 
the faculty of cross-modal synthesis, memory, conceptualization, and of introspection; we will have much 
more to say about it below, but the essay by Sharf (Chapter 1) contains a general overview.) These six 
kinds of consciousness are said to be distinct because each comes into existence in dependence on 
a different set of causes and conditions: visual consciousness arises in dependence on contact between 
vision and an occurrence of color-and-shape in the presence of light; auditory consciousness arises in 
dependence on contact between auditory faculty and sound, etc. Given the impermanence of the 
conditions on which consciousnesses depend, it is thought to follow that no consciousness endures for 
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very long. Consciousness is thus not a self. The sense of an “I” as an enduring subject of experience is an 
illusion fostered by an unbroken succession of discrete consciousnesses, each lasting just a moment. The 
analogy used to illustrate this is the illusion of a wheel of fire produced when a torch is whirled rapidly. 

The Development of a Buddhist Philosophy of Mind 
What the example of the wheel of fire brings out is the extent to which early Buddhism uses causal 
relations among impersonal events to develop its alternative to the folk-psychological understanding of 
mentality. But it was left to later scholastics of the various schools known collectively as “Abhidharma” 
to develop these ideas in systematic ways. The task they set themselves was to forge an account of 
mental processes that was consistent with the Buddha’s teachings, and would also explain both how an 
illusory “I”-sense is fostered and perpetuated and how it might be extirpated. But inevitably, 
controversies arose. This is partly due to the fact that different schools operated with different 
recensions of the Buddha’s teachings (which were preserved only in oral form for some time after his 
death). But it is also due in part to unclarity in those teachings. 

It is not, for example, at all obvious what was meant by “consciousness” as the fifth element in the 
aggregates classification. One of the earliest attempts to spell this out gives the analogy of the person 
atop the watch-tower at the center of the city, who is said to see those approaching the city from all 
directions. Such a watcher is said to be aware that a person is approaching, though they cannot say who; 
presumably, identifying the person is the job of the guards at the city gate. The suggestion is thus that 
consciousness merely presents the object as a bare “this”; it is a quite different mental element, one 
belonging to the aggregate of perceptual identifications, that is said to perform the function of basic 
categorization of the perceived object. But one wonders how categorization can be carried out in the 
absence of consciousness. The task for Ābhidharmikas (members of the different Abhidharma schools) 
was to sort out this and other puzzles concerning the nature and role of consciousness. 

For instance, one response to the early Buddhist characterization of consciousness was to take the 
cognition of a simple percept to be a temporally extended process, with distinct consciousnesses 
occurring at each moment and each accompanied by mental concomitants that perform such functions 
as perceptual identification and registration of hedonic valency. Consciousness is thus affirmed as a 
necessary component in all cognitive functioning. But if cognition of a single percept, such as the color of 
the mango, involves a series of successive consciousnesses, the argument for the impermanence of 
consciousness from its dependence on sense-object contact loses some of its force. If only the first 
moment in the 17 moments of consciousness said (by Theravādins) to be involved in cognition of yellow 
color is produced by sense-object contact, why suppose that the cognition involves 17 distinct 
consciousnesses rather than a single enduring state? 5 And if a single enduring state can accompany many 
distinct mental functions, why could it not be a single enduring consciousness that serves as subject of 
experience across sensory modalities? 

These were the sorts of challenges facing Abhidharma scholastics as they tried to articulate a theory of 
the mental that was consistent with the Buddha’s teachings. Developments in other areas of Buddhist 
philosophy shaped their efforts. One result that changed the nature of the discussion is the doctrine of 
momentariness. The Buddha claimed that all existents are impermanent. But Abhidharma philosophers 
went much further, formulating arguments meant to show that everything is momentary, i.e., ceases to 
exist immediately upon coming into existence. This would put pressure on direct realist accounts of 
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perception. If the object of a perceptual consciousness is among the causes of that consciousness, then it 
must exist before the arising of the consciousness that takes it as object. And if everything is 
momentary, then that object must also have gone out of existence before the arising of the 
consciousness. But awareness of something that no longer exists would seem to count as memory, not 
perception. A representationalist about perception holds that what one is directly aware of in 
perception is not the object that impinges on the sense organ but a mental representation that is caused 
by that impingement. The doctrine of momentariness thus makes representationalism about perception 
seem more plausible. Among Abhidharma schools it was the Sautrāntikas who embraced 
representationalism, which they formulated as the thesis that a perceptual consciousness arises bearing 
the form of the object with which the sense faculty interacts. No longer is consciousness to be thought 
of as a bare awareness that illuminates whatever it happens to fall on. Consciousness of blue is now 
understood as a single state that is in some sense both blue and its illumination. 

A second development that played an important role in Abhidharma theorizing about consciousness is 
the embrace of mereological nihilism, the view that strictly speaking there are no composite objects, 
only the impartite entities that we think of as their parts. The Buddha had said that persons are “mere 
names,” and he also allegedly accepted the claim that the word “chariot” is no more than a convenient 
designator for the constituent parts when assembled in the right way. Generalizing from this stance, 
Abhidharma philosophers developed arguments to show that strictly speaking, no partite entity may be 
said to exist. (The strategy involves looking at all the ways in which a real whole might be related to its 
constituent parts.) The upshot is an ontology containing only entities that are neither composite nor 
qualitatively complex. 

Momentariness and mereological nihilism both lead to highly counter-intuitive results, such as that 
substances are merely bundles of tropes, and that persistence can at best be perdurance and not 
endurance. Ābhidharmikas sought to mitigate the counter-intuitiveness with their doctrine of the two 
truths. This involves distinguishing between two ways in which a statement may be said to be true – 
ultimately and conventionally – and two ways in which an entity may be said to exist – as ultimately real 
and as a mere conceptual construction. The ultimate reals – what the tradition calls dharmas – are those 
non-composite entities that enter into causal relations. Ultimately true statements are those that 
correctly represent how such entities are arranged; these arrangements are the truth-makers for 
ultimate truths. To say of an entity that it is not ultimately real but merely a conceptual construction is 
to say that it is conventionally taken to be real due in part to our use of a convenient designator. A 
convenient designator is a term that is used to denote a collection of ultimately real entities when 
arranged in a particular way. Our use of such terms reflects our interests and cognitive limitations; we 
would be hard pressed to describe how things are in the world without their employment. Statements 
containing such terms may be conventionally true or false, depending on how the ultimate reals happen 
to be arranged. The upshot is that while no statement about enduring substances, such as persons or 
chariots, can be ultimately true (or ultimately false), such statements can be conventionally true. 
Mereological nihilism rules out the existence of chariots. And momentariness rules out the endurance of 
any of the atoms making up the supposed chariot. Still it can be conventionally true that this is the same 
chariot as the one we saw earlier. What grounds this conventional truth is the fact that the collection of 
many atoms arranged chariot-wise that was seen earlier is part of a causal series that extends to the 
present collection of atoms arranged chariot-wise: each momentary atom causes a similar successor to 
arise in the next moment. 
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Use of this last tool helps Ābhidharmikas answer some of the more common objections to a non-
egological account of cognition. Take the objection based on appeal to cross-modal synthesis, which may 
be expressed in terms of the situation where one says about the mango, “I touch what I saw.” How, the 
opponent asks, can there be the cognition that what one is now touching is the object one first saw and 
then reached out for, if there is no enduring subject of experience serving to bring visual and tactile 
consciousnesses into coordination? The Buddhist can respond that just as our use of the convenient 
designator “mango” fosters the illusion that there is a single enduring object of both vision and touch, so 
the use of the convenient designator “person” creates the sense that there is a single enduring subject of 
both vision- and touch-consciousnesses. The general strategy here is to supply causal processes among 
the ultimately real dharmas in order to ground conventionally true descriptions of our mental lives. Two 
thoroughly impersonal causal series of momentary events are usefully given the shorthand designation 
of, on the one hand a piece of fruit, and on the other an enduring cognitive agent. 

Still, the constraints imposed by mereological nihilism create challenges for this approach. Because 
mereological nihilism is thought to rule out qualitative complexity, it is difficult to see how there can be 
the simultaneous awareness of both visual and tactile data. In the case of the mango, the visual cognition 
is of a yellow ovoid color-and-shape occurrence, while the tangibility consciousness is of an occurrence 
of smoothness. There can be no sensory consciousness that takes both objects simultaneously. So how 
does one arrive at the awareness that the two sensory objects are somehow connected? Here is where 
the sixth sense-faculty, manas or “inner sense” gets brought in. This, it will be recalled, is not just the 
faculty of introspection – what grasps such “inner” states as emotions – but also that of 
conceptualization. Presumably, past experience has led to formation of a disposition, in the file labeled 
“mango,” that triggers certain mental states, given sensory stimulation having a certain profile. (This file 
will include information from all relevant sense modalities.) The perceptual identification associated with 
the visual consciousness outputs a “yellow-ovoid” categorization, which in turn triggers activation of the 
“mango” mental file. This in turn causes desire, which brings about action, resulting in the tangibility 
consciousness. And as with the example of the whirling torch that is seen as a circle of fire, the rapid 
succession of these states generates the illusion of a single persisting consciousness aware of all the 
distinct contents. 

Some Abhidharma Controversies Involving Consciousness 
This approach to cognition fosters any number of controversies among Buddhist philosophers seeking 
to resolve some of the issues that result from its application. For instance, there is the question whether 
shape is perceived by manas in the same way in which color is perceived by vision. This question grows 
out of the point that for some Abhidharma philosophers, shape is not ultimately but only conventionally 
real. Some schools claimed that since one never perceives a color without a shape, color-and-shape is a 
single type of material dharma. Others, though, said that since shape supervenes on an array of many 
atoms, shapes are mere conceptual constructions; awareness of shape is awareness of a many 
masquerading as a one, something that requires superimposition of a concept. Moreover, color and 
shape seem to be qualitatively distinct, so making color-and-shape a single ultimately real entity violates 
the prohibition on qualitative complexity. Yet the awareness of shape seems to be just as direct and 
immediate as the visual awareness of color. 

One proposed solution involves the assumption that manas functions simultaneously with one or 
another form of external sensory consciousness. This would represent an extension of the view 
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discussed earlier that each moment of consciousness is accompanied by occurrences of various mental 
functions. Since manas is said to perform the function of conceptualization, this would seem consistent 
with that approach. But insofar as manas is understood as a sixth sense faculty, its operation is said to 
involve its own distinctive kind of consciousness. So invoking manas to explain cognition of shape would 
require that visual consciousness and manas consciousness occur simultaneously. The general question 
involved here is whether two or more sorts of consciousness can arise simultaneously in a single subject 
(or, to put it more strictly, within a single mental stream of causally connected mental events). The 
assumption among non-Buddhist Indian philosophers is that a subject can be in no more than a single 
conscious state at any moment. Attention is one of the functions said to be invariably concomitant with 
consciousness, and attention is generally understood to be a limited resource. Some Abhidharma 
schools agree. The difficulty they confront is that the Buddha seems to have held that perceptual 
identifications, along with certain other mental functions, occur simultaneously with sensory 
consciousness. This is the source of that (unhelpful) analogy of consciousness as the watcher atop the 
watch-tower; the idea seems to be that it is other mental events that perform functions like perceptual 
identification (e.g., seeing the object as yellow). The difficulty is that these look like functions that involve 
consciousness. Perceptual identifications, for instance, seem to involve the use of concepts, and it is 
mental consciousness that is said to be involved in conceptualization. The claim that there can be 
multiple consciousnesses occurring in a single mental stream simultaneously looks like one way around 
the difficulty. But the overarching question behind all this is the extent to which consciousness can be 
thought of as a single simple event, and not as the aggregate of a variety of distinct modular processes. Is 
consciousness itself ultimately real, an impartite and qualitatively simple entity? The Buddha seems to 
have thought so, but can that claim be made fully coherent? 

This question grows particularly pressing in the Abhidharma debate over meta-cognition. Indian 
philosophers generally agree that at least some cognitions are themselves cognized. Not only can one 
cognize yellow, one can at least sometimes cognize one’s cognizing yellow: we attribute mental states to 
ourselves as well as to others. Various theories were developed to account for this, roughly 
corresponding to what are today known as first-order (reflexive) and higher-order accounts, the latter 
consisting of the higher-order perception (hop) and higher-order thought (hot) accounts. Having a 
theory to explain the possibility of meta-cognition was particularly pressing for Buddhists for the 
following reason. The Buddha’s path to the cessation of suffering involves extirpating the “I”-sense, and 
this is said to depend on coming to see that all of the aggregates are characterized by the three marks of 
impermanence, suffering and non-self. Suppose I were to survey all the aggregates constituting this 
psychophysical complex and conclude that all are characterized by the three marks. What of the 
cognition that is involved in this surveying? Does it cognize its own state of having the three marks? That 
would seem to violate the intuitively plausible principle of irreflexivity: just as a fingertip cannot touch 
itself, so it would seem a cognition cannot cognize itself. This might seem like a quibble, in that the 
cognition that performs the survey can always be surveyed retrospectively. But this is thought to be 
inadequate to the soterial task of extirpating the “I”-sense. Buddhist doctrine has it that while one can 
have theoretical knowledge of the impermanence, etc., of the aggregates, final extirpation of the “I”-
sense requires a direct and immediate awareness of all the psychophysical elements as having the three 
marks. (This is supposedly achieved through meditational practice.) The consciousness involved in this 
cognition is included in this totality. 
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Some Ābhidharmikas bit the bullet and accepted the resulting violation of irreflexivity. (We have more 
to say about this below.) Others would reject the requirement of direct and immediate awareness, 
taking a hot approach to the question how the crucial cognition is cognized. But some took advantage of 
the possibility opened up by the hypothesis that there can be multiple consciousnesses operating 
simultaneously: the hypothesis that conscious concomitants perform their functions simultaneously with 
consciousness, and that these functions can be tantamount to consciousness. The idea is that one can be 
aware in a single moment of the impermanence, etc., of all the elements because at the same time that a 
single consciousness cognizes all of the elements save one (viz. itself), some of the concomitants of that 
consciousness take it as object of cognition. It is, once again, far from clear just what the nature and 
function of consciousness are thought to be in this discussion. 

Another issue that looms large in Abhidharma is the boundary between perception, considered to be 
non-conceptual, and thought, which is understood as necessarily requiring the use of concepts. Sharf’s 
essay (Chapter 1) discusses the Abhidharma controversy over how this line is to be drawn. But the 
same controversy erupts with even more force following the development of Dignāga’s system, to 
which we are about to turn. 

The Yogācāra School and Dignāga 
We have so far been speaking of Abhidharma schools, but there is one important development in 
Buddhist philosophy of consciousness that involves a school not typically classified as Abhidharma 
(though there is much overlap in both approach and concerns between it and classical Abhidharma). 
This is the Yogācāra school, which is best known for its espousal of subjective idealism 
or consciousness-only (cittamātra). Its idealism can be seen as the natural outgrowth of the 
representationalist view of sense perception discussed earlier in connection with the doctrine of 
momentariness. 7 It is with Yogācāra that the notions of multiple simultaneous consciousnesses, and of 
unconscious mental states, are fully developed. The latter development comes by way of the posit of 
something called a “storehouse consciousness” (ālaya-vijñāna), which serves as the repository of the 
karmic traces that are said by idealists to be what generate sense-perception. (The storehouse 
consciousness thus plays one of the roles that Berkeley reserved for God.) The posit of this repository, 
which was originally invoked in order to account for continuity of memory and other mental functions 
over periods of apparent lack of consciousness (such as some meditational trance states), opened up the 
possibility of explaining sensory experience in wholly immaterial terms. Yogācāra took up that possibility 
for an interesting reason: it was felt that if it could be shown that there is no external world, then the 
very idea of an inner subjective realm becomes less than fully intelligible. For this reason, Yogācāra 
metaphysics might better be called “subjectless idealism.” 

But it may be worth pausing to consider the following anomaly: the “storehouse consciousness” 
Yogācāra uses to explain the origins of sensory experience in the absence of external objects is among 
the unconscious mental states accepted by that school. What this brings out is the role sometimes 
played by considerations of Buddhist orthodoxy in theory construction. Four of the five aggregates (viz. 
all but the first) are immaterial. Of these, the second, third and fourth aggregates are said to occur only 
in the presence of the fifth, consciousness (vijñāna). Thus when early Yogācāra resorted to the notion of 
mental traces, which belong to the fourth aggregate (that of the saṃskāras), to account for memory 
continuity over periods of unconsciousness, it felt compelled to posit another sort of consciousness in 

https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789004440913/BP000001.xml#FN000007


w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
141 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

addition to the traditional six. It is not clear just what work this storehouse consciousness is doing if it 
functions during periods of unconsciousness. Yogācāra holds that one has no access to the karmic 
traces deposited in storehouse consciousness until they are activated and give rise to one of the six 
traditionally acknowledged kinds of consciousness. But if storehouse consciousness does not provide 
access to the traces, and the traces are what cause conscious experience, just what does the storehouse 
do? It is not clear that the word “consciousness” in “storehouse consciousness” marks anything more 
than the fact that the traces all belong to a single mental stream. Recent attempts at theorizing 
consciousness are sometimes criticized for failing to make clear exactly what it is that is being 
investigated. Given that most people take themselves to have unmediated access to their own conscious 
states, we can see how this situation might arise: it is assumed that we all have an intuitive grasp of what 
it is we are talking about. In any event, the same difficulty seems to have arisen in the Buddhist tradition 
as well. 

Among the most important Yogācāra philosophers is Dignāga, founder of the Yogācāra-Sautrāntika 
school. The name of this hybrid school has an odd sound to it, given that Yogācāra is idealist while 
Sautrāntika espouses representationalist realism. But Dignāga’s aim was not to reconcile the 
metaphysics of the two schools. His aim was to develop an epistemology that could be used by 
Buddhists, regardless of their metaphysical commitments, in debates with their non-Buddhist opponents. 
In the Indian tradition, an epistemological theory is a theory of the number and nature of the epistemic 
instruments, those processes that invariably cause veridical cognitions. The central claim of Dignāga’s 
epistemology is that there are just two epistemic instruments, perception and inference. This follows, he 
claims, from the fact that there are just two sorts of cognizables: pure particulars, which are the objects 
of perception; and generalized objects, which are cognized by inference. The difference may be 
illustrated by the contrast between seeing a fire before one’s eyes, and inferring the existence of an 
unseen fire after perceiving smoke. Suppose that all fires are known to be red. The red that one 
cognizes by perceiving a fire is a particular hue, and that hue will vary in dependence on the fire seen. 
The red that one cognizes when one infers the existence of a fire is of a generic hue, and that hue does 
not vary with variation of the hue of the inferred fire. Moreover, strictly speaking there is no such thing 
as generic redness. If there were universals such as redness, they would be permanent, and every 
existing thing is impermanent. What one cognizes through inference is not ultimately but only 
conventionally real. Entities that are merely conventionally real are also said to be conceptual 
constructions. This is because all conceptualization involves the use of universals. As such, 
conceptualization falsifies the nature of the real, although in ways that prove by and large useful for 
creatures like us. This is why when I see smoke and say there is fire, what I say is conventionally true. 

Dignāga thus draws a bright line between perception and thought, thereby reigniting an earlier debate 
between conceptualist and non-conceptualist accounts of cognition in Abhidharma. Already in classical 
Abhidharma there were difficulties in explaining the transition from perception to thought if perception 
is understood as non-conceptual. Buddhist philosophers usually discuss the distinction between 
perception and thought in terms of the contrast between “one cognizes blue” (nīlam vijānāti) and “one 
cognizes that it is blue” (nīlam iti vijānāti). The iti in the second sentence is a quotation device, making it 
clear that the cognition in question involves the use of language and thus of concepts. The first sentence 
is meant to describe visual consciousness, the second to describe the achievement of manas-
consciousness. The question is how one gets from the first state to the second if the first is non-
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conceptual. The perceptual identification accompanying a visual consciousness will output the basic 
category blue, which is of course a concept. There is no special mystery as to how a particular stimulus 
can evoke a stereotyped response. The smoke detector sounds the same alarm regardless of the specific 
properties of the smoke (or, for that matter, steam from the shower). There is no need to endow the 
senses with conceptual capacities in order to explain how perception might make its content available 
to manas for reflection. What the debate over the transition concerned was how veridical perception 
can give rise to cognitions that are thought to distort reality. For it is, after all, conceptualization that 
makes possible the identification of the many constituents of the causal series of psychophysical 
elements as an “I.” Vasubandhu’s response is that the output of perceptual identifications is a natural-
kind concept such as blue, something that is not inherently falsifying. The mischief occurs downstream 
from this function. 

It is Dignāga and his commentator Dharmakīrti who change the parameters of this dispute. This is 
because they fully recognize the involvement of universals in all concept deployment. The theory 
of apoha they develop as a radical nominalist alternative to realism about universals brings out the 
dependence of concepts on the interests and cognitive limitations of the individual or species that 
employs them. This may still leave room for the possibility that conceptualization plays a role in guiding 
us to effective action in everyday life. But their soteriological project seems to demand access to how 
things are independently of the concepts we happen to employ. Dignāga’s account of the epistemic 
instruments has perception playing that role, but not inference. This is how the Dreyfus-McDowell 
debate comes to be anticipated in the Buddhist tradition. 

The non-Buddhist Nyāya school of classical Indian philosophy holds that perceptual cognitions involve 
two distinct phases: an initial non-conceptual phase in which the subject is aware of the individual 
constituents of a perceptual judgment; and a subsequent conceptual phase in which those 
individual constituents are cognized as constituting a relational complex. Thus in the visual perception of 
a patch of blue color one is first aware of a blue trope, the universal blueness, and the relation of 
inherence (the relation whereby blueness may be said to be in the blue trope). Only after this does one 
come to be aware of the state of affairs, blue-inhered-in-by-blueness. This account is defended on the 
grounds that one can only cognize a relational complex if one has first cognized the relata. Nyāya adds 
that since verbal expression necessarily involves a subject-predicate form, the initial phase of perceptual 
cognition is inexpressible. 

This account is mirrored in Dharmakīrti’s theory of perceptual judgment. On his account, the 
perception of blue involves two distinct, successive cognitions: first a perception of a unique particular (a 
trope occurrence on the standard Yogācāra-Sautrāntka ontology); then a judgment that may be 
expressed as “blue.” The judgment is driven by the initial perception: it involves the production of a 
mental image that is at once a copy of the perceptual representation, and also something grasped as 
what is common to all members of the exclusion class not non-blue. But where Nyāya has a single two-
phase perceptual cognition, Dharmakīrti has two distinct cognitions, only the first of which counts as 
perception. This difference is partly driven by a difference in ontologies: where Nyāya has both tropes 
and universals, plus inherence as the glue that holds universals to individual tropes, Yogācāra-Sautrāntika 
has only the unique tropes. But the spartan ontology in turn reflects the radical nominalism of the 
system. There being no universals, there are no real resemblances either. That the many particulars we 
call “blue” seem similar to us is the result of species-relative interests that generate affordances for 
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cognitive systems with those interests. Perceptual judgments are inferences, and the concepts they 
deploy are not as benign as Vasubandhu’s notion of natural kind concepts would suggest. Still 
Dharmakīrti’s story does begin to explain how the transition from raw perception to concept-laden 
thought might be possible. 

The clarity does not last long though. The waters are muddied in several discussions having to do with 
transitions between perception and thought. The question of the transition from a non-conceptual state 
to a conceptual mode of cognition arises in connection with the soteriologically important phenomenon 
known as “subsequent cognition” (pṛṣṭhalabdhajñāna). What such cognition is subsequent to is a sort of 
trance state induced through advanced meditation practices and regularly described as non-conceptual. 
Entry into this state is said to mark the initial attainment of cessation of suffering (i.e., nirvāna). The 
difficulty is that its being nonconceptual would seem to mean that any content it had cannot be 
communicated to others. In that case, how are buddhas and bodhisattvas to exercise their characteristic 
virtue of compassion, by teaching to others what they have thereby learned? Hence the need for a 
subsequent state that does involve conceptualization, making communication possible. But once again, it 
is unclear how a non-conceptual state might have communicable content. The difficulty is only 
compounded when, as in some texts, the prior trance state is identified as the cessation absorption 
(nirodha samāpatti), which is said to be utterly devoid of consciousness. 

Equally puzzling is the claim made in later Yogācāra-Sautrāntika concerning what is called habituated 
perception. Suppose that observation conditions are less than ideal, so that one cannot rule out either 
of two competing hypotheses as to what one observes: that might be water in the distance, or it might 
just be shimmering sunlight. On further investigation one concludes that what one saw is water, since 
one’s thirst is slaked. The claim is that after many such episodes, the step of gathering confirming 
evidence can be skipped: through a process of habituation one now sees the water in the distance. Now 
this may seem like a perfectly valid description of the process whereby skilled perception is developed: 
the trained jeweler can tell “just by looking” whether a given stone is natural or synthetic, whereas the 
layperson must perform various tests. The difficulty lies in fitting this phenomenon into Dignāga’s strictly 
dichotomous scheme. Habituated perception is classified as a kind of perception, based in part on its 
phenomenal character of vividness, but also on the speed with which the trained expert carries it out. 
This should make it non-conceptual in nature. But this is hard to reconcile with Dharmakīrti’s claim that 
the infant’s seeing the breast as a source of nourishment is evidence that the infant has conceptual 
resources gleaned from experience in prior births. For a radical nominalist like Dharmakīrti, the “seeing 
as” phenomena of affordances can only be explained in terms of processes of mental construction. The 
skilled jeweler’s ability must be understood as involving “unconscious” inference. And this is precisely 
what is denied when that ability is classified as habituated perception. 

These difficulties led another Buddhist school, Madhyamaka, to reject Dignāga’s dichotomy and insist 
that all perceptual cognition involves concepts. (Some later Naiyāyikas likewise questioned their school’s 
claim that perception involves a non-conceptual phase.) This rejection may reflect the fact that 
Madhyamaka is less concerned than other Buddhist schools to claim a certain sort of epistemic privilege 
for insights allegedly attained through meditation. The Buddhist soteriological project is crucially 
dependent on its promise to end our ignorance about the ultimate nature of reality. Once Dignāga had 
proclaimed all conceptualization to be distorting, it became tempting to look to the altered states of 
consciousness produced through various yogic practices as a source of purified perception. We see this 
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not only in the case of “subsequent cognition” but also in the theory of habituated perception, which 
was used to explain how focused concentration might yield veridical cognition of a totality (as in the 
cognition that all dharmas are impermanent). Madhyamaka’s core claim, however, is not that the 
ultimate nature of reality transcends all conceptual capacity and is only accessible through a kind of non-
dual consciousness. Its core claim is rather that because the supposedly ultimate reals can be shown to 
be empty of intrinsic nature (and thus fail to meet the accepted criterion of ultimate reality), the very 
idea of the ultimate nature of reality turns out to be incoherent. Our best theories will inevitably be 
built around our interests and cognitive limitations, and it is a mistake to suppose that they require 
grounding in something that prescinds from those facts about us. It is a mistake to suppose that 
consciousness is something ultimately real with its own intrinsic nature. Our best theory of perception 
will characterize it along functionalist lines. And that requires that perception be seen as performing 
basic categorization. Non-conceptual perception is a myth. 

There is, we might add, another way of resolving the non-conceptuality problem that is not discussed in 
any of the essays in this volume, but is at least hinted at in the work of the Yogācāra-Sautrāntika 
commentator Dharmotttara. The basic idea is that there is a levels distinction involved in the 
nonconceptual/conceptual dichotomy, so that it is a mistake to look for a way of understanding the 
transition from one sort of state to the other. More specifically, it might be that when we look at 
consciousness events at the scale of the momentary, none can be appropriately called conceptual. It is 
only when we ascend to the scale of cognitions, understood as sequences of consciousness events and 
so temporally thick, that the use of patterns and regularities becomes visible. It may then be that 
perceptual cognitions are inextricably bound up with conceptuality, but that this is so only because of 
the level at which it makes sense to speak of cognitions as either perception or thought. 

Buddhist Accounts of Meta-cognition 
The controversy over meta-cognition also takes on new life after Dignāga, who developed arguments 
for the reflexivity thesis, the thesis that every cognition cognizes itself. His commentator Dharmakīrti 
provides the example of a light as a way of refuting the principle of irreflexivity: just as a light may 
illuminate not only the other objects in a room but also itself, so a cognition may cognize not only its 
intentional object but also itself as cognizer. The main arguments for the reflexivity thesis are two. The 
first, Dignāga’s argument from memory, attempts to show that the alternative higher-order perception 
account of meta-cognition runs afoul of the principle that one only remembers what was previously 
experienced. It is agreed that after perceiving blue, one can come to cognize one’s cognizing blue: meta-
cognition can be achieved through introspection. But since all cognitions are momentary, the 
introspective awareness must involve memory: the visual cognition no longer exists, and one is aware of 
things that no longer exist only by means of memory. Since we only remember that which we previously 
experienced, it follows that there must have been an earlier cognizing of the seeing of blue that is now 
being remembered. And since the only time at which that earlier cognizing would not once again involve 
memory is the time of the seeing of blue, it follows that the cognition of blue also involved the cognition 
of the cognizing of blue. The cognition of blue is also the cognizing of the cognition of blue. Cognitions 
are reflexive in nature. 

The second proof, arguably formulated by Dignāga but clearly developed by Dharmakīrti, is meant to 
show that any higher-order account of meta-cognition (whether hop or hot) generates a vicious infinite 
regress. The idea is that the higher-order cognition posited by any ho approach will require a yet higher-
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order higher-order cognition in order to count as the cognition of the first-order target cognition. 
Dharmakīrti’s argument begins with the point that blue and the cognition of blue are never experienced 
separately. (Dharmakīrti is here presupposing a representationalist account of perception.) This may be 
put as: it is not the existence of blue but the cognition of blue that leads to effective action (such as 
successfully picking blueberries). Dharmakīrti takes this to show that one is aware of the object of a 
cognition only if one is aware of the cognition whereby one comes to be aware of the object. Since 
cognitions are by nature the means whereby one is capable of action with respect to objects, it follows 
that every cognition must itself be cognized. But taking the ho approach to meta-cognition would mean 
that it is a distinct cognition that cognizes the cognition of blue. And unless this higher-order cognition 
were reflexively self-cognizing, it would in turn require yet a higher higher-order cognition to perform 
its function. Since the series thus generated has no clear terminus, one must conclude that every 
cognition cognizes itself. 

The careful reader will have noticed that there is a slide at a crucial step in Dharmakīrti’s argument. One 
can agree that it is not the existence of blue but the cognition of blue that leads to effective action. But 
one can still reject the claim that it is not the existence of the cognition of blue but the cognition of the 
cognition of blue that leads to effective action. A blueberry-picking machine need not reflect on its blue-
detecting representation in order to successfully pick blueberries. Only the refrigerator light illusion (the 
light is always on whenever I look) can justify this step in Dharmakīrti’s argument. 

This gap opened the door to Madhyamaka’s espousal of the rival hot account of meta-cognition. 
A hot account need not involve memory, so it is immune to Dignāga’s argument from memory. And the 
hole in Dharmakīrti’s argument returns the situation to the status quo ante, with meta-cognition once 
again understood as not mandatory but optional. Mādhyamikas reject the alleged counter-example to 
irreflexivity, the light that supposedly illuminates itself as well as other objects. As Nāgārjuna pointed 
out, light could properly be said to be illuminated only if it were possible for light to also be in the 
unilluminated state, which it cannot: there is no light in the dark. So there is reason to think that the 
reflexivity account cannot possibly be right. And an alternative is possible: meta-cognition might be 
explained as the deployment of a theory of mind that posits mental states in order to explain behavior, 
such as saying “blue” or reaching for a blueberry. 

Two additional points should be mentioned concerning the reflexivity thesis. The first is that Dignāga 
and Dharmakīrti were well aware that attributing two forms to cognition threatens the status of 
cognition as an ultimately real dharma. Mereological nihilism would dictate that an entity that has both 
the form of the object and the form of a cognition must be construed as a conceptual construction – a 
bundling together of two distinct reals for purposes of conceptual economy. They are thus quite 
insistent on the point that object-form and cognition-form are strictly speaking identical. They naturally 
recognize that it is quite difficult to say just what that would mean: how can an image or representation 
of blue be identical with an occurrence of illumination or “presencing”? They claim, though, that this 
difficulty stems from the fact that all conceptually mediated representation is structured by the subject-
object dichotomy. Since the identity of object-form and cognition-form is affirmed as the ultimate nature 
of cognition, and the ultimate is held to transcend that dichotomy, it should come as no surprise that 
the identity of the two forms is inexpressible and so not fully comprehensible to minds still deluded by 
conceptual superimpositions. 
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The second, related point concerns the question of the existence of other minds. This question was 
raised early in the development of Yogācāra. A realist opponent wonders how the idealist Yogācāra can 
defend the claim that there are other minds, given that minds are ordinarily individuated in terms of the 
bodies with which they are thought to be associated. Vasubandhu’s reply is that mental streams may be 
individuated in terms of the number and nature of causal connections among mental events. We have 
reason to suppose there are other mental streams to which we do not have unmediated access because 
under the right circumstances, events in those streams may cause events in our own, as when we hear 
the utterance “blue” without having a prior intention to speak. 

A complicating factor here is the claim that buddhas directly perceive mental events in other mental 
streams. Vasubandhu concedes that he cannot say what it would be like for a buddha to be aware in this 
intimate “first-personal” way of all mental events everywhere. But he blames this on his own cognitive 
limitations. The potential for embarrassment here is substantial, since solipsism is incompatible with the 
Buddhist ideal of a buddha (or a bodhisattva) as someone who seeks to relieve the suffering of others. In 
the absence of other minds, what room is there for the exercise of compassion? So one needs some 
reassurance that the claim that buddhas are directly aware of mental events in other mental streams 
does not lead to solipsism. 

The situation grows worse for Yogācāra after Dignāga and Dharmakīrti claim that the two forms of a 
cognition are ultimately identical. Dharmakīrti argues for the existence of other minds along the same 
lines as Vasubandhu. But a later Yogācāra-Sautrāntika, Ratnakīrti, argues that a Buddhist idealist must be 
a solipsist. His argument turns on the point that if a cognition’s two forms are ultimately identical, there 
can be no difference between first-person and third-person attributions of mental states like pain. If the 
cognition of pain is just pain’s self-presentation, what can it mean to say that there is pain that I don’t 
feel? 

East Asian Buddhist Discussions of Consciousness 
Our focus so far has been on developments in Indian Buddhist philosophy of consciousness. But the East 
Asian Buddhist tradition has interesting things to say on the topic as well. And since this part of Buddhist 
thought has not been as widely discussed, some historical background is necessary. We earlier described 
Dharmakīrti as Dignāga’s commentator, but in fact his commentaries soon supplanted Dignāga’s 
pathbreaking work, so that the Yogācāra-Sautrāntika tradition in India and Tibet consists primarily of 
commentaries on Dharmakīrti’s work. The situation is reversed in East Asia, where Dignāga and 
Dharmapāla, but not Dharmakīrti, hold center stage. By examining the East Asian Buddhist reception of 
Dignāga’s theories, we may obtain an interesting perspective on their content. 

The reception of Dignāga in East Asia begins with the translation, attributed to Paramārtha (499–569), 
of Ālambanaparīkṣā, Dignāga’s argument for Yogācāra idealism. Xuanzang (602–664) provided a second 
translation of this text, as well as translating Dignāga’s Nyāyamukha together with Jīnaputra’s 
commentary Nyāyapraveśa. After Xuanzang, Yijing (635–713) translated Dharmapāla’s commentary on 
the Ālambanaparīkṣā, which is now incomplete, together with Dharmapāla’s extensive commentary on 
Vasubandhu’s Viṃśikā, which is also incomplete. These two commentaries attributed to Dharmapāla are 
extant only in Chinese translation, but they are quite conservative in the sense that Dharmapāla does 
not provide much original interpretation beyond what is found in the root texts. 
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In addition to translating Dignāga’s texts, Xuanzang also compiled the Cheng weishi lun (“Establishment of 
[the thesis that everything is] merely consciousness and mental representations,” henceforth 
abbreviated as cwsl). According to the tradition, the cwsl is a selective compilation drawn from the ten 
commentaries on Vasubandhu’s Triṃśikā. In this text, we find very sophisticated views and debates 
among the Buddhist thinkers after Vasubandhu, including Dignāga, Sthiramati and Dharmapāla. This text 
has long been regarded as the authoritative text in the East Asian Yogācāra tradition, known as the 
Faxiang School (faxiang zong 法相宗) in China and Hossō School [hossō shū法相宗] in Japan. Chief 
figures in this tradition include Xuanzang’s two disciples: Kuiji (632–682; aka Master Ji) and Korean 
monk Wŏnch’ŭk (613–696). 

Now a careful study of the legacy of Xuanzang could potentially contribute to a better understanding of 
Indian Buddhist philosophy between Vasubandhu and Dharmakīrti for two reasons. First, we have scant 
extant sources from the Yogācāra tradition during that period. The works of the so-called ten masters 
during that time, with the exception of Sthiramati, do not survive at all. Even the works of Dharmapāla 
are extant only in Chinese translations. We can peer into Yogācāra philosophy only through the narrow 
window of those translations and commentaries written in Chinese. 

Second, in contrast to the Indo-Tibetan epistemological tradition that was heavily influenced by 
Dharmakīrti, the East Asian Yogācāra tradition does not receive any influence from Dharmakīrti. 
Recently, scholars have increasingly come to realize the differences between Dignāga and Dharmakīrti. 
So the East Asian Yogācāra tradition may provide a vantage point from which we can reconstruct a pre-
Dharmakīrti reception of Dignāga. 

A case of interest in this connection is the notion of mental consciousness (i.e., consciousness produced 
by the functioning of the inner sense faculty, manas) simultaneous with the five sensory consciousnesses 
(henceforth abbreviated as msf for Mental consciousness Simultaneous with Five). This is an intriguing 
notion that only rarely made its appearance in Indian and Tibetan texts. The idea is that, in addition to 
the mental consciousness that arises subsequently to one of the five kinds of sensory consciousness, 
there is another kind of mental consciousness that arises simultaneously with the arising of a sensory 
consciousness. Now it is intriguing to note that the commentaries written in Chinese construe this as 
representing what Dignāga has to say about his mysterious notion of mental perception (mānasa-
pratyakṣa). In contrast, Dharmakīrti left this notion out of his epistemology, and the whole post-
Dharmakīrti tradition actually had a hard time making sense of Dignāga’s mental perception. After 
Dharmakīrti, most of the commentators on Dignāga simply treated this notion as being devoid of any 
genuine philosophical significance. According to them, Dignāga’s stipulation was merely due to his 
respect for scriptural authorities. Here we see a clear case where the East Asian Yogācāra tradition and 
the post-Dharmakīrti Indo-Tibetan tradition give very different interpretations of Dignāga. 

On the other hand, however, there are also doubts about the faithfulness of the accounts offered by the 
East Asian Yogācāra tradition. For example, Kuiji in his commentaries often attributes certain doctrines 
to Sthiramati and Dharmapāla, which however are not found in currently extant works of those authors. 
An interesting case in this connection is the “four-fold division of cognition” schema. Dignāga had 
claimed that a cognition may be understood in terms of a three-fold analysis: the object-aspect, the 
aspect of the cognition as such (as something that grasps its content), and reflexive cognition. Insofar as 
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Dignāga holds that the first and second aspects are ultimately identical, he also holds that the third state 
of reflexive awareness is actually just what we think of as the cognizing aspect apprehending what we 
take to be the object aspect. Kuiji attributes to Dharmapāla the claim that there is a fourth element in 
cognitions, the awareness of reflexive awareness, but this “four-fold division” schema is more likely to 
be of Chinese origin. 11 If so, this would be interesting evidence concerning how the reflexivity thesis 
might be received in the absence of the sustained discussion of meta-cognition that took place in the 
Indian context. For this move looks like the beginning of precisely the infinite regress that Dharmakīrti 
warned would follow from a higher-order account of meta-cognition. The “four-fold division” schema 
seeks to avoid that regress by making reflexive awareness and awareness of reflexive awareness 
mutually dependent. Still this does look more like the sort of higher-order perception model 
championed by the non-Buddhist Nyāya school in India, than the first-order account of Dignāga. Perhaps 
the East Asian commentators found the violation of irreflexivity incurred by the reflexivity account 
simply too difficult to swallow. 

To conclude, the Yogācāra tradition in East Asia established by Xuanzang may prove useful for 
constructing a picture of Indian Buddhist philosophy before Dharmakīrti, one that might be very 
different from what we have reconstructed based largely on the currently available Indian and Tibetan 
sources. But reliance on the Chinese sources may also be dangerous; we have to be cautious when 
resorting to them. The papers in this volume aim to provide interesting case studies, as well as 
encouragement for further study of the Chinese sources. 

The essays in this collection represent the current state of play in the scholarly examination of Buddhist 
philosophy of consciousness. As we have tried to bring out, there are any number of connections 
between what the Buddhist philosophical tradition has had to say about the nature and functioning of 
consciousness, and recent work in the philosophy of mind. For readers new to the investigation of an 
Asian philosophical tradition, we hope fresh insights will be triggered from looking at the issues from a 
new perspective. And for readers who are already familiar with Buddhist thinking on the question of 
consciousness, we hope the essays included here suggest new and fruitful ways of looking at the 
tradition. 

The essays have been arranged in three clusters, each representing a particular focus, and each of the 
three sections is introduced by a brief preface laying out some of the common themes of the papers in 
that section. First is a group of three papers on the conceptualist/non-conceptualist debate in Buddhist 
philosophy of mind. The second section consists of five papers addressing the problem of meta-
cognition. Finally there are three papers discussing the distinctive treatment in East Asian Buddhist 
philosophy of what is known as mental consciousness. All deal specifically with the claim found in that 
tradition that one kind of consciousness caused by the inner sense (manas) operates simultaneously with 
the consciousnesses brought about by operation of the five external sense faculties (the so-
called msf thesis). 

 

https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789004440913/BP000001.xml#FN000011
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LOSING OURSELVES: LEARNING TO LIVE WITHOUT A 
SELF by Jay L. Garfield [Princeton University Press, 
9780691220284] 
Why you don’t have a self―and why that’s a good thing  
In LOSING OURSELVES, Jay Garfield, a leading expert on Buddhist philosophy, offers a brief and 
radically clear account of an idea that at first might seem frightening but that promises to liberate us and 
improve our lives, our relationships, and the world. Drawing on Indian and East Asian Buddhism, 
Daoism, Western philosophy, and cognitive neuroscience, Garfield shows why it is perfectly natural to 
think you have a self―and why it actually makes no sense at all and is even dangerous. Most importantly, 
he explains why shedding the illusion that you have a self can make you a better person. 
 
Examining a wide range of arguments for and against the existence of the self, LOSING 
OURSELVES makes the case that there are not only good philosophical and scientific reasons to deny 
the reality of the self, but that we can lead healthier social and moral lives if we understand that we are 
selfless persons. The book describes why the Buddhist idea of no-self is so powerful and why it has 
immense practical benefits, helping us to abandon egoism, act more morally and ethically, be more 
spontaneous, perform more expertly, and navigate ordinary life more skillfully. Getting over the self-
illusion also means escaping the isolation of self-identity and becoming a person who participates with 
others in the shared enterprise of life. 
 
The result is a transformative book about why we have nothing to lose―and everything to gain―by 
losing our selves. 

Reviews 
"Wise, useful, and surprising, this is a remarkable and brave exploration of selflessness and personhood 
by the brilliant Buddhist scholar and philosopher Jay Garfield. It is a book for our time, when the author 
opens for the reader the ethical implications of selflessness, and, to quote him, 'what it means for our 
understanding of our place in the world.' A wonderful book." -ROSHI JOAN HALIFAX, Zen Buddhist 
teacher and author of Being with Dying 

"LOSING OURSELVES exemplifies cross-cultural philosophy at its very finest, bringing seminal insights 
from both Western and Asian thinkers to bear on a single vexed but pressing issue—the nature of the 
self. In spite of the complexities of the topic and the source texts he adduces, Garfield's writing is 
unfailingly accessible and lively. And equally important, LOSING OURSELVES is a testament to the 
rewards gained by, and indeed the urgent need for, the pursuit of philosophy in a more cosmopolitan 
mode." -ROBERT SHARF, chair of the Center for Buddhist Studies, University of California, Berkeley 

"Jay Garfield stages a skillful and imaginative discussion around Buddhist notions of how the self appears 
and whether it actually exists, bringing together a wide-ranging cast of thinkers from different periods, 
cultures, and disciplines. This debate is not carried out in the abstract for amusement—the thrust and 
parry culminate in important conclusions about how viewing ourselves as interdependent persons rather 
than independent selves is not only more realistic, but crucial for leading an ethical and meaningful life." -
-BHIKSUNI THUBTEN CHODRON, Buddhist teacher and author of Open Heart, Clear Mind" 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Ourselves-Learning-Live-without/dp/069122028X/
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Ourselves-Learning-Live-without/dp/069122028X/
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Ourselves-Learning-Live-without/dp/069122028X/
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Ourselves-Learning-Live-without/dp/069122028X/
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This book is a reflection on selflessness, that is, on what it is to be a person, but not to be a self. My 
initial focus will be metaphysical: an exploration of what kinds of things we are, and of what kinds of 
things we are not. But the real point of this exploration will emerge towards the end of the book, when 
we turn to the ethical import of the nonexistence of the self, and what it means for our understanding 
of our place in the world. I will be arguing explicitly for a position that many may think flies in the face of 
common sense, viz., that we are not selves, nor do we have selves. I will not argue that we do not exist. 
That would be madness. But I will argue that we exist not as selves, but as persons. I hope that my 
argument, to the extent that it is convincing, also persuades you that too often what masquerades as 
common sense is in fact nonsense. It follows from this that any philosophical program that takes our 
commonsense intuitions for granted, and then takes as its task to defend them by elucidating them, or 
by making them more precise, may simply ramify confusion instead of generating clarity. 

Some may react to this discussion by thinking that I am drawing a purely verbal distinction that reflects 
no real philosophical difference, and so think that I am devoting too much ink to making a trivial lexical 
point; that I am merely arguing for the substitution of one of a pair of synonyms for the other. Others 
might think that in arguing against the view that we are, or have, selves, I am arguing against a straw man, 
a position that nobody in fact believes. I hope to convince you that neither is the case, that these terms 
have very different meanings, that many people—whether professional philosophers or not—take 
themselves to be selves and not persons in the relevant sense, and that they are wrong to do so. That is, 
the distinction to which I will draw your attention is a real one, and the position against which I am 
arguing is no straw man. 

The ideas that I will develop are inspired by my long engagement with two philosophers, one Indian and 
one Scottish: Candrakirti (c. 600—650 CE) and David Hume (1711-1776 CE). Candrakirti was a 
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Buddhist scholar and a partisan of the Middle Way School ^f Maháyána Buddhist philosophy. He was 
distinctive in his defense both of the robust reality of the world we inhabit, and of the view that 
despite—or more accurately, because of—the fact that that it is real, our own existence and that of the 
objects and institutions that surround us is merely conventional, dependent upon the way we think, and 
the way we talk. He argued that although we might take ourselves to be selves that exist independent of 
and prior to these conventions, this is an illusion; instead, he argued, these practices constitute us as 
persons. All of this might sound a bit incoherent and even mystical, but as we continue our investigation, 
its plausibility—and, I hope, its correctness—will emerge. 

Just over 1,000 years after Candrakïrti’s death, David Hume, in Scotland, defended strikingly similar 
views. He, like Candrakirti, argued that we must take the reality of the world around us for granted; he 
also argued that we are systematically confused if we take our own existence, and that of the world 
around us, to be prior to and independent of our conventions—our ways of acting, talking, and thinking. 
Hume also argued that although we have a persistent illusion of being seslves, we are  

instead constituted as persons in the context of our interactions with one another and of the practices 
that enable those interactions. Although many have thought of Hume's position as interesting only as a 
straw man to attack, I again hope that as we proceed, its plausibility and indeed its correctness will 
emerge. 

The fact that although Candrakirti was a Buddhist monk and Hume was a persistent critic of religion in a 
Christian country, they developed strikingly similar accounts of personhood as well as strikingly similar 
critiques of the idea of the self is probably no accident: it is highly likely that each account originated in a 
shared skeptical tradition, with roots both in the classical Greek Pyrrhonian tradition and in Indian 
Buddhism, traditions that were in contact with one another.1 But my aim is neither to compare Hume's 
and Candrakirti's ideas and arguments, nor to present a systematic analysis of their views. Nor is this an 
exposition of Buddhist positions on the self. I have undertaken these tasks elsewhere. Instead, my aim is 
to develop and to defend the idea of personhood on its own terms in the absence of any self, and to 
explore its ramifications. I will d^ so in dialogue with both classical and contemporary discussions of this 
issue. I will draw freely on Indian and Euro-American texts, arguments, and ideas. I think that this is the 
right way to do philosophy: we should find ideas and conversation partners in every one of the world's 
intellectual traditions, and we should resist even the implicit parochialism that is reflected in attention 
only to our own cultural context. But this is not meant to be a book on the history of philosophy, and 
still less a text in comparative philosophy; it is merely the exploration of an idea in conversation with a 
wide a range of partners. I will therefore not spend much time doing textual work, except where 
necessary to make that conversation clear. I d^ hope, though, that this discussion demonstrates in part 
the value of entering into conversation with multiple traditions when we ask philosophical questions. 

I take the topic of what we are to be one of the first importance for at least two reasons. First, I think 
that a central part of the human project—as Socrates and Plato emphasized in classical Greece, and as 
the authors of the Upanisads emphasized in classical India—is to know ourselves. That is, we think 
philosophically in order to come to know what kinds of things we are, and how we fit into the social and 
biological world around us. Second, we are hyper-social animals—animals who recognize and respect 
norms, including moral norms. Indeed, our moral commitments are at the very heart of who we take 
ourselves to be.3 We are unable to countenance immorality, and we each feel a demand to conduct our 
lives in ways we recognize as ethical. We therefore require a self-understanding that makes our moral 
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life comprehensible. I believe that the illusion that we are selves undermines ethical cultivation and 
moral vision, and that coming to understand ourselves as persons facilitates a more salutary, mature 
moral engagement with those around us. For this reason alone, it is important to shed the illusion of the 
self and to come to terms with our identities as persons. 

My goal in this short book is to defend what I take to be a correct position, or at least an interesting 
one. I cannot provide a complete survey of the issues relevant to this question, let alone definitive 
solutions to any philosophical questions. In particular, there are fascinating and important questions 
about how to extend these ideas in order to understand the role of such phenomena as race, gender, 
and sexuality in the construction of our identities; these will have to be addressed on another occasion. 
Nor will I venture a careful history of thought about the self and the person, either in Asian or in 
Western traditions. Others have done that well. There is a vast literature to explore  

if one is interested in the self and in our identity. I will nod towards some of that literature in the course 
of this discussion, but I will try to keep the account as uncluttered as possible, so as to make this an easy 
read. Professional philosophers know where to find more. I include references that will guide those not 
already immersed in this literature to some of the most important work of my interlocutors. And I hope 
that this short book stimulates some of my readers to go deeper into this question in conversation with 
the texts—both classical and contemporary—to which I refer. 

*** 

Getting Over Yourself: Drawing This All Together 
It is now time to draw this all together. We have identified Candrakïrti’s serpent, and we have shown 
why we need not fear it. There is no snake in the wall; there is no self at our core. To believe that we 
have selves is to succumb to a natural illusion, just as we succumb naturally to optical illusions. We are 
neither substantial subjects who take the world as object, nor free actors who intervene in an otherwise 
law-governed natural world. Instead, we are persons: hyper-social organisms embedded in the world, in 
open causal interaction with our environments and with each other; complex causal continua who play 
complex social roles. 

We have seen that while there is a powerful psychological drive to reification that results in the self-
illusion, and while that drive has been sublimated into sophisticated accounts of that self and arguments 
for its reality, we can resist the pull both of that drive and of those arguments. Even the best of those 
arguments establish only our reality as persons, not as selves, and everything that we might have thought 
could only be accomplished by a self can be handled just fine by persons. 

But we have established more than that. One might have thought that the discovery that we have no 
self, no ãtman, no psyche, would be the discovery that we are somehow less than we thought we were, 
that we are diminished in dignity, in freedom, in moral worth, or that our lives are less worthwhile than 
they would be were we selves. But we have seen that this is wrong. Just as our homes are safer with no 
snakes hiding in the walls, our lives are better for the fact that we are selfless persons than they could 
ever have been were we selves. That is, the self you might have thought you were would only get in the 
way of leading a flourishing life; thinking that you have a self does not enhance but instead impoverishes 
your life. 
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This is true, we have seen, for several reasons. First, the kind of self-consciousness that arises from 
thinking of ourselves as selves gets in the way of fluid expert performance. And even though we might 
not all be virtuoso pianists, or virtuoso tennis players, we are each capable of being virtuoso friends, 
virtuoso parents, virtuoso colleagues, or virtuoso citizens, persons who play our respective roles well. 
We do better at these things when we give up our self-illusion than when we focus on that self. Giving 
up the self, that is, facilitates spontaneity. 

Second, to the extent that I think of myself and others as selves, I undermine my ethical life and my 
ethical engagement with others. The self-illusion distorts our own sense of agency, and distorts our 
attribution of agency to others. It leads us to see ourselves and others as free actors instead of 
embedded agents, leading to reactive attitudes that fail to reflect reality, and that do nobody any good. 
To see ourselves as interacting persons allows us to consider the causes and reasons for our own 
behavior and attitudes, as well as those of others, and encourages us to resolve problems rather than to 
recriminate, to ameliorate situations rather than to punish, and to cultivate attitudes that make everyone 
more effective and happy. 

Finally, to see ourselves as persons rather than as selves allows us a richer, more nuanced understanding 
of who we are, of how we become who we are, and of the importance of our development and social 
context to our identity. We are not isolated individuals who happen to choose to live together; we are 
social animals who only become the individuals we do in social contexts that scaffold our flourishing. We 
can only make sense of our lives and see them as meaningful when we understand our personhood and 
when we give up the fantasy of independence encoded in the idea of a self. 

When people first hear about the idea of selflessness, they often find it disturbing. They think that this is 
the nihilistic idea that we don't really exist. But that only makes sense if you think that to exist is to be a 
self. Once we see that the self is illusory, we see that that can't be right. The fact that a dollar is not a 
piece of paper does not mean that dollars don't exist, and the fact that we are not selves doesn't mean 
that we do not exist. Instead, for beings like us, to exist is to be a person—a socially constituted being 
embedded in a rich and meaningful world—just as for things like dollars, to exist is to be a unit of 
currency embedded in an economic system. To deny that we are persons would be to deny that we 
exist. So, the self-illusion, although it seems to confer a greater reality on us than would mere 
conventional personhood, in fact undermines the very reality that makes us who we are. To accept that 
you have no self is not to reject your identity; it is to reclaim your humanity. 

The finer the hair, the more important it is to split it. -SANDY HUNTINGTON    <>   

TEXT, HISTORY, AND PHILOSOPHY: ABHIDHARMA 
ACROSS BUDDHIST SCHOLASTIC TRADITIONS edited by 
Bart Dessein and Weijen Teng [Series: Brill's Indological 
Library, Brill, ISBN: 9789004316669] 
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TEXT, HISTORY, AND PHILOSOPHY. ABHIDHARMA ACROSS BUDDHIST SCHOLASTIC 
TRADITIONS discusses Abhidhamma / Abhidharma as a specific exegetical method. In the first part of 
the volume, the development of the Buddhist argumentative technique is discussed. The second part 
investigates the importance of the Buddhist rational tradition for the development of Buddhist 
philosophy. The third part focuses on some peculiar doctrinal issues that resulted from rational 
Abhidharmic reflections. In this way, an outline of the development of the Abhidharma genre and of 
Abhidharmic notions and concepts in India, Central Asia, China, and Tibet from the life time of the 
historical Buddha to the tenth century CE is given. 
 
Contributors are: Johannes Bronkhorst, Lance S. Cousins, Bart Dessein, Tamara Ditrich, Bhikkhu Kuala 
Lumpur Dhammajoti, Dylan Esler, Eric Greene, Goran Kardaš, Jowita Kramer, Chen-kuo Lin, Andrea 
Schlosser, Ingo Strauch, Weijen Teng and Yao-ming Tsai. 

CONTENTS 
About 
Introduction Authors: Bart Dessein and Weijen Teng 
1 Abhidharma and Indian thinking Author: Johannes Bronkhorst 
2 Abhidharmic Elements in Gandhāran Mahāyāna Buddhism: Groups of Four and the 
abhedyaprasādas in the Bajaur Mahāyāna Sūtra 
Authors: Andrea Schlosser and Ingo Strauch 
3 Interpretations of the Terms ajjhattaṃ and bahiddhā: From the Pāli Nikāyas to the 
Abhidhamma Author: Tamara Ditrich 
4 Some Remarks on the Proofs of the “Store Mind” (Ālayavijñāna) and the Development of the 
Concept of Manas Author: Jowita Kramer 
5 Sanskrit Abhidharma Literature of the Mahāvihāravāsins Author: Lance S. Cousins 
6 The Contribution of Saṃghabhadra to Our Understanding of Abhidharma Doctrines Author: 
KL Dhammajoti 
7 Pratītyasamutpāda in the Translations of An Shigao and the Writings of His Chinese Followers 
Author: Eric M. Greene 
8 Abhidharma in China: Reflections on ‘Matching Meanings’ and Xuanxue Author: Bart Dessein 
9 Kuiji’s Abhidharmic Recontextualization of Chinese Buddhism Author: Weijen Teng 
10 Traces of Abhidharma in the bSam-gtan mig-sgron (Tibet, Tenth Century) Author: Dylan 
Esler 
11 Madhyamaka in Abhidharma Śāstras: The Case of Harivarman’s *Tattvasiddhi Author: Goran 
Kardaš 
12 Svalakṣaṇa (Particular) and Sāmānyalakṣaṇa (Universal) in Abhidharma and Chinese Yogācāra 
Buddhism Author: Chen-kuo Lin 
13 Perspectives on the Person and the Self in Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośabhāṣya Author: 
Yao-ming Tsai 
Index 

Abhidharma as Rational Inquiry (Bart Dessein) 
Although discussion exists on the precise meaning of the word Abhidhamma / Abhidharma, the 
compounds abhi and dhamma / dharma suggest that Abhidhamma / Abhidharma is a historical 
development of the Buddha’s doctrine (dhamma / dharma). The word Abhidhamma / Abhidharma is 
used both to refer to the method in which the Buddhist doctrine is set forth, and to the genre of 
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literature in which this is done. In what follows, focus will not primarily be on the creation of the so-
called Abhidhammapi^aka / Abhidharmapi^aka, the third of the three collections (Tipitaka / Tipitaka) in 
which Buddhist literature is traditionally categorized (Sutta/Sütra, Vinaya, Abhidhamma/Abhi dharma), 
nor on the development of the textual format of the works of the Abhidharma genre, but on the 
Abhidharma as exegetical method. 

Discussing Abhidhamma / Abhidharma as a specific exegetical method, this volume contains three parts. 
The first part, “Mãt^kã and Abhidharma Terminologies,” contains contributions on the development of 
the Buddhist argumentative technique and on the creation of lists of technical elements (mãtikã / mãtikã) 
that are the outcome of the Buddhist exegetical method and that are the argumentative material used in 
philosophical discussions. The second part, “Intellectual History,” investigates the importance of the 
Buddhist rational tradition for the development of Buddhist philosophy in the homeland of Buddhism, as 
well as for the peculiar developments that were the result of the contact of Buddhism with the 
philosophical traditions of Central and East Asia. The third part, “Philosophical Studies,” focuses on 
some peculiar doctrinal issues that resulted from rational Abhidharmic reflections. 

For a tradition of rational inquiry to develop, thinkers have to accept the legitimacy of questions and 
critique, even if these are directed against convictions that are sanctioned by intuition, generally 
accepted truth, or revealed truth. Rather than accepting ‘revealed truth,’ rational inquiry is aimed at 
‘revealing truth’. It is through rational thinking and argumentation that this aim can be achieved. It is 
obvious that such a ‘rational attitude’ is stimulated when a thinker “seriously contemplates the 
pervasiveness of the possibility that he may be wrong, that he needs reasons and arguments to support 
the validity of his views,” and that this situation especially occurs when confronted with an intellectual 
opponent. The question as to the reason why a tradition of rational inquiry – and of ‘philosophy’ for that 
matter – develops is therefore a contextual one, and can be rephrased as follows: Where and when 
were circumstances such that ‘philosophers’ were confronted with the possible fallibility of (their) 
traditional concepts, and / or with the need to convince others of the correctness of their views? It is, 
further, precisely because rational inquiry does not take convictions that are sanctioned by intuition, 
generally accepted truth, or revealed truth as granted, that systems of rational thinking have the 
possibility to cross the borders of the cultural context in which they originated and first developed. The 
latter is important with respect to the following: scholarly opinion differs on the number of scientific 
traditions, that is, traditions of rational inquiry as defined here, that have developed in the history of 
mankind. While the West Eurasian tradition (which includes the Greek and Islamic traditions) and the 
Indian cultural tradition are generally accepted to be characterized by an attitude of rational inquiry, the 
Chinese tradition would arguably be devoid of this attitude. Buddhism is then accepted to have 
considerably influenced the Chinese ‘philosophical’ tradition. These characteristics of rational inquiry – 
its aim to reveal truth through rational thinking and argumentation, and its possibility to cross cultural 
boundaries – are particularly important with respect to the present volume: Abhidharma as exegetical 
method and its importance for the development of Buddhist ‘philosophy’. 

Judging from early Buddhist texts in which especially the Jains are referred to, it appears that in the 
region of Magadha where the historical Buddha lived, the Jains (and sometimes also the Ãjïvikas) were 
important religious competitors of the Buddhists. This competitive context gives Buddhism a peculiar 
position in the Indian religious/philosophical landscape, and is important for our understanding of the 
development of Abhidharma as exegetical method – above, we have claimed that the argumentative 
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skills that religions/philosophies develop in a competitive context are important for them to become 
conversant and cross-cultural. Indeed, because texts of the Vedic oral/aural tradition were primarily 
aimed at delivering a message to the realm of the Vedic gods, who, by definition, did not need to be 
convinced of the truth revealed in the Vedic texts, these texts do not show a development of 
argumentative techniques. In contradistinction to the Vedic texts, the Brahmana prose texts – as do the 
Upanishads – explain the offers that are performed. This suggests that, with the development of 
Brahmanism, the religious audience were no longer the mere passive spectators they had been in the 
Vedic period, but became – at least passive – participators in a religious dialogue. It therefore may be 
the development of Brahmanism that, in the Indian context, laid the basis for what eventually would 
become a tradition of rational inquiry. This transformation should not be overstressed though, as the 
debates that are included in the Brahmanas and the Upanishads are not ‘rational’ in the sense that they 
want to convince someone of the Brahmanic or Upanisadic truth. Their explanations are for internal 
use. 

While on the one hand pointing to the Indian oral/aural tradition in which Buddhism originated, the 
introductory formula to many Buddhist sütras “eva me sutaa” (“Thus have I heard”) also alludes to it 
that, for the early Buddhists too, the word spoken by the Buddha primarily had the value of ‘revealed 
truth’ and was the guideline to be followed. The following passage included in the Mah^^arinirv^^asütra 
testifies of this: When Ãnanda lamented that the doctrine would be without teacher after the Buddha 
had died – thus urging the Buddha to appoint a successor – the Buddha is reported to have replied that 
the doctrine and discipline he had taught them should also serve as teacher after his demise. Also the 
following two viewpoints, attributed to the Mahãsãnghikas in the Samayabhedoparacanacakra (Yibuzong 
lun lun) testify of this acceptance of the word of the Buddha as ‘revealed truth’: “Everything that has 
been preached by the World-honored One is in conformity with the truth (yathãrtha),” and “The sütras 
proclaimed by the Buddha are all perfect in themselves (nïtãrtha)”. In his Yibuzong lun lun shuji ^p his 
commentary to the Chinese version of the Samayabhedoparacanacakra, Kuiji (632–682) explains these 
claims as that nothing the Buddha has said is without benefit for living beings, and that, therefore, 
everything he has said should be considered as the turning of the wheel of the doctrine. 

Mentioning of the Samayabhedoparacanacakra (Treatise on the Development of the Different Sects) 
brings us to one of the major peculiarities connected with Abhidharma as exegetical method: the 
formation of Buddhist (Abhidharma) sects. The territorial expansion of the Buddhist doctrine and the 
concomitant different living conditions for Buddhist monks and nuns, must have made it impossible for 
all monastics to live according to exactly the same set of rules (Vinaya), and the Buddha’s choice not to 
appoint a successor must have invoked different interpretations of the precise meaning of his sermons. 
Debates with non-Buddhists must further have encroached on this tendency and must be responsible 
for it that non-Buddhist – particularly Vedic and Jain – concepts and elements were introduced in the 
Buddhist doctrine. All this eventually resulted in the formation of different schools and sects. It is 
especially in the Abhidhamma / Abhidharma literature that developed from the Sutta / Sütra and the 
Vinaya literature that these developments can be discerned. 

There is evidence that not only the formation of a corpus of sütra texts, but that also the Abhidharma 
practice originated as part of an oral/aural tradition. It has hereby been suggested that it are the 
mnemotechnical skills of the Brahmans who joined the Buddhist order that made the memorization of 
the Buddhist texts possible. Although we may indeed assume that the oral/ aural tradition of the early 
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Buddhist community with synods (sagitta) meant to recite the words of the Buddha, occurred in a 
context very similar to that of the Brahmanic tradition – early sangha members claimed that they had 
maintained in their memories the words as they had been spoken by the Buddha himself and had, 
generation after generation, been publicly recited – it is very likely that, contrary to general acceptance, 
Buddhism did not start as a reactionary movement against Vedic Brahmanism. There is evidence that 
Brahmanism only started to reach the northeastern domains of the Indian subcontinent during the 
Ašokan period. It are the territorial expansion and enhanced possibilities for adherents of all beliefs and 
faiths to freely travel the country that characterizes this period that must have brought Buddhists in 
contact with Brahmins. This claim is supported by the following: tradition connects king Ašoka with the 
so-called Buddhist ‘synod’ (sa^gïti) that resulted in the first schism in the Buddhist community – the one 
between the Mahãsã^ghikas and the Sthaviravãdins. 

Contrary to what was the case for Brahmanism, however, Buddhists, as adherents of a new faith, were 
quickly confronted with the fact that, for their religion to survive, non-Buddhists had to be convinced of 
the Buddhist truth – one may be born a Brahmin, however, one is not born a Buddhist. The necessity to 
convert non-Buddhists helps to explain why early Buddhists culled the most important elements of the 
Buddhist doctrine from the Buddha’s sermons, and organized them in lists of technical elements, the so-
called mãtakãs that are the fundament of all later Abhidharmic developments. These mãtakãs were 
doctrinally interpreted, and became the argumentative material used in philosophical discussions. 
Mnemotechnical skills were undoubtedly a major asset in remembering and expounding these lists. Also 
the questionsand-answers format – illustrative for a tradition of rational debate – that is frequently used 
in Abhidharma texts to explain the elements that make up a mãt^kã facilitates the memorization of such 
lists.28 This questions-and-answers format echoes the dialogue form of most of the Pãli Nikãyas and 
Sanskrit (Chinese) Ãgamas in which not only the Buddha, but also his chief disciples had discussions with 
other monks and with non-Buddhists. 

The famous Milindapañha (Questions of King Milinda) records a debate that allegedly took place 
between the Greek king Milinda / Menandros, member of the Hellenistic tradition, and the Buddhist 
monk Nãgasena. Although Édith Nolot (1995: 9) has argued that there has been a historical King 
Menandros who reigned in the northwest of India around the second century BCE, but that this 
historical figure is not the actual participant in the alleged discussion with Nãgasena who, moreover, 
might be a fictitious person as well, this does not diminish the importance of the fact that a text written 
in a language of northwestern India, records this debate and, thus, witnesses of the confrontation of 
Buddhists with members of the Oriental Hellenistic tradition that flourished in Central Asia starting 
from around 185 BCE. The date suggested by Édith Nolot (1995: 9) of the second century BCE for the 
earliest version of such a text might be too early – committing Buddhist texts to writing is likely to only 
have started in the second century BCE, it remains a fact that the Milindapañha testifies of an early 
philosophical debate. In its Chinese rendering, this work that is likely to be dated in the beginning of the 
common era, belongs to the Sarvãstivãda school of Buddhism that had Gandhãra as one of its 
strongholds. Gandhãra and Sri Lanka have become of particular importance for the two main 
Abhidhamma / Abhidharma traditions: the southern Theravãda tradition, and the northwestern 
Sarvãstivãda tradition. 

The encounter of the Sarvãstivãdins of Gandhãra with members of the Greek rational tradition of which 
the Milindapañha testifies, must have inspired the Sarvãstivãdins to systematize the word of the Buddha 
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into a sound philosophical system, as creating their peculiar system was to all likelihood seen as the only 
way to defend their faith against the well-developed Greek tradition of rational debate. These particular 
circumstances may explain why the development of a Buddhist rational tradition was especially 
prominent among the Sarvãstivãdins, why this tradition may have started in Gandhãra, and why it are the 
Sarvãstivãdins who have the most exhaustive collection of Abhidharma texts. It is to the development of 
Gandhãran Sarvãstivãda thinking in its confrontation with the Hellenistic world, as well as to the 
influence this development has had on other currents of thought in India – the grammarians, Jains, and 
Brahmins – that Johannes Bronkhorst devotes his attention in his contribution “Abhidharma and Indian 
Thinking”. 

Also Ingo Strauch and Andrea Schlosser study Abhidharmic developments in the region of Gandhãra. In 
“Abhidharmic Elements in Gandhãran Mahãyãna Buddhism. Groups of Four and the abhedyaprasãdas in 
the Bajaur Mahãyãna Sütra,” they discuss the data contained in the so-called Bajaur Mahãyãna Sütra, a 
text in Kharo^^hï that was allegedly discovered in the ruins of a Buddhist monastery near the village of 
Mian Kili at the Dir-Bajaur border. The text belongs to one of three genres that can be considered as 
authentic products of a Gandhãran literary tradition: Avadãna texts, scholastic and commentarial texts, 
and early Mahãyãna sütras. Investigation of this text that contains two levels – a dialogue between the 
Tathãgata and his disciple Šãriputra that is reminiscent of early Buddhist sütras, and a ‘Mahãyãnistic’ 
description of the bodhisattva path – sheds light on the peculiar development of Mahãyãna notions 
(especially the character of dharmas and of sa^jñã) in the region of Gandhãra. The particular 
Abhidharmic developments in Kashmir, Gandhãra, and Bactria (together also referred to as ‘Greater 
Gandhãra’) can therefore be interpreted as the coming to full maturation of a tendency that was already 
present in early Buddhism. 

In “Interpretations of the terms ajjhatta^ and bahiddhã: From the Pãli Nikãyas to the Abhidhamma,” 
Tamara Ditrich discusses the terms ajjhatta^ (internally), bahiddhã (externally) and ajjhattabahiddhã 
(internally and externally) as they are used in the Satipa^^hãnasutta (Sutta on the Applications of 
Mindfulness) of the Pãli canon, that is, as possible modes to practice application of mindfulness on the 
body (kãyãnupassanã), on feelings (vedanãnupassanã), on the mind (cittãnupassanã), and on mental 
objects (dhammãnupassanã). 

A study of the Theravãda Abhidhamma literature shows that Buddhaghosa’s (fifth century CE) 
interpretation of this early mãt^kã has, with some modification, been followed by most modern scholars 
and practitioners who appear to have developed a common understanding of the meaning of ‘internally’ 
and ‘externally’. This, however, does not seem to be the case for the compound term ajjhattabahiddhã. 
Tamara Ditrich therefore suggests that diverging interpretations of the compound term may be due to 
the fact that the “Indian Buddhist oral transmission may have adopted the already established stylistic 
and linguistic patterns and markers (that is: patterns of the Vedic language), such as the usage of dvandva 
compounds, for indicating specific contexts such as the modes of contemplation, especially in relation to 
the four satipa^^hãnas”. The connection of a mãt^kã of three types of practice with a mãt^kã of four 
applications of mindfulness illustrates how, already in an early period of Abhidharmic development, 
existing mãt^kãs were brought into an ever more intricate connection, with elements of one mãt^kã 
used to explain the elements of one or another mãt^kã. The list of four avetyaprasãdas discussed in Ingo 
Strauch and Andrea Schlosser’s contribution mentioned above, is further a fine illustration of it that 
these mãt^kãs as oldest fundament of the mature Abhidharma texts, are a common heritage of both the 
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Theravãda and the Sarvãstivãda Abhidharma traditions. While the authors prove that the term abhedya 
was first used in Gandhãra, and that there is good reason to believe that Sarvãstivãda circles were the 
first to refer to the ‘four avetyaprasãdas,’ the Bajaur Mahãyãna Sütra connects this concept with the 
intentional reflection on the positive qualities of Buddha, Dharma, Sa^gha and morality (sila). This 
reflection is qualified as to its either having originated internally (adhyãtmasamutthita), or having 
originated externally (bahidhãsamutthita), or having originated both internally and externally 
(adhyãtmabahidhãdamutthita). In this text, the well-known Šrãvakayãna concept of the ãryašrãvaka and 
his avetyaprasãdas is thus linked with a Mahãyãna type of notions. 

That Sarvãstivãdin yogãcãra masters inherited the Sarvãstivãdin analysis of dharmas and contributed, 
together with a certain section of the Sautrãntikas, to the establishment of the Mahãyãna Yogãcãra 
school is evident from the contribution by Jowita Kramer. In “Some Remarks on the Proofs of the 
‘Store Mind’ (Ãlayavijñãna) and the Development of the Concept of Manas,” she discusses the change in 
interpretation of the mãt^kã of five aggregates (skandha) under influence of the innovative Mahãyãna 
concept of the “store mind” (ãlayavijñãna). This is, more precisely, done through an examination of 
Vasubandhu’s Pañcaskandhaka and its commentaries. Illustrative for the process of debate and inquiry 
that characterizes later Abhidharma texts, it is shown how the authors of these works sometimes try to 
compromise on the varying teachings of Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakošabhã^ya and Abhidharmic works 
of the Yogãcãra tradition, and sometimes appear to develop their own interpretations. 

It may be clear from the above that the Sarvãstivãdins who lived in a different context than the one that 
existed in the region of Vidišã that was the stronghold of the Theravãdins before they migrated to Sri 
Lanka, enjoyed a long period of philosophical development, and that their doctrines had an immense 
impact on the development of ^rãvakayãna and Mahãyãna Buddhist philosophy and methodology. 
Moreover, the influence of the Sarvãstivãdins was not restricted to India and Central Asia, but their 
method of rational inquiry also had an impact on the Chinese tradition. It is to the issue of philosophical 
influence that the second part of this volume, “Intellectual History,” is devoted. 

The mutual influence of different Buddhist traditions in India is addressed in Lance S. Cousins’s 
contribution. In “Sanskrit Abhidharma Literature of the Mahãvihãravãsins,” he examines the Sanskrit 
citations in the thirteenth century sanne to the Pãli Visuddhimagga. He argues that at least some of these 
citations prove that the seventh century Jotipãla, a major figure of the Mahãvihãravãsin tradition who 
most likely came from the major center of non-Mahãyãna tradition in the Tamil country, wrote in 
Sanskrit as well as in Pãli. Confronted with the difficulty that they had to establish their legitimacy as a 
reform movement – Mahãyãna doctrine differing from the early doctrine in some essential points of 
theology – the early Mahãyãnists of around the first century BCE were to all probability the first to turn 
to the use of script to expound and spread their views. It is then suggested that, in these circumstances, 
also the Theravãdins started to write down their texts. The language in which this was done was Pãli. 
The use of Sanskrit in southern India is interesting because it to all probability is Brahmanism that 
introduced the use of Sanskrit in virtually the whole of South Asia and larger parts of Southeast Asia, a 
development that is likely to be related to the fact that Brahmanism had become a socio-political 
ideology, with Brahmins offering their services as advisor to the political elites. With respect to the 
question of philosophical interaction, the evidence provided in the sanne to the Visuddhimagga thus 
opens a new perspective on the activities of the Brahmins, as well as of the Theriya in South Asia in the 
later part of the first millennium CE. 
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It is an important trait of Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakoša that it criticizes Vaibhã^ika viewpoints as they 
are expounded in the so-called vibhã^ã compendia, the commentarial literature that was produced by 
the so-called Vaibhã^ika Sarvãstivãdins of Gandhãra. According to the Chinese monk and translator 
Xuanzang ^^ (602–664), Sa^ghabhadra (ca. fifth century CE) determined to refute Vasubandhu’s critique 
on the Vaibhã^ikas. Bhikkhu KL Dhammajoti discusses the importance of Sa^ghabhadra in 
“Sa^ghabhadra’s Contribution to our Understanding of Abhidharma”. Kuiji, a disciple of Xuanzang, even 
records and identifies Vaibhã^ika theories as “neo-Sarvãstivãda”. This makes Sa^ghabhadra, who is by 
Xuanzang’s pupils taken to represent the correct Vaibhã^ika viewpoint, an important exponent of 
Abhidharma thinking. In this way, Sa^ghabhadra’s doctrinal expositions allow us insight in at least that 
section of the Dãr^^ãntika Sarvãstivãdins who developed into the Sautrãntikas. The work of 
Sa^ghabhadra is also important for the study of the doctrinal evolution of the Mahãyãna, as his 
importance was acknowledged by the Yogãcãra masters (as also discussed in Jowita Kramer’s 
contribution) who took him as representative of the true Vaibhã^ika viewpoint in their Sarvãstivãda 
studies. 

It is through the intellectual context of Greater Gandhãra that both Šrãvakayãna and Mahãyãna 
Buddhism reached China around the beginning of the common era. While the Chinese Buddhist 
monastic code developed to be essentially the Dharmaguptaka code, the doctrinal school that had the 
largest impact in China was without any doubt the highly rationalistic Sarvãstivãda school that, in its 
Vaibhã^ika interpretation, flourished in the Ku^ã^a empire. After Emperor Ming (r. 58–75 CE) of the 
Han g dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) had sent Zhang Qian and Qin Jing as envoys to Central Asia to 
establish an alliance against the Xiongnu ^^^, thus opening the road to Central Asia, Buddhist 
missionaries from the regions of Gandhãra, Parthia, Sogdiana, Khotan, and Kucã reached China.46 After 
an initial period in which Buddhism mainly flourished among the immigrants and merchants who had 
settled in China, the second half of the second century CE saw the first translations of Abhidharma texts 
into Chinese. Especially the Parthian monk An Shigao (fl. 148–168) has to be mentioned here. It is to the 
translations of An Shigao and his followers that Eric M. Greene devotes his attention in 
“Pratïtyasamutpãda in the Translations of An Shigao and the Writings of his Chinese Followers”. This 
contribution shows how pre-Buddhist Chinese understandings of sense perception – and particularly the 
relationship between sense perception and desire – decisively influenced the early translations of 
Abhidharma texts into Chinese. It is, more precisely, shown how the notion of sense contact (sparša) as 
a neutral process occurring prior to the arising of desire conflicted with the traditional Chinese 
understanding that desire is located in the sense organs themselves and seek out their desired objects 
independently from the will. This contribution thus allows us to see how key Buddhist ideas were (or 
were not) initially understood by the Chinese audience. 

When Buddhism entered China, Confucianism had been elevated to official orthodoxy. It has already 
been said repeatedly by different scholars that the unification of the empire in the third century BCE and 
the subsequent victory of Confucianism as orthodoxy in the Han dynasty have had a devastating impact 
on the development of ‘rational inquiry’ as defined here. Scholarship had become highly institutionalized 
and bureaucratized, and the philosophical profession had become organized in ‘schools’ (jia V) of 
thought. In China, books came to be seen as texts that were accepted by and commented upon by a 
peculiar ‘school’ in accordance with that particular school’s interpretation of the words of old sages. 
Membership of a ‘school’ was the prerequisite to gain knowledge and understanding of this 
interpretation. Traditional Chinese philosophy was therefore not characterized as a “search for truth,” 
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as the truth of the words of antiquity was considered to stand beyond doubt. Rather, traditional 
Chinese philosophy was aimed at engaging with the world, conceived as a holistic whole, the good order 
of which is dictated by the past, and consists in bringing a specific and transmitted interpretation of the 
words of the past into practice. 

The fall of the Han dynasty in 220 CE was a major challenge for the Confucian scholar’s identity. This, 
on the one hand, as argued by Eric M. Greene resulted in it that Buddhist writings of the period 
posterior to the Han reflect an effort to find ways of talking about Buddhist theories that would be 
resonant with a more general Chinese audience. On the other hand, this period also witnesses a 
‘conservative’ Confucian movement, with Confucians blaming a degenerate Confucianism for the fall of 
the Han dynasty. In “Abhidharma in China: Reflections on ‘Matching Meanings’ and Xuanxue,” Bart 
Dessein describes how, when the originally Abhidharmic exegetical technique of ‘geyi’ – explaining 
Buddhist mãt^kãs through matching them with traditional Chinese numerical lists – had proven 
unsuccessful to make clear the meaning of the Buddhist doctrine, the technique might have continued to 
be used by ‘conservative’ Confucians who tried to redefine Chinese culture in a context of a growing 
influence of Daoism and Buddhism. That the Abhidharma technique was thus reinvented as a technique 
to redefine Confucian orthodoxy shows the influence of the Abhidharmic rational debate on Chinese 
traditional philosophy. That is to say, a technique that was originally used in a Buddhist context was 
integrated in Confucian orthodoxy in so far as the social cohesion of the Chinese world view was 
maintained. 

For the integration of Buddhist elements in Confucian doctrine also a development within Buddhism 
itself was important: The Mahãyãna Buddhist position that salvation can be reached in the sentient world 
did no longer confine Buddhist adepts to monasteries. This opened the road for Buddhist adherents to 
also become politically active – in this taking the path also the Brahmins had done earlier. While some 
Buddhist monks thus became increasingly involved in ‘Confucian’ politics, other monks continued to 
devote their time to Abhidharma studies. In this way, an Abhidharma School started to flourish in fourth 
century South China. This Abhidharma School became superseded by the Koša School after Xuanzang 
and his translation team had translated the famous Abhidharmakoša in 653 CE. The importance of these 
Chinese Abhidharma and Koša Schools as ‘conservative’ schools that tried to set Chinese understanding 
of Buddhism aright by reorienting it toward Indian Buddhist systems of thought – in this undoubtedly 
inspired by the direct contacts with the Indian world that existed in Tang ^ dynasty China (618–907), is 
discussed by Weijen Teng. His “Kuiji’s Abhidharmic Recontextualization” shows that Kuiji employs 
Abhidharma as an exegetical strategy to recontextualize Chinese Buddhism, that is, to prove that this 
methodology can offer a common and normative foundation for discussion and argument about Buddhist 
doctrines and concepts. 

Dylan Esler’s “Traces of Abhidharma in the bSam-gtan mig-sgron (Tibet, Tenth Century),” outlines how 
the tenth century bSam-gtan mig-sgron, a treatise on the subject of meditation and the first indigenous 
Tibetan doxography is concerned with knowledge of the ultimate nature of reality and with the methods 
of spiritual realization. Although not an Abhidharma treatise per se, through its implicit and explicit 
references to the Abhidharmic framework, the text reveals that it is Abhidharma that provides the 
metaphysical, cosmological and phenomenological backdrop against which any form of Buddhist 
meditative praxis takes place. Abhidharma therefore is not only the philosophical construct to explain 
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the Buddhist doctrine and the framework within which philosophers interpreted internal developments 
and external influences, but also the context that informs and defines Buddhist meditative praxis. 

In a period in which sectarian disagreements and discussions between different Buddhist groups had 
become prominent, the practice to sanction one specific interpretation of the meaning of the elements 
enumerated in a given mãt^kã against another interpretation is likely to have gained importance. 
Sectarian disagreement and a transition from an oral/aural transmission of the word of the Buddha to a 
written transmission with new means to build up argumentation, also opened new perspectives for the 
development of the textual format of the texts in which ‘philosophical’ positions were outlined. 
Developed from simple mãt^kãs that had been culled from sütras and Vinaya texts, Abhidharma texts 
increasingly became polemical, and became characterized by an increasing “attempt to cogently 
summarize salient doctrinal positions and yet also refute, point by point, positions thought to represent 
rival groups”. In this process, the original mãt^kãs were not only adapted to suit doctrinal 
interpretations and developments, but they also became the force of doctrinal development themselves. 
New interpretations of the transmitted material were also included in commentarial texts on earlier 
Abhidharma texts, and sectarian self-identification also culminated in the creation of well-structured 
pedagogical manuals of Buddhist doctrine in which, through sophisticated methods of argument, the own 
position is established and the view of others is refuted. This development of peculiar philosophical 
positions is the subject of the third part of this volume: “Philosophical Studies”. 

Harivarman lived in the third-fourth century and is likely to have belonged to the Bahušrutïyas, a sub-
group of the Mahãsã^ghikas. He is credibly attested as being a pupil of Kumãralãta who, himself, was 
connected to the Sautrãntika development of the Sarvãstivãdins. By the time of Harivarman, the early 
Buddhist dharma theory – the Sarvãstivãdin atomic world view that all that exists is composed of 
phenomena (dharma) that are themselves subject to constant change, and that therefore all that exists is 
devoid of intrinsic nature (svabhãva) – had experienced a major reinterpretation. Rational inquiry could 
not but lead to the advanced opinion that when all that exists is composed of phenomena, it should 
necessarily be so that these phenomena (themselves dharmas too) should equally consist of further 
dharmas. The only logical outcome was that all that exists was taken to be empty (šünya). It especially 
were the Madhyamaka philosophers, the most important of whom are the second-third century 
Nãgãrjuna and his disciple Ãryadeva, who took this thinking to its logical and methodological extreme. 
As masters of logic argumentation, they even dared to use logical argument to discuss the proper 
dogmas of Buddhism. “Madhyamaka in Abhidharma Šãstras: The Case of Harivarman’s *Tattvasiddhi” is 
Goran Kardaš’s investigation of the Madhyamaka viewpoints in Harivarman’s *Tattvasiddhišãstra. In this 
Abhidharma treatise that is one of the very few to refer to the Mãdhyamikas, Harivarman is seen to put 
Madhyamaka argumentation – that most likely stems from Ãryadeva – in favor of the non-existence of 
things in the mouth of his opponent who, through this, appears as a Madhyamaka adherent. This 
contribution thus witnesses of the third-fourth century intellectual debate between adherents of the 
Srãvakayãna and early Mahãyãnists. 

One of the consequences of the growing importance and popularity of Mahãyãna Buddhism in China was 
that Abhidharma studies rapidly started to decline after the eighth century. Although Abhidharma 
studies disappeared as a separate branch of Buddhist activity, the Abhidharmic methodology continued 
to live on in the Chinese Mahãyãna schools. In “Svalak^a^a (Particular) and Sãmãnyalak^a^a (Universal) in 
Abhidharma and Chinese Yogãcãra Buddhism,” Chen-kuo Lin outlines how the seventh-eighth century 
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Chinese Yogãcãrins disagreed with the theory the Ãbhidhãrmikas Kuiji and Huizhao (632–682) proposed 
on whether liberation through meditation can be attained when taking the universal characteristics of 
things as object or when taking the particular characteristics as object, and how they appropriated 
Abhidharma teachings in their Yogãcãra theory of truth and liberation. In its focus on Yogãcãra 
Buddhism’s relation to the Sarvãstivãda, this chapter corroborates the importance of the latter for the 
former also Bhikkhu KL Dhammajoti discerned, and its subject – the mãt^kã of meditation leading to 
liberation – is also the subject matter discussed in the contributions by Tamara Ditrich and by Ingo 
Strauch and Andrea Schlosser. 

Another pedagogical manual is the already mentioned Abhidharmakoša by Vasubandhu. In “Perspectives 
on the Person and the Self in Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakošabhã^ya,” Yao-ming Tsai examines 
Vasubandhu’s (ca. fourth-fifth century CE) approach to the nature and identity of the person and the 
self. It is, more precisely, shown how Vasubandhu’s thesis of the selflessness of a person (pudgala-
nairãtmya) is a critique of the Pudgalavãdins (those who accept the existence of a person) or the 
Tïrthikas (heretics). Discerning a development from an ‘Abhidharmic’ approach to a ‘not-dharmic’ 
approach, Yao-ming Tsai argues that the ninth chapter of the Abhidharmakošabhã^ya reveals the 
significance of the role played by soteriology in Buddhist intellectual thought. He makes clear that the 
issue of not-self is not about an existential differentiation, but about metaphysical identification: while it 
is conventional knowledge to speak of the five aggregates that constitute a person and that explain why 
there is no such thing as a ‘self,’ it is wise to state that these five aggregates are in reality not the five 
aggregates and are only designations of provisional naming without any substantial or ontological 
distinction per se. It may also be recalled here that Vasubandhu was a native of Puru^apura in Gandhãra, 
the region we characterized as having been important for the development of ‘Buddhist philosophy’ and 
for the maturation of Mahãyãna Buddhism. This development towards the metaphysical might have been 
stimulated by the development of the dharma theory outlined above, and by the fact that, as mentioned, 
the Brahmins had taken up a political role, a possibility that was unavailable to the adherents of 
Šrãvakayãna Buddhism that is overall characterized by a denunciation of mundane life. This lack might 
have made it possible that Buddhism became more oriented towards the metaphysical. 

It is thus clear that Abhidharma studies, their long history and diverse contexts of development 
notwithstanding, continued to deliberate over the same fundamental Buddhological questions. 
Abhidharma was at once the philosophical construct to explain the Buddhist doctrine as the framework 
within which philosophers interpreted internal developments and external influences. 

Methodological Remarks (Weijen Teng) 
Thus far, we have signified the very nature of the Abhidharma tradition as an enterprise of rational 
thinking, sketched its historical transmission and transformation across South and East Asia, and outlined 
the arrangement and the main points of the chapters. The following part of the introduction highlights 
the methodological significance of this edited volume as a whole, and teases out some of the 
methodological features reflected in the individual chapters. 

The compilation of this volume, which covers cross-regional and longue durée studies of Abhidhamma / 
Abhidharma traditions, appears to encapsulate a methodological intuition – a demonstration of how the 
Abhidharma study, which is often envisioned as a lofty, hypertechnical, and relatively marginal subject 
within Buddhist Studies, could be approached in a way that could contribute to a broader inquiry into 
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the Humanities. Given the intention of offering some new lights to the study of the Abhidharma 
tradition methodologically, this volume does not claim to offer a methodological ‘paradigm shift’. As the 
three thematic divisions of this volume suggests, the authors have adopted the methods that are 
fundamental to the study of Abhidharma study, namely a meticulous textual criticism and historical 
philology, contextualized intellectual history, and doctrinal philosophy. Nonetheless, in their studies, 
these authors take up issues that go beyond the Abhidharma tradition itself and therefore reveal verily 
some methodological significances and potentials. We will point out these methodological features 
shortly, but before that, we will try to signify some methodological advantage this volume as a whole 
encapsulates. 

One methodological advantage of this volume apparently lies in its coverage of the birth, growth, and 
changes over time and space of this Buddhist scholastic enterprise we call ‘the Abhidharma tradition’. 
This volume can be imagined as a satellite in space: in its surveying down the river system of the 
Abhidharma, an overall picture is produced that enables us to connect its remote sources with its ends, 
and to trace its turns and stops across regions. In this way, through Johannes Bronkhorst’s delineating of 
the intellectual network of Gandhãran Abhidharma, we can connect the Hellenistic philosophical world 
not only to the South Asian world of the Brahmanical philosophies and to the Tamil country and Ceylon 
addressed in Lance S. Cousins’s study, but also across East Asia, to the seventh century Abhidharmic 
recontextualization by Kuiji in Weijen Teng’s study, and to the Chinese seventh-eighth century Chinese 
Yogãcãra Buddhism that Chen-kuo Lin studied. We can even connect the Hellenistic philosophical 
methodology to the otherwise untraceable end of “geyi Confucianism” in which the Abhidharmic 
technique was adopted by Confucians to redefine their orthodoxy, a case studied in Bart Dessein’s 
chapter. In Ditrich’s trace of the genealogy of the Pãli syntagms ajjhatta^, bahiddhã and ajjhattabahiddhã, 
a stylistic current that originated in the Vedic textual tradition flows into the Pãli Nikãyas through the 
oral practice of mãtikã, and was later formulized and formalized by Buddhagosa in the later Theravãda 
Abhidhamma literature. Through the vintage point this volume stands upon, the complex nature of these 
intellectual connections, that has an enormous coverage in time and space, reveals, in a much fuller 
manner, the cross-cultural influence and confluence of the Abhidharma tradition in the intellectual 
history of the globe. 

Another methodological feature this volume presents, is that many chapters offer potential 
contributions to the areas of studies that go beyond the subject of Abhidharma scholasticism itself. In 
general, the subject of Abhidharma is studied in its own right, whereby the origins of the Abhidharmic 
enterprise are sought, its philosophies and doctrines are interpreted, and its intellectual dynamics are 
revealed. This is surely a legitimate and necessary approach. However, the study of Abhidharma also has 
the potential to go beyond its own philosophical and religious significance. Through Johannes 
Bronkhorst’s as well as Ingo Stauch and Andrea Schlosser’s studies of the rational form of intellectual 
debate and its reception and development in “Greater Gandhãra,” the cultural richness and complex 
intellectual network of this ancient region can be inferred. To some extent, Lance S. Cousins’s study of 
the “Sanskrit Abhidharma Literature of the Mahãvihãrãvãsins” likewise enhances our knowledge of the 
intellectual history of the Theriya school of Southern India and Ceylon. The materials these authors 
document and analyze constitute a cogent case for Randall Collins’ “sociology of philosophies,” and thus 
engage in the dialogue with the “global theory of intellectual change” that he proposed. 
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A varied methodological move of going beyond Abhidharma itself can be discerned in the history of East 
Asian Abhidharma. As demonstrated in this volume, Abhidharma is taken not only as a scholastic system 
of thought per se. It is also viewed as a peculiar genre of Buddhist literature as is the case in Eric M. 
Greene’s chapter, as an exegetical technique by Bart Dessein, and as an exegetical strategy by Weijen 
Teng. Methodologically speaking, Eric M. Greene rightly takes the ‘problematic’ Chinese translations of 
Buddhist terms seriously, a methodological move that contrasts with the studies that simply dismiss such 
problematic Chinese translations as doctrinal deficiency, and thrive for the ‘authentic’ meanings of the 
Indic terms. In his seeking out semantic and/or cultural explanations for the “mistranslated” terms, 
Greene makes an interesting case for the study of “cultural translation,” vis-à-vis literal rendering, and 
he hence offers an alternative approach to the study of Chinese translations of Buddhist texts. 

Bart Dessein’s and Weijen Teng’s approaches to Abhidharma are similar in that they do not focus on 
any particular Abhidharma literature or theory. Instead, they approach Abhidharma as an exegetical 
technique or strategy employed by fourth-fifth century and seventh century Chinese intellectuals 
respectively, and they try to bring about the historical significance of this technique or strategy for the 
intellectual world of medieval China. Dessein’s study is particularly interesting in that the Chinese 
Buddhist pedagogy in relation to Abhidharma, that is, geyi, unintendedly helped some ‘conservative’ 
Confucian literati to redefine the Confucian orthodoxy of the time. In the same vein, Teng’s approach to 
Abhidharma looks into the methodological nature of Abhidharmic scholasticism, and shows how Kuiji 
attempted to construct a normative foundation for the Chinese Buddhist intellectual practice. 

Rigorous philosophical and philological approaches to Abhidharma studies are not lacking from this 
volume. Due to their close investigations into important Abhidharma texts that have not received due 
attention from Abhidharma scholars, the discoveries and arguments advanced in these studies improve 
our knowledge of the Abhidhamma / Abhidharma tradition. In the case of Jowita Kramer, the primary 
text of the Pañcaskandhakavibhã'ã was recently edited and published by the same author. Her study of 
this text with a comparison primarily of the Pañcaskandhaka, the Yogãcãrabhümi, and the 
Mahãyãnasa^graha, enables us to trace the various lines of the development of the concepts of 
kli?^amanas and ãlayavijñãna from early Buddhism to Mahãyãna via Abhidharma developments. 

It is worth mentioning that the text Goran Kardaš studies, the *Tattvasiddhi, is a Sanskrit text that has 
been reconstructed from its Chinese translation, the Chengshi lun. The *Tattvasiddhi probably is the 
only extant Mahãsãaghika Abhidharma text, whose importance in terms of the intellectual history of the 
Abhidharma tradition is evident. Methodolgocially speaking, Kardaš’s choice and study of the Sanskrit 
reconstruction, instead of the ‘original’ Chinese translation, offers some interesting perspectives for 
textual criticism when the Sanskrit text is compared with its Chinese translation. 

We have already seen that several papers in this volume work on Chinese materials. How Chinese 
materials can be important for more historically informed and philosophically engaged Abhidharma 
studies is made explicit in Bhikkhu KL Dhammajoti’s and Chen-kuo Lin’s studies. They bring to our 
attention, though not for the first time in this field of studies, the Abhidharma literature persevered only 
in Chinese translation as well as the Abhidharmic discussions found in Chinese Buddhist commentaries. 
Through his close examination of the Chinese Abhidharma translations, in his chapter, the *Nyãyãnusãra 
(Shun zhengli lun QI^^C*) and the *Abhidharmasamayapradïpikã (Apidamo xian-zong lun) of 
Sa^ghabhadra, Dhammajoti demonstrates how Abhidharma scholars can be misled by relying solely on 
the Indic Abhidharma literature, for instance, the Abhidharmakoša, and by overlooking the vast corpus 
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of Chinese translations of Abhidharma texts, in particular Xuanzang’s translation of the gigantic 
Abhidharmamahãvibhã'ã, a fundamental Abhidharma text of the Sarvãstivãda school. 

In his philosophical study of the Chinese Yogãcãrins of the seventh-eighth century, Chen-kuo Lin 
introduces the scholastic and philosophical discussions found in the indigenous commentaries to the 
Abhidharma and Yogãcãra texts. Lin’s study cogently demonstrates the value of these Chinese 
commentaries to the extent that they do not only continue some core philosophical debates of the 
Abhidharma and Yogãcãra traditions, but also offer new and plausible philosophical insights which might 
be informed by the Chinese world-view. In terms of the diversity of research material as a 
methodological gesture, we should also mention Dylan Esler’s study of a tenth century Tibetan treatise, 
the bSam-gtan mig-sgron composed by gNubs-chen Sangs-rgyas ye-shes. That also literature that does 
not necessarily possess an Abhidharmic outlook might contain useful references to the Abhidharma 
philosophy, is shown in his chapter. 

The methodological remarks presented so far, fall into the categories of ‘descriptive’ or ‘interpretative’ 
(or explanatory). From a methodological perspective, Yao-ming Tsai’s approach stands out uniquely. The 
main thesis in his study on the Person and the Self in the Abhidharmakošabhã^ya relates to an 
interesting methodological method less common in the field of religious studies. Tsai’s study expresses 
an urge to re-orientate the perspective in the study of Buddhist philosophy from ‘Abhidharmic’ to ‘non-
Abhidharmic’. With his emphasis on ‘firsthand’ observation and his caution for an “Abhidharma 
orientation” which tends to “organize, classify, analyze and compare conceptual factors,” Yao-ming Tsai 
takes side with the domain of the phenomenology of religion. His urge to side with a phenomenological 
approach for an appreciation of the Buddha-dharma seems to be less a philosophical interpretation or 
description than a ‘normative’ proposition. It will be quiet interesting to see how Yao-ming Tsai’s 
approach could re-open a discussion on the problematics and the appropriateness of the ‘normative 
discourse’ in Buddhist studies as an academic discipline.  <>   

BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY AND THE EMBODIED MIND: A 
CONSTRUCTIVE ENGAGEMENT by Matthew MacKenzie 
[Critical Inquiries in Comparative Philosophy, Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 9781538160121] 
In the last 30 years, embodied, embedded, enactive, and extended (4E) accounts of mind and experience 
have flourished. A more cosmopolitan and pluralistic approach to the philosophy of mind has also 
emerged, drawing on analytic, phenomenological, pragmatist, and non-Western sources and traditions. 
This is the first book to fully engage the 4E approach and Buddhist philosophy, drawing on and 
integrating the intersection of enactivism and Buddhist thought. 

This book deepens and extends the dialogue between Buddhist philosophy and 4E philosophy of mind 
and phenomenology. It engages with core issues in the philosophy of mind broadly construed in and 
through the dialogue between Buddhism and enactivism. Indian philosophers developed and defended 
philosophically sophisticated and phenomenologically rich accounts of mind, self, cognition, perception, 
embodiment, and more. As a work of cross-cultural philosophy, the book investigates the nature of 
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mind and experience in dialogue with Indian and Western thinkers. On the basis of this cross-traditional 
dialogue, the book articulates and defends a dynamic, non-substantialist, and embodied account of 
experience, subjectivity, and self. 

Review 
BUDDHIST PHILOSOPHY AND THE EMBODIED MIND is focused, well-argued, scholarly, 
accessible, and worthy of discussion by others in the various fields in cognitive science, phenomenology, 
philosophy of mind, Buddhist studies, contemporary Indian philosophy. This material is very difficult to 
write about and it isn’t easy to convey it to scholars or the public; yet, Mackenzie’s writing style 
navigates the terrain in a powerful and inviting way. -- Anand Jayprakash Vaidya, San Jose State University 

CONTENTS 
Acknowledgments 
Introduction 
1 Enacting Selves 
2 Luminosity 
3 Agency and Other Minds 
4 Enacting Worlds 
5 Cultivating Compassion 
Conclusion 
Bibliography 
Index 

This book offers a new way to look at the interconnected phenomena of consciousness, self, agency, and 
world. A central argument of the book is that an adequate understanding of these phenomena requires 
rejecting both substance metaphysics and strong reductionism or eliminativism. The alternative, 
developed in dialogue with Indian Buddhist thought and enactivist philosophy of mind, is based on a 
nonreductionist ontology of systems and process and a dynamic phenomenology of consciousness, 
embodiment, and self. Throughout, the book takes an unabashedly pluralistic, syncretic, and constructive 
approach to philosophy. 

The book, then, has three main aims: (1) advancing the dialogue between Indian Buddhism and 
enactivism, (2) engaging central issues in philosophy of mind through that dialogue, and (3) developing a 
distinctive account of the embodied subject. Regarding the first aim, with the publication of The 
Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human Experience in 1991, Francisco Varela, Evan Thompson, 
and Eleanor Rosch initiated a tentative conversation between proponents of embodied and enactive 
cognition and Buddhist philosophy (Varela et al. 2017). In the thirty years since its publication, 
embodied, embedded, enactive, and extended (4E) accounts of mind and experience have flourished. 
Moreover, during this time, there has emerged a more cosmopolitan and pluralistic approach to the 
philosophy of mind, drawing on analytic, phenomenological, pragmatist, and Asian sources and traditions. 
Throughout this book, I aim to deepen and extend the dialogue between Buddhist philosophy and 
enactivist philosophy of mind and phenomenology, in a philosophically and methodologically 
sophisticated way. 

Regarding the second aim, Indian philosophers developed and defended philosophically sophisticated and 
phenomenologically rich accounts of mind, self, cognition, perception, embodiment, and more. As a 
work of comparative philosophy, the book aims to investigate the nature of mind and experience in 
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dialogue with Indian and Western thinkers. An important implication of this approach is that the 
problem space and the conceptual resources available will be broadened and transformed. For example, 
a central theme of the book is the luminosity of consciousness. This metaphor of consciousness as light 
(prakasa) or luminosity (prakasata) is at the heart of Indian thinking about the nature of the mind going 
back at least as far as the early prose Upanisads. Like a light, consciousness has (or is) the capacity to 
shine forth (prakasate) and illuminate (prakasyati) its object. Throughout the book, I take this idea and 
the philosophical issues surrounding it as a guiding theme for understanding the nature of mind. 

Regarding the third aim, the book articulates and defends a dynamic, non-substantialist, and embodied 
account of consciousness, self, agency, and inter-subjectivity. Indian Buddhist philosophy provides a deep 
and sustained critique of substantialism, and the views I develop here are strongly influenced by this 
aspect of Buddhist thought. However, many Buddhist philosophers embrace forms of reductionism, 
eliminativism, or antirealism that, in my view, do not do justice to the phenomena. Enactivism, with its 
emphasis on self-organizing systems dynamically coupled to their larger environments, provides an 
important alternative to both substantialism and reductionism. However, some articulations of 
enactivism entail a very strong form of antirealism that I think is unwarranted. Throughout the book, 
then, I deploy, first, a metaphysics based on processes and systems that is meant to be a middle way 
between substantialism and reductionism and, second, a form of pragmatic realism that is meant to be a 
middle way between metaphysical realism and strong antirealism. 

Furthermore, the account of consciousness, subjectivity, and self developed here is grounded in the 
idea—found in both Indian philosophy and the phenomenological tradition—that phenomenal 
consciousness is self-luminous (svaprakasa). That is, phenomenal consciousness is reflexive or self-
presenting. Consciousness presents itself in the process of presenting its object. That it (typically) 
presents an object and the way that object is presented constitute the intentional character of 
consciousness. That it presents itself and the way it presents itself constitute the subjective character of 
consciousness. The reflexivity of consciousness itself constitutes the minimal subjectivity of 
consciousness. Moreover, I argue that this basic structure of consciousness is phenomenologically and 
developmentally prior to the sense of self. On these points, I am largely in agreement with such Buddhist 
thinkers as Dignaga and Dharmakirti. However, I depart significantly from these Buddhist reflexivists in 
that I defend the real existence of the self as an emergent structure of the biological and psychological 
life of some sentient beings (such as human beings). 

On Comparative Philosophy 
This book is an exercise in comparative philosophy of mind, an attempt to do philosophy of mind in 
dialogue with multiple philosophical traditions and methods. As Arindam Chakrabarti and Ralph Weber 
remark, "Comparative philosophy is all about the erecting, detecting, smudging, and tearing down of 
borders, borders between philosophical traditions coming from different parts of the world, different 
time periods, different disciplinary affiliations, and even within a single period and pedigree, between 
opposite or at least distinguishable persuasions" (Chakrabarti and Weber 2015, 2). Yet, on their 
account, there have been three distinguishable, if overlapping, stages of comparative philosophy. 

According to Chakrabarti and Weber, the first stage was universalist in aspiration. The idea, roughly, 
was to take some central debate or issue in Western philosophy, such as the mind-body problem, and 
find parallels in non-Western traditions. These parallels could then establish that philosophy in some 
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plausible sense of the term exists outside the West and that many central Western philosophical issues, 
in some form, are discussed in other traditions, as well. This is true, of course, but this approach has the 
drawback of understanding and engaging these traditions within a resolutely Western frame. The effect, 
intentional or unintentional, is to take the Western philosophical landscape as universal, while the 
African, Chinese, or Mayan landscape is taken as local and particular. A further implication is that, if a 
tradition does not appear to have, for example, a recognizable of version the mind-body problem, then 
it is to that degree less philosophical. 

The second stage was more localist in aspiration. The emphasis was on important differences between 
traditions in their basic presuppositions, concerns, and methods. A recognition of these differences was 
deemed essential to a proper understanding of a tradition and also had the (potentially salutary) effect of 
deflating Western pretensions to universalism. Again, this stage reflected important insights into the 
hermeneutic complexities of cross-cultural engagement. Moreover, by better understanding traditions in 
their own terms, this approach also allowed comparative philosophers to engage the Western tradition 
in a new way. For example, if, as some have argued (Wenzel and Marchal 2017), the problem of free will 
was hardly known in Chinese philosophy, then perhaps this reflects a philosophical strength rather than 
a weakness. However, in its more extreme form anyway, this approach tended toward a view that 
traditions are ultimately incommensurable (Wong 1989), thereby throwing into question the very 
possibility of genuine cross-cultural understanding. 

The third and current stage, according to Chakrabarti and Weber, exists "at the critical conjuncture 
between universalism and localism" (2015. 20). The idea here is to understand and engage different 
traditions both on their own terms, in relation to other traditions, and with an eye to how they may 
contribute to contemporary philosophical discussions. A central aim of this approach, then, is to 
accelerate the globalizing of the contemporary philosophical conversation. One might, for example, 
deploy a broadly hermeneutical approach whereby one attempts to develop an understanding of the 
particular (a text, problem, argument, etc.) in its larger context while also developing an understanding 
of the whole context in light of an understanding of the particular. Further, on this approach, one must 
recognize the inevitable situatedness of understanding while rejecting the idea that one's own 
background understanding is fixed. Rather, mutual understanding evolves through a more dialogical form 
of engagement. Alternatively, following Jonardon Ganeri (2016), one might deploy a form of epistemic 
pluralism inspired by the classical Jaina distinction between epistemic principles (pramanas) and epistemic 
stances (naya), both of which are parts of an epistemic culture. He writes, "A naya is not a proposition 
but a practical attitude, a strategy or policy which guides inquiry: it is an approach to the problem of 
producing knowledge, not a thesis about the sources of justification" (2016, 175). He goes on to 
articulate an inclusive approach to philosophy that is pluralistic about epistemic stances although not 
epistemic principles. 

Chakrabarti and Weber affirm that this third stage includes "some of the best comparative philosophy 
written today" (2015, 20). However, they argue for the emergence and desirability of a fourth stage of 
comparative philosophy, which they call "borderless philosophy" (2015, 22). Here the idea is "just doing 
philosophy as one thinks fit for getting to the truth about an issue or set of issues, by appropriating 
elements from all philosophical views and traditions one knows" (2015, 22). On this approach, the 
qualifier comparative may become superfluous; one just does philosophy in a way that is mindful of the 
global nature and context of thinking. Likewise, Ganeri asserts that "comparative philosophy is not, I 
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submit, a branch of philosophy nor it is a distinct philosophical method: it is an expedient heuristic 
introduced at a particular moment in world history as part of a global movement towards intellectual 
decolonization" (2016, 134-35). 

Yet, on my view, even post-comparative philosophy must incorporate elements of the earlier stages of 
comparative inquiry. One must begin with the universalist assumption that human beings in many times 
and places have engaged in philosophical thinking and inquiry. In doing so, they are likely to have 
addressed at least some similar questions or issues, and we may benefit from coming to understand 
their attempted answers. As one engages in that form of inquiry, however, one immediately encounters 
difference and particularity. One must then engage in the hard hermeneutic (and ultimately  
metaphilosophical) work of building bridges between traditions and adding something of value to the 
ongoing global philosophical conversation of humanity. With moderate success, one may be able to do 
"good creative philosophy" in a global context. That is, Good creative philosophy in a globalized world 
should spontaneously straddle geographical areas and cultures, temperaments and time-periods (mixing 
classical, medieval, modern, and postmodern), styles and subdisciplines of philosophy, as well as mix 
methods, sprinkling phenomenology, and political economic analysis into analytic logico-linguistic or 
hermeneutic, or culture studies or literary or narrative methods—whatever comes handy. The result 
would be either very flaky mishmash or first-rate original work. (Chakrabarti and Weber 2015, 22) 

In my view, we should strive to do good creative philosophy across cultures, traditions, and methods 
while avoiding the problems associated with earlier stages of comparative philosophy. That is the 
approach pursued in this book. 

Overview of the Chapters 
Chapter 1 initiates a dialogue between enactivist and Indian Buddhist views of the self. While Buddhists 
and enactivists reject substantialist accounts of the self, Buddhist thinkers are further committed to a 
rejection of the reality of the self as such. Drawing insights from both traditions, I argue that sentient 
beings are best understood in terms of complex self-organizing processes, including processes of self-
making. This view is contrasted with both eliminativism and substantialism about the self. In contrast to 
these, I argue for an enactive, emergent view of self as the embodied integration of subjectivity, 
ownership, agency, and valuation. Along the way, I distinguish between the basic condition of being a 
subject and the more sophisticated condition of being a self On my view, sentience and subjectivity are 
functionally interwoven and may have coevolved. However, sentience and minimal subjectivity are 
necessary but not sufficient for selfhood. Rather, I argue that the emergence of the self is linked to the 
emergence of a degree of psychological autonomy from the biological autonomy of living systems. 

Chapter 2 takes up several related issues in the philosophy of consciousness: reflexivity, temporality, 
subjectivity, and embodiment. Beginning with a classical Buddhist definition of consciousness as 
luminosity, it develops an integrated account of the previous issues, drawing on the general model of 
consciousness developed by the pramanavadins, which I call "dual-aspect reflexivism." As mentioned 
earlier, on this view, consciousness is by nature self-luminous—that is, self-presenting or reflexive. 
Reflexive awareness (svasamvedana) here is the primitive, prereflective, direct acquaintance of 
consciousness with itself. Moreover, a typical moment of consciousness presents two aspects: the object 
aspect and the subject aspect. I argue that these aspects can be understood as distinct but intertwined 
phenomenal modes of presentation. 
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On the issue of temporality, inspired by the Tibetan philosopher Mipham, I explore the possibility of 
combining the earlier Yogacara idea of base consciousness (ãlayavjñãna) with reflexivism. The view that 
emerges takes base consciousness to be a form of embodied, global background consciousness that 
preserves a degree of diachronic continuity even as the local, foreground aspects of consciousness 
change. In the final section of the chapter, I draw together the various strands of discussion and sketch 
an integrated model of consciousness. On this model, the nature of consciousness is nondual reflexive 
awareness, the phenomenal space within which various contents are presented but that is prior to any 
particular contents. It is synchronically unified and diachronically continuous. It is rooted in and emerges 
from the living body and in its typical form involves both subjective and objective modes of presentation. 

Chapter 3 engages with problems of agency and other minds. The nature of action is a central theme in 
Indian Buddhist philosophy. The Buddhist theory of karma (karman, "action") addresses the short- and 
long-term effects of moral or immoral actions for the agent of those actions and emphasizes the 
interdependence of action and character. I identify four basic commitments of the Buddhist view: (1) the 
reality of karma, (2) the connection between karma and intending or volition (cetana), (3) the efficacy of 
Buddhist practice to achieve liberation, and (4) the nonexistence of any substantial self or agent. Given 
these commitments, such Buddhist thinkers as Vasubandhu and Candrakirti developed important 
accounts of agentless agency. These accounts are broadly conventionalist (in either reductionist or 
fictionalist ways) and show that there are powerful alternatives to the view that action requires a 
persisting substantial agent. However, I argue that these approaches still fall prey to the problem of the 
disappearing agent. In response, I examine an enactivist approach that grounds agency in the biology of 
cognitive systems. On this account, agency is viewed as a real, emergent capacity of certain biological 
systems and not merely a conventional reality. In this way, the enactive approach offers an alternative to 
both the substantialist agent-causal view and the reductionist (or fictionalist) view. 

Turning to the issue of other minds, one of the most important insights of such Buddhist thinkers as 
Vasubandhu and Dharmakirti is that the sense of self is co-constructed with the sense of independent 
objects and other  selves. It is thus incumbent on these thinkers to specify the process or processes by 
which the (ultimately delusive) senses of self, objects, and other selves are constructed. And this gives 
rise, in the Buddhist context, to a version of the venerable problem of other minds. In this part of the 
chapter, I examine the approaches of Dharmakirti and Ratnakirti and whether they can avoid the 
problem of conceptual solipsism. The problem here is whether the model of the mind developed by 
these thinkers can account for the ability to conceive of others as self-conscious subjects (Ganeri 2012, 

214). I argue that the conceptual problem of other minds is insurmountable as long as one maintains a 
view the mind as a self-enclosed interiority, as these Buddhist reflexivists arguably do. In contrast, I 
develop an account of the mind as reflexive but not self-enclosed. This requires a different approach to 
intentionality and embodiment, as well as seeing mentality as expressive and not merely causal. That is, 
as embodied subjects, our mentality is a multidimensional form of life in part constituted by and manifest 
in our bodily actions and expressions. On this view, the mental lives of others are not completely 
hidden, and our own mental lives are never fully transparent. And this is because our self-awareness and 
awareness of others share a basis in our nature as embodied subjects. 

In Chapter 4, I argue that both Buddhists and enactivists are committed to the claim that not just 
ourselves but also our worlds are enacted: They are brought forth in and through action. But what 
could this mean? Is it simply a claim about how we perceive or conceptualize the world, or is it a strong 
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metaphysical claim about reality? I argue that, properly understood, the idea that we enact our world 
(or worlds) points beyond reified forms of subjectivism and objectivism toward the deep, constitutive 
interdependence of mind, action, and world. The chapter begins with an examination of Buddhist and 
enactivist accounts of the dynamic coemergence of self and world and the denial of any metaphysical 
subject-object, self-world duality. I then discuss the Buddhist theory of karma as an account of the 
ongoing enaction of self and world and sketch an account of awakened agency. 

Next, I take up the Madhyamaka claim that all things are empty in the context of debates over 
metaphysical realism. I examine both Madhyamaka and enactivist critiques of metaphysical realism as well 
as challenges to these views. In thinking through both the insights and the challenges of these critiques of 
metaphysical realism, I argue for the plausibility of a broadly pragmatist view with three main elements. 
The first is ontological parity: There is no ontologically privileged level of reality. The second is 
conceptual-explanatory pluralism: We use and need a plurality of conceptual and explanatory schemes. 
The third is epistemological pragmatism: An embrace of fallibilism and grounding warrant in successful 
practice. 

I then turn to the rich view of the experiential dynamics found in the Yogacara theory of the three 
natures of phenomena. I distinguish two ways of interpreting this framework, which I call the 
"internalist-representationalist" and the "nondualist" views. The final section of the chapter brings 
together the various strands of argument and interpretation and sketches a phenomenological-pragmatic 
realism that has the potential to move our thinking about self and world beyond the reified categories of 
subjectivism and objectivism and representationalist accounts of cognition. 

Chapter 5 focuses on Mahayana Buddhist ethics as a path of moral and spiritual development. Drawing 
on the accounts of subjectivity, agency, and empathy developed in the previous chapters, it engages the 
moral psychology and phenomenology of Sãntideva's Bodhicaiyãvatãra or Guide to the Awakened Life. 
On my view, Buddhist ethics is fundamentally a transformative path concerned with the progressive 
dismantling of greed, aversion, and ignorance and the progressive cultivation of the nonattachment, 
compassion, and wisdom of an enlightened character. This final chapter of the book aims to unpack the 
cognitive, affective, perceptual, bodily, and intersubjective dimensions of this path in dialogue with the 
enactive approach. 

Sãntideva characterizes the samsaric predicament of human beings as "Hoping to escape suffering, it is to 
suffering that they run. In the desire for happiness, out of delusion, they destroy their own happiness, 
like an enemy" (Santideva 2008, 7). I term this sorry state of affairs the samsaric framework. It is a mode 
of functioning wherein our attempts to attain happiness and avoid suffering are self-defeating because 
they are driven by the three poisons of greed, hatred, and delusion. I argue that Santideva's project in 
Bodhicaryãvatãra is to dismantle the samsaric framework and develop a more wholesome or awakened 
cognitive, affective, and motivational-behavioral framework. The basis of this awakened mode of life, for 
Santideva and his fellow Mahayanists, is bodhicitta, the "awakening mind," which he calls the "seed of 
pure happiness in the world and the remedy of suffering in the world" (Santideva 2008, 26). It is, as Jay 
Garfield puts it, the "commitment to attain and to manifest full awakening for the benefit of others" 
(Garfield 2014, 299). I argue that the basis for the cultivation of bodhicitta is the fundamental empathy 
and intersubjectivity of human consciousness discussed in chapter 3. That is, the core human capacity of 
empathy is the root of bodhicitta, and the bodhisattva path involves both clearing away obstructions to 
empathic awareness as well as developing and extending the capacity toward all sentient beings. I then 
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turn to a discussion of a system of meditative cultivation called the "four-point mind training": meditating 
on (1) the equality of self and other, (2) the limits of egocentrism or self-cherishing, (3) the benefits of 
altruism, and (4) the exchange of self and other. This system  

of cognitive-affective training is designed to arouse and extend the altruistic concern of bodhicitta as 
well as the moral perception and responsiveness requisite for the path of the bodhisattva. Finally, I argue 
that the upshot of this training is to develop the ability to perceive the basic equality of self and other 
even across social and interpersonal difference, to perceive the emptiness and fluidity of the distinction 
between self and others, and to respond compassionately and effectively to others.  <>   

THE ESSENCE OF TSONGKHAPA’S TEACHINGS WITH 
THE DALAI LAMA ON THE THREE PRINCIPAL ASPECTS 
OF THE PATH by by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, translated 
by Ven. Lhakdor, Edited by Jeremy Russell [Library of Tibetan 
Works & Archives, Wisdom Publications, 978-1614295693] 
Learn from the Dalai Lama how to put into practice your understanding of 
renunciation, the awakening mind, and emptiness. 
 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s commentary on Tsongkhapa’s THREE PRINCIPAL ASPECTS OF THE 
PATH helps us integrate the full Buddhist path into our own practice. His Holiness offers a beautiful 
elucidation of the three aspects of the path: true renunciation and the wish for freedom, the altruistic 
awakening mind (bodhichitta), and the correct view of emptiness. These three aspects of the path are the 
foundation of all the sutric and tantric practices, and encapsulate Tsongkhapa’s vision of the Buddhist 
path in its entirety. 
 
Practitioners will find THE THREE PRINCIPAL ASPECTS OF THE PATH invaluable as a manual for 
daily meditation. The universal and timeless insights of this text speak to contemporary spiritual 
aspirants, East and West. The root verses are presented in both Tibetan and fluid English translation to 
accompany these profound teachings. 

CONTENTS 
Preface by Ven. Lhakdor 
1. Three Principal Aspects of the Path by Jé Tsongkhapa 
2.  Introduction by His Holiness the Dalai Lama 
3.  The Teachings 

The Homage 
The Promise to Compose the Text 
Exhorting the Disciples to Listen 
Need to Generate the Determination to Be Free 
How to Generate the Determination to Be Free 
The Measure of Having Generated a Determination to Be Free 
Is Liberation Possible? 
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The Root of the Mind of Enlightenment 
Generating the Mind of Enlightenment 
The Need to Realize Emptiness 
Questions and Answers 

Bibliography 
About the Author 

I am happy that Wisdom Publications is publishing His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s commentary on Three 
Principal Aspects of the Path, by Jé Tsongkhapa, which I had the fortune to simultaneously translate 
during the teaching itself, and later prepare this written translation for the Library of Tibetan Works and 
Archives (LTWA) with the help of my friend Jeremy Russell. Tsongkhapa taught this short text to 
Tsakho Onpo Ngawang Dakpa in a place called Gyamo Rong in eastern Tibet. 

The three principal aspects of the path are the axis or lifeline of all the sutric and tantric practices that 
you undertake. In other words, it is important that your practice be influenced by the three aspects: 
renunciation or the determination to be free, bodhichitta or the mind of enlightenment, and right or 
correct view. For when your practice is influenced by renunciation it becomes a cause for achieving 
liberation (nirvana), when it is influenced by bodhichitta it becomes a cause for achieving omniscience 
(buddhahood), and when it is influenced by correct view it becomes an antidote to the cycle of 
existence (samsara). In the absence of these main aspects of the path, even if one is well versed in the 
five subjects of learning, even if one is able to remain in a meditative state for many eons, even if one 
possesses the five clair-voyances, and even if one has achieved the eight great accomplishments, one will 
not be able to go beyond this cycle of existence. 

The three principal aspects of the path are the essence of all the scriptures of the Buddha. The meaning 
of the Buddha’s teachings and the commentaries on them are included in the stages of the path of three 
types of individuals— the lowest, who is concerned with a higher rebirth; the medium, who is 
concerned with liberation or nirvana; and the highest-capacity individual, who is concerned with the 
bodhisattva motivation of becoming a buddha to benefit other beings. This is so because the purpose of 
all the scriptures containing the Bud-dha’s teachings and their commentaries is really to help followers 
achieve buddhahood. To attain that state of omniscience, one should practice the twofold practice of 
skillful means and wisdom, within which the main practice is bodhichitta and correct view (wisdom 
understanding emptiness). In order to cultivate these two, one should have first of all cultivated a deep 
sense of disgust toward the superficial marvels of the cycle of existence, and should have developed 
genuine renunciation—the wish to come out of samsara. In the absence of this, it is impossible to 
develop the great compassion that aspires to liberate other sentient beings from the cycle of existence. 
Hence renunciation is a must. 

Bodhichitta is the main practice of accumulation of merit for achieving the body of the Buddha 
(rupakaya), and correct view is the main practice for achieving the truth body (dharmakaya). Moreover, 
in the beginning, in order to convince one’s mind to embrace Dharma, one needs renunciation. To 
ensure that the Dharma practice becomes a Mahayana path of practice, one needs bodhi-chitta, and to 
eliminate completely the two obscurations, correct view is a must. Thus these three are known as the 
three principal aspects of the path. This way of practicing all the essential points of the path by including 
them in these three principal aspects is a very special instruction that Manjushri gave directly to 
Tsongkhapa.  <>   
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MAHÃMUDRÃ IN INDIA AND TIBET edited by Roger R. 
Jackson, Klaus-Dieter Mathes [Brill’s Tibetan Studies Library, 
Brill, 9789004410404] 
MAHĀMUDRĀ IN INDIA AND TIBET presents cutting-edge research by European and North 
American scholars on the Indian origins and Tibetan interpretations of one of the most popular and 
influential of all Tibetan meditation traditions, Mahāmudrā, or the great seal. The contributions shed 
fresh light on important areas of Mahāmudrā studies, exploring the Great Seal’s place in the Mahāyāna 
Samādhirājasūtra, the Indian tantric Seven Siddhi Texts, Dunhuang Yogatantra texts, Mar pa’s Rngog 
lineage, and the Dgongs gcig literature of the ’Bri gung, as well as in the works of Yu mo Mi bskyod rdo 
rje, the Fourth Zhwa dmar pa Chos grags ye shes, the Eighth Karma pa Mi-bskyod rdo rje, and various 
Dge lugs masters of the 17th–18th centuries. 

Contributors are: Jacob Dalton, Martina Draszczyk, Cecile Ducher, David Higgins, Roger R. Jackson, 
Casey Kemp, Adam Krug, Klaus-Dieter Mathes, Jan-Ulrich Sobisch, and Paul Thomas. 

CONTENTS 
Notes on Contributors  
Introduction by Klaus-Dieter Mathes and Roger R. Jackson 
1 The Samaadhirahjasurtra and “Sutra Mahãmudrã”: A Critical Edition and Translation of 
Verses 1–118 from Chapter 32 of the Samaadhirahjasurtra by Paul Thomas 
2 The Seven Siddhi Texts (Grub pa sde bdun): Remarks on the Corpus and Its 
Employment in Sa skya-Bka’ brgyud Mahãmudrã Polemical Literature by Adam C. Krug 
3 Maha^mudra^ and Samayamudra^ in the Dunhuang Documents and Beyond by Jacob P. 
Dalton 
4 A Neglected Bka’ brgyud Lineage: The Rngog from Gzhung and the Rngog pa Bka’ 
brgyud Transmission by Cécile Ducher 
5 ’Jig rten gsum mgon’s Dgongs gcig on the Relation between Mahãmudrã and the Six 
Yogas of Nãropa by Jan-Ulrich Sobisch 
6 The Definitive Meaning of Maha^mudra^ according to the Kãlacakra Tradition of Yu mo 
Mi bskyod rdo rje’s Phyag chen gsal sgron by Casey A. Kemp 
7 Mahãmudrã as the Key-Point of the Third Dharmacakra according to the Sixty Verses 
on Maha^mudra^ by Zhwa dmar Chos grags ye shes by Martina Draszczyk 
8 Mi bskyod rdo rje on the Question of What Remains (lhag ma, avaši^^a) by David 
Higgins 
9 Maitrïpa’s Amanasikatra-Based Mahãmudrã in the Works of the Eighth Karma pa Mi 
bskyod rdo rje by Klaus-Dieter Mathes 
10 Assimilating the Great Seal: the Dge lugs pa-ization of the dge ldan bka ’brgyud Tradition 
of Mahãmudrã by Roger R. Jackson 
Index 

Mahãmudrã (the Great Seal; Tibetan phyags rgya chen po) is one of the most important terms of art in 
later Indian Buddhism and the Buddhism of the Tibetan cultural sphere. First appearing in the context of 
Indian tantric literature – where it denoted, among other things, a particular hand-gesture, the clear 
visualization of oneself as a buddha-deity, and a female consort employed in sexual yoga practices – it 
acquired, over the course of time, an increasingly complex range of meanings, including the ultimate 
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nature of reality; a meditative process in which the mind directly recognizes its own empty, luminous, 
and blissful nature; and the enlightened buddhahood that awaits at the end of the tantric path. Although 
Mahãmudrã was known during the first diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet (snga dar; 650–850 CE), it was 
during the second diffusion of the teaching there (phyi dar; post-1000), that it became a central term in 
Buddhist discourse. It was and is the very heartbeat of the various Bka’ brgyud lineages – especially 
those stemming from Sgam po pa (1079–1153) – but found a place of greater or lesser importance, too, 
in such traditions as the Rnying ma, Bka’ gdams, Sa skya, Zhi byed, Jo nang, and Dge lugs. Wherever it 
spread, Mahãmudrã was a fertile concept, giving rise to historical analysis, lineage formation, oral and 
written pith instructions (man ngag), inspired poetry, detailed meditation manuals, nuanced scholastic 
exposition, and vigorous philosophical debate. 

Among the key questions debated by Tibetan scholars were: Is Mahãmudrã solely a tantric concept and 
practice, or is there as well a Sütra Mahãmudrã, or even an Essence Mahãmudrã? With which Indian 
Buddhist philosophical school – and turning of the Dharma-wheel – does Mahãmudrã most closely align? 
If Mahãmudrã is synonymous with emptiness, is that emptiness self-emptiness (rang stong) or other-
emptiness (gzhan stong)? Does Mahãmudrã allow room for both sudden and gradual practices? Where, 
in Mahãmudrã meditation, is the line between calm abiding (šamatha; zhi gnas) and deep insight 
(vipašyanã; lhag mthong)? Is there a place in Mahãmudrã for standard ethics, or rationality, or even 
language? Do the ideas and practices detailed within Mahãmudrã traditions amount to the same thing, or 
do they fundamentally differ? 

Although Mahãmudrã long has enjoyed popularity in the Tibetan Buddhist cultural sphere (including 
Nepal, Tibet, Mongolia, Bhutan, and Himalayan India) and has attracted increasing attention from 
Westerners drawn to Tibetan Buddhism, critical scholarship on the topic only has gained real 
momentum in the past three decades. Following on the pioneering work of Herbert Guenther, a 
number of scholars in the 1980s and 1990s – most notably Michael Broido and David Jackson – sought 
to subject Mahãmudrã to careful historical and doctrinal scrutiny. Since the 1990s, the amount and 
quality of critical scholarship on Mahãmudrã has increased significantly, especially through the efforts of 
researchers in Europe and North America. Approaching it from a variety of perspectives, such figures as 
Alexander Berzin, Lara Braitstein, Karl Brunnhölzl, Elizabeth Callahan, Daniel Brown, David Gray, Sarah 
Harding, Matthew Kapstein, Ulrich Kragh, Peter Alan Roberts, Alexander Schiller, Victoria Sujata, David 
Templeman, Janice Willis, and the contributors to this volume have given increased depth and breadth 
to our understanding of Mahãmudrã in the Indian and Tibetan worlds. 

As Mahãmudrã has become the focus of increasing scholarly investigation, it has with increasing 
frequency been the subject of panels at international conferences, including the International Association 
of Buddhist Studies (IABS) and, most especially, the International Association for Tibetan Studies (IATS). 
At the IATS seminar in Bonn, Germany in 2006, Lara Braitstein and Roger Jackson organized a panel 
entitled “Phyag rgya chen po: Perspectives, Debates, Traditions, and Transmissions,” which was 
informally aligned with a panel organized by Matthew Kapstein, entitled “For Karma Pakshi’s 
Octocentenary: Dialogue and Innovation in the Bka’-brgyud Traditions.” Braitstein and Jackson also 
organized a Mahãmudrã panel at the IABS conference in Atlanta, in 2007. After a one-conference hiatus, 
Mahãmudrã appeared again as the topic of an IATS panel at the 2013 seminar in Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia: 
Klaus-Dieter Mathes, David Higgins, and Martina Draszczyk organized a panel there entitled “Toward a 
History of Tibetan Mahãmudrã Traditions.” That a well-attended Mahãmudrã panel could be held at the 
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very next IATS, in 2016 in Bergen, Norway – this time organized by Roger Jackson and Klaus-Dieter 
Mathes – attests to the continued growth of academic interest in Mahãmudrã and the increasing 
sophistication of various aspects of Mahãmudrã studies. It is the essays presented in Bergen (and two 
others not on the program there) that form the core of this volume. 

The essays range from studies of Indian sources of Mahãmudrã by Paul Thomas (on the Sam^dhir^ja 
Sütra) and Adam Krug (on the Grub pa sde bdun); to analyses of snga dar and early phyi dar materials by 
Jacob Dalton (on samayamudr^ and mah^mudr^ in Dunhuang documents), Cecile Ducher (on the Rngog 
lineage), Jan-Ulrich Sobisch (on the dgongs gcig literature), and Casey Kemp (on the tantric perspective 
of Yu mo Mi bskyod rdo rje); to careful studies of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Bka’ brgyud sources 
by Martina Draszczyk (on the Fourth Zhwa dmar pa Chos grags ye shes), David Higgins (on the Eighth 
Karma pa Mi bskyod rdo rje), and Klaus-Dieter Mathes (also on the Eighth Karma pa); to a discussion of 
the middle period of Dge lugs Mahãmudrã discourse in Tibet by Roger Jackson. In what follows, we will 
briefly summarize each of these essays, in the roughly chronological sequence just described. 

At the outset, Paul Thomas contributes a highly reliable critical edition and translation of the first 
section (verses 1–118) of chapter 32 of the Samadhirsjasütra, which deals mainly with the emptiness of 
all phenomena in a manner reminiscent of the Prajñaparamitasütras. As part of his Mahãmudrã pith 
instructions in his *Tattvadašakataka, Sahajavajra quotes several verses from this section (vv. 93, 94cd–
98ab, 99, 102–103, and 106–107) to show that all phenomena or characteristic signs (nimittas) and 
related notions (sahjñas) must be realized as being unarisen and pure. These quoted verses further 
express the inconceivable nature of this purity in a way typical of Mahãmudrã instructions that do not 
depend on formal tantric practice. With his edition and translation, Thomas thus provides the context 
for one of the major Indian sources adduced in support of Sütra Mahãmudrã. 

Adam Krug’s contribution examines the Grub pa sde bdun, or Seven Siddhi Texts, a corpus of works 
composed by seven Indian mah^siddhas that was widely recognized in Tibet as one of the earliest Indian 
collections of treatises on Mahãmudrã. Krug begins by arguing for the correct interpretation of the 
compound Grub snying gi skor (and its various permutations) as a reference to the Grub pa sde bdun 
and its related corpora of Indian Mahãmudrã works. It then presents a number of variants in the 
configuration of the Grub pa sde bdun that appear in Tibetan literature. These variants indicate a certain 
degree of fluidity in Tibetan authors’ conceptions of the corpus’ content and scope, and demonstrate a 
pattern that is consistent with the notion of “practical canonicity.” The chapter then turns to the Grub 
pa sde bdun’s appearance in a number of passages from a raft of Sa skya and Bka’ brgyud Mahãmudrã 
polemical works addressing Sa skya pamiita’s argument that Mahãmudrã can only be conferred and fully 
realized within the context of the higher tantric consecrations of the “unsurpassed yogatantra” or bla na 
med pa’i rnal ’byor gyi rgyud. Authors on both sides of this debate are revealed as playing fast and loose 
with their sources by misrepresenting their content, ignoring any ambiguity in the form and function of 
the consecration rites recorded in the Grub pa sde bdun, and reading their own systems into the texts, 
even when there is little basis for doing so. Krug concludes by arguing that these tactics are not just a 
by-product of polemical writing – they are symptomatic of a broader rhetorical problem in the Tibetan 
conception of a singular, homogeneous “Indian tradition.” 

In “Mahãmudrã and Samayamudrã in the Dunhuang Documents and Beyond,” Jacob Dalton documents 
the usage of the term mahãmudrã from the late seventh through ninth centuries. Unlike the familiar 
texts of such mahs^iddhas as Saraha, the tantric Nãgãrjuna, Tilopa, Nãropa, and Maitrïpa (986–1063) and 
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his disciples – namely, Mahãmudrã as the nature of mind in terms of bliss and emptiness and the final 
goal of the path – the Dunhuang texts examined by Dalton consistently take mahãmudrã to refer to the 
body of the Buddha. In this early material, the Buddha’s speech and mind are related to the 
dharmamudrã and samayamudrã, respectively. In slightly later texts, such as a tenth-century scroll with a 
Mahãyoga sãdhana, however, the original meaning of mahãmudrã is extended to include not just the 
body of a buddha (or a deity for that matter), but also the buddha’s speech and mind. Dalton proposes 
that this reflects a development from the original meaning of mahãmudrã into the Mahãmudrã, with a 
capital M, known to later Indian and to Tibetan tradition. 

In “A Neglected Bka’ brgyud Lineage: The Rngog from Gzhung and the Rngog pa Bka’ brgyud 
Transmission,” Cecile Ducher brings to light for the first time the illustrious family lineage of the seat of 
Spre’u zhing, which goes back to the Tibetan Empire. It flourished until the end of the sixteenth century, 
after which the seat eventually became empty, the estate having been handed over to the neighboring 
Gong dkar Monastery by the Fifth Dalai Lama. As the head of the Rngog Bka’ brgyud pas, this family 
lineage was instrumental in spreading and preserving Mar pa Lo tsã ba’s teachings. Key among these 
were one of Mar pa’s main protector practices, that of Dud sol ma, and seven tantric cycles, whose 
mandalas came to be referred to as the Seven Mandalas of the Rngog. The material examined by Ducher 
contains tantric Mahãmudrã only, and none of what Kong sprul Blo gros mtha’ yas characterized as 
Essence or Sütra Mahãmudrã; by the same token, in the Rngog Bka’ brgyud tradition there are no 
Mahãmudrã texts that start with calm abiding (šamatha) and deep insight (vipašyanã) meditation practice. 

Jan-Ulrich Sobisch’s contribution is entitled “’Jig rten gsum mgon’s Dgongs gcig on the Relation between 
Mahãmudrã and the Six Yogas of Nãropa.” While Spyan snga Bkra shis rnam rgyal (1513–1596?) claims 
that up to Mi la ras pa the accomplishment lineage mainly involved tantric yogas such as Fierce Heat 
(gtum mo) or Luminosity (’od gsal), which are also part of Nãropa’s six yogas, Sgam po pa’s personal 
pith instructions to Phag mo gru pa (1100–1170) shed a different light on this issue. Depending on the 
yogin’s age, either Fierce Heat or Mahãmudrã instructions are given first. For young practitioners it is 
advisable to first obtain warmth through Fierce Heat practice. Elderly disciples, on the other hand, fare 
better by being first introduced to the Mahãmudrã of Inborn Union (lhan cig skyes ’byor phyag chen). In 
the material analysed by Sobisch, there is no clear determination as to whether or not Mahãmudrã can 
be realized without the six yogas. While Rdo rje shes rab, for example, explains in his Dgongs gcig 
commentary that the yogas are the only means to produce realization, the ’Bri gung speciality of the 
Fivefold Profound Path of Mahãmudrã (phyag chen lnga ldan) sets guru devotion in lieu of the six yogas, 
allowing a devoted practitioner to attain realization independent of, and thus not necessarily 
accompanied by, the path of means (i.e., Fierce Heat and the rest). Of interest also is that the more 
general teachings of the Fivefold Path prepare the necessary ground to ensure that one’s practice of the 
channels and winds (i.e., Fierce Heat and so forth) is a Buddhist path. 

Casey Kemp’s essay, “The Definitive Meaning of Mahãmudrã According to the Kãlacakra Tradition of Yu 
mo Mi bskyod rdo rje’s Phyag chen gsal sgron,” is a study of an eleventh-century text on mahãmudrã 
written by Yu mo Mi bskyod rdo rje (b. 1027), who came to be associated with the Jo nang lineage and 
is considered a proponent of a “tantric gzhan stong” view. His only surviving collection of works is The 
Four Cycles of Illuminating Lamps (Gsal sgron skor bzhi), which seeks to clarify misunderstandings about 
topics central to Vajrayãna: emptiness, mahãmudrã, luminosity, and union (zung ’jug). Of these four, The 
Lamp Illuminating Mahãmudrã (Phyag rgya chen po gsal sgron) focuses on addressing wrong views 
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regarding the definitive meaning of Mahãmudrã by relying on “canonical” literature, ranging from 
Nãgãrjuna to Saraha to the Paramãdibuddhakãlacakratantra, which is the most definitive source for 
Kãlacakra practitioners. Kemp explores how Yu mo ba draws from Indian sources to refute wrong 
views, asserts that the only means to realize Mahãmudrã is through the tantric path, describes 
Mahãmudrã as the spontaneous appearance of emptiness, and states that one must renounce worldly life 
and be guided on the path of cultivation by someone who has realized Mahãmudrã. Yu mo ba refutes 
Prãsa^gika, Svãtantrika, and even Rdzogs chen views of Mahãmudrã, claiming that Mahãmudrã cannot be 
defined through emptiness without appearance. Yu mo ba asserts that from reliance on authoritative 
Buddhist literature, particularly from the Kãlacakra tradition, it is clear that attaining Mahãmudrã must 
be a realization of nonduality as the unity of emptiness and appearance. Since according to Kãlacakra 
sources this is described as the ultimate consort who manifests at the time of empowerment, 
Mahãmudrã can thus only be attained through tantric means. According to Yu mo ba, the Mahãmudrã 
consort is none other than Višvamãtã, Kãlacakra’s consort, herself. In tantric cultivation, the yogin 
ceases conceptualization through his desire for the Mahãmudrã consort, and she spontaneously 
manifests as the pure appearance of the mind’s luminosity. This overview of Yu mo ba’s understanding of 
Mahãmudrã thus gives insight into the various debates and strategies for interpreting the definitive 
meaning of the term Mahãmudrã during the eleventh century and how these may have affected later 
tantric as well as nontantric interpretations. 

The next contribution, by Martina Draszczyk, is entitled “Mahãmudrã as Revelatory of the Key-Point of 
the Third Dharmacakra According to the Sixty Verses on Mahãmudrã by the Fourth Zhwa dmar pa 
Chos grags ye shes.” The Fourth Zhwa dmar pa’s (1453–1524) Sixty Verses are an excellent test-case 
for the reception of Dwags po Mahãmudrã in the so-called post-classical period of Tibetan Buddhism. 
This was a period when doctrines transmitted through certain lineages were systematized, 
contextualized, and synthesized. Well-defined teaching systems were formed and set off against others, a 
development that also led to intense intersectarian debates. In his verses, Chos grags ye shes displays 
Dwags po Mahãmudrã in all its facets. The author highlights the pith instructions transmitted in the Bka’ 
brgyud lineage, and follows Sgam po pa (1079–1153) in emphasizing the importance of the teacher’s 
blessing for the development of the student. Moreover, in tune with Maitrïpa and his way of bridging 
sütric and tantric teaching systems, Chos grags ye shes presents the Madhyamaka of Nonabiding in the 
sense of Unity (zung ’jug rab tu mi gnas pa’i dbu ma; yuganaddhãpratihtahãna-madhyamaka) as the 
philosophical backbone for the practice of Mahãmudrã, while emphasizing a cataphatic approach that 
understands mind’s true nature not as mere emptiness but as coemergent wisdom imbued with qualities. 
The Zhwa dmar demarcates this from other Buddhist tenets that in one way or the other attribute 
various notions of existence or nonexistence to phenomena and the mind. He examines the required 
prerequisites from the side of both student and teacher and introduces the reader to Mahãmudrã 
practice. He also discusses and rejects criticism raised against this teaching system by Sa skya Pariita, 
who was opposed to a Mahãmudrã practice that does not fully conform to the practice of the 
Unexcelled Yoga Tantras. 

In “Mi bskyod rdo rje on the Question of What Remains (lhag ma; avašihtha),” David Higgins examines 
the combination of Aprati^^hãna Madhyamaka with Mahãmudrã from the angle of the old question of 
what remains in emptiness. 
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The topic is directly related to the discussion as to whether the acceptance of a remainder presupposes 
a distinction between two modes of emptiness, i.e., self-emptiness (rang stong) and other-emptiness 
(gzhan stong). Higgins further considers the related questions whether a buddha can be said to have 
knowledge (jñãna), what happens during states of cessation (nirodhasamãpatti), and whether goal-
realization is best described by negative determinations (rnam bcad), positive determinations (yongs 
gcod), or no determinations or theses (dam bca’; pratijñã) at all. With this complex set of questions, 
Higgins examines how Mi bskyod rdo rje (1507–1554) understood the remainder in emptiness and how 
he used it to reconcile the affirmative and negative strains of Buddhist thought and praxis. The essay 
shows in particular how Mi bskyod rdo rje sought to accommodate an affirmative account of what 
remains within his non-foundationalist Madhyamaka philosophical orientation. Higgins concludes that for 
the Karma pa, this affirmative yet non-foundational remainder is best described as a “groundless 
ground,” an enduring mode of being and awareness that is available to first-hand experience yet 
irreducible to postulates of existence and nonexistence and the related views of eternalism and nihilism. 

In “Maitrïpa’s Amanasikãra-Based Mahãmudrã in the Works of the Eighth Karma pa Mi bskyod rdo rje,” 
Klaus-Dieter Mathes shows how Mi bskyod rdo rje’s position of combining the via negationis of analytic 
Madhyamaka with the via affirmativa of Mahãmudrã fully profits from Maitrïpa’s radical non-
foundationalism, which still allows for ontologically unproblematic, positive descriptions of emptiness as 
luminosity or awareness. Following the tantric Nãgãrjuna’s Caturmudrãnvaya, Maitrïpa combines 
Mahãmudrã with the Madhyamaka view of “non-abiding” (apratiatshãna), which aims at radically 
transcending any conceptual assessment of true reality. The related practice is amanasikãra, which is not 
only taken in terms of its normal meaning of mental non-engagement, but also as “luminous self-
empowerment.” The term lends its name to a cycle of texts by Maitrïpa, which played an important role 
in the writings of the Eighth Karma pa Mi bskyod rdo rje. Mi bskyod rdo rje thus combines 
Aprati^^hãna-Madhyamaka with the “Mahãmudrã of the nature of mind,” a term signifying that the 
uncontrived nature of mind manifests without effort in the absence of any dichotomizing reification. On 
the topic of Sütra Mahãmudrã, Mi bsyod rdo rje comes to the defense of Sgam po pa against the critique 
of Sa skya Pa^^ita, but follows a different approach than ’Gos Lo tsã ba Gzhon nu dpal (1392–1481). 
While the latter argues with reference to the Tattvadašaka, its commentary, and Jñãnakïrti’s Tattvãvatãra 
that there is a Sütra-, or rather Pãramitãnaya-based Mahãmudrã, which works without the formal tantric 
practice of the creation and completion stages, Mi bskyod rdo rje warns that calm abiding and deep 
insight tend to be overstated as the exemplifying and actual wisdoms of tantric empowerment. Still, as 
Mi bskyod rdo rje points out, Maitrïpa teaches in his Kudahta inirghãtana the attainment of buddhahood 
through the causal vehicle (i.e., Pãramitãnaya). On a topic related to Sütra Mahãmudrã, Mathes also 
shows how Mi bskyod rdo rje identifies in Maitrïpa’s description of the Vajrasattva-mahasla the 
possibility of an immediate access to the goal of buddhahood through pointing-out instructions (ngo 
sprod), as the deities are not cultivated as in the usual creation stage practice but directly pointed out. 

Lastly comes Roger Jackson’s “Assimilating the Great Seal: The Dge lugs pa-ization of the dge ldan bka 
’brgyud Tradition of Mahãmudrã,” which considers the question whether the Dge lugs pa Mahãmudrã 
tradition – traced back to Tsong kha pa (1357–1419) but first publicized by the First / Fourth Pat chen 
Lama, Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan (1570–1662) – was originally – as some, including the Fourteenth 
Dalai Lama, have claimed – a Dge lugs-Bka’ brgyud synthesis, which was stripped by subsequent 
interpreters of many of its Bka’ brgyud elements and brought into conformity with a hardening Dge lugs 
pa orthodoxy. Jackson focuses first on the Bka’ brgyud elements – especially text-quotations and 
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meditation instructions – incorporated by the First Pa^ chen into his Mahãmudrã root-verses (the Rgyal 
ba’i gzhung lam) and autocommentary (the Yang gsal sgron me), then examines the contrasting attitudes 
toward both the Bka’ brgyud and Mahãmudrã evinced by two of the Pat chen’s disciples, the great A 
mdo master, Skal ldan rgya mtsho (1607–1677), and the Fifth Dalai Lama Ngag dbang blo bzang rgya 
mtsho (1617–1682), after whom little was written on Mahãmudrã for almost a century. Jackson then 
turns to the eighteenth-century renewer of the tradition, Dka’ chen Ye shes rgyal mtshan (1713–1793), 
who wrote more on Dge lugs Mahãmudrã than any master before or since, and analyzes the ways in 
which his treatment of the practice tends to downplay Bka’ brgyud elements emphasized by the First Pa^ 
chen, while stressing what by then were orthodox Dge lugs pa categories, practices, and views. Although 
focusing primarily on doctrinal issues, Jackson also considers the political context in which Dge lugs 
Mahãmudrã discourse originated and developed. He concludes that while over the course of the century 
between the First Pat chen and Ye shes rgyal mtshan, Bka’ brgyud aspects of the Dge lugs Mahãmudrã 
tradition were increasingly overshadowed by Dge lugs pa elements, it is not really appropriate to say 
that the tradition was “Dge lugs paized,” because in its essential features, and especially in its 
philosophical view, it had been Dge lugs pa all along.  <>   
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There are few topics in religious thought as fascinating as the relationship between God and time - a 
relationship that challenges the seemingly insurmountable contrast between God's eternity and world's 
temporality. 

The discourse in recent years on the concept of God as related to a philosophy of time has brought 
forth numerous publications, an indication of lively interest in this topic. What the current discussion 
has lacked, is an account of how non-European traditions deal with this topic. If this were demonstrated, 
it is likely that this interest would intensify. Thus, the inclusion of such traditions is not only desirable, it 
is essential. 

On one hand, this is the aim of the present volume. On the other hand, however, its wider aim is not 
simply to juxtapose individual traditions and their different points of view, but to open cross references 
in order to bring widely divergent traditions into conversation with each other, doing this not only 
across geographical distance, but also temporal. This is a new way to view the topic of God and time, 
one that until now has not been undertaken in this form. 

Despite the diversity of religious traditions, it is astonishing how over centuries, indeed millennia, so 
many have focused on the topic of God and time. This is reflected in the remarkably long list of thinkers 
who, within their individual traditions, have dealt intensively with the problem of God and time. Indeed, 
we must admit that the subject is so wide-ranging that it can hardly be presented here in any form that 
might be considered comprehensive. Nonetheless, this presentation of nine perspectives can be seen as 
a first step. 

What on first appearance may look like a miscellaneous collection of contributions about different 
places, epochs and religions in fact reveals that the question of how eternity and temporality relate to 
one another has been an unremitting problem in theological and philosophical traditions, whether in 
general or in reladon to specific questions. In this volume, this is displayed most clearly in those 
contributions that examine thinkers who dealt with the example of creation. Without creation there 
would be no world. Moreover, without creation God would also become a meaningless concept. And 
yet the existence of a world origination as well decay presupposes time. Thus, despite the obvious 
contradiction of God and time, there must be a relation between eternity and temporality - a 
relationship that must be discovered and reflected upon again and again. 

The first two contributions, by Florian Fischer and Johannes Grossl, and by R.T. Mullins, introduce the 
reader to the philosophy of time in general, as well as to the most important interpretations of the 
difference between God and time. To open, Fischer and Grossl provide a philosophical background and 
present the terminology used in the philosophy of time. Here, the reader is introduced to the idea of 
various times: does only one time exist, or is there more than one? They first offer the solutions as 
found in various theories, including presentism, eternalism, growing blockers and moving spotlighters. 
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Next they outline the relevant discussions on change over time, with an overview given of positions 
such as persistence, perdurantism, exdurantism, and endurantism. They also discuss other views in this 
context, including indexicalism, copularism, and relationalism. Debates on persistence through time and 
the metaphysical status of the nature of time are of particular importance in this regard. The problem of 
whether one can assume change in God or not is dealt with against the background of discussions on 
views about God's mutability, referred to as divine temporalism, and about God's timelessness, that is, 
divine eternalism. To conclude, the two authors present a special account of the relationship between 
God and time: process ontology and process theology. As the most current position, this is an attempt 
to connect timeless God with temporal things. As an alternative to the aporetic discussion of whether 
God changes when he creates, offered here is the concept that God always creates. The authors 
mention not only the most important positions on this (Whitehead, Hartshorne, Bergson), but also 
discuss other positions such as social trinitarianism. 

What was introduced as one position among many in the first chapter is discussed in more detail in the 
next, by R.T. Mullins. He considers the topic "God and time" to have been addressed incorrectly by 
several authors: the difficult question of what time actually is has led to a number of controversial 
answers. Mullins provides critical arguments against various views of God's creation of time, as well as 
the view that time is to be identified with God. A second important question in his chapter is whether 
God is responsible for the existence of time. Here, he discusses three options, providing different 
arguments against all of them, whereupon he develops the concept of time as an attribute of God. 
Mullins explains that a crucial point for creationists, who range from Augustine to William Lane Craig 
and Thomas Jay Oord, is their view that God creates time in the sense that God creates change. What 
can be criticized is the interrelation between change and time, which leads to the aporetic question that 
if God, when creating, causes change, how is it that he himself does not change when he creates? Mullins 
points out that in the creationist view, it is impossible to bridge the gap between change and 
eternity/immutability. God cannot change before time changes, not even in the moment before creation. 
The creationist argument finds itself in a vicious circle, because change and time are identified with one 
another. But is there an alternative to the argument that time only exists if change exists? After briefly 
touching on the idea of concomitance, Mullins introduces a third option, the view of identification of 
time with God. This solution was offered by both Nicole Oresme and Thomas F. Torrance. Time can 
exist without change and it can be an attribute of God. But was there time before creation? Mullins 
offers the following view: If God has created a universe with uniform laws of nature and consistent 
change, God has not created time. Instead, God has created a succession of moments within a metrical 
form. 

The chapter by Daniel Saudek also considers certain classical problems regarding the relationship 
between God and time, namely, the problem of divine foreknowledge and future contingents, and 
Kretzmann's dilemma of the incompatibility between the omniscience and immutability of God. These 
matters are examined in light of the theory of relativity. The author argues that the best way to think of 
time in the context of relativity theory is in terms of a local model of time, in which there is no global 
passage of time. To this end, he provides a derivation of temporal ordering ("before"), of the 
quantification of temporal duration, and of time's asymmetric, arrow-like structure, i.e. the difference 
between the fixed past and the open future. This derivation is based on the atemporal notion of the set 
of states of an object. Time is thus "attached" to objects, and is therefore local rather than global. Based 
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on this model, the afore-mentioned problems become greatly simplified, and can even be considered to 
dissolve. 

After these overviews of analytic and systematic approaches to the subject of God and time, we turn to 
historical approaches, first to the influential Jewish theologian Philo of Alexandria (first century CE). Also 
here the subject of God and time was a crucial one, whereby this thinker discussed the topic using his 
own terminology and offered various solutions. 

Ze'ev Strauss presents the thoughts of Philo of Alexandria. This most prominent Jewish thinker of the 
first century CE, tried to reconcile Platonic and Stoic theories of time with biblical text by means of 
allegorical exegesis. His metaphysical conception of time plays a key role in his non-temporal 
understanding of the creation account and of Jewish tradition as a whole. What theory of time does he 
ultimately uphold? And which philosophical arguments does he put forward in favor of his view? In the 
present article, Strauss shows how Philo links God with time by drawing on anthropomorphic 
perceptions. He highlights the crucial influence of the conception of the transcendent absolute on his 
metaphysical treatment of time. Furthermore, he investigates Philo's application of the concept of the 
'new' to God and the Jewish faith, thus identifying an intimate connection between the theme of God's 
asymmetric relation to time and His spirited discourse with mankind's rational souls. 

Coming to the second monotheistic tradition in this historical overview, the next chapter by Jon Hoover 
deals with God and time as found in the Islamic theology of Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 1328). Before introducing 
Taymiyyah's views on God and time, Hoover prepares the theological background of the leading 
question: How can a God who, according to the vision of the Qur'an, is the ruler of the universe and 
beyond time be considered to create time without becoming temporal? Three relevant directions of 
kalam theology participated in this debate: Mu'tazili, As'ari and ^aturidi kalam, plus the philosophers Ibn 
Sina and Ibn Rusd, who argued against the kalam view. Hoover reconstructs the relevant stages of the 
debates between these groups, following them to the discussions about how to define the world, a 
question much discussed but perhaps never solved. Is the world eternal or did it originate temporally? 
The main view is to connect temporal change with the eternal nature of God. The world depends on 
God, but probably not vice versa. At this point, Hoover introduces the view of Ibn Taymiyyah, who 
teaches that God would be imperfect if he did not unceasingly create. The main opponent of Ibn 
Taymiyyah in this question was ^s'ari kalam, defending ar-Razi's view that the world has an origin in time. 
In contrast, Ibn Taymiyyah defines God's creation as perpetual (da'im). It is for this reason that nothing 
other than God himself is eternal. Timeless eternity would make God inactive. To create eternally 
means that from eternity, he has been creating one thing after another. It becomes apparent that the 
view of a timeless God who stops and starts to create cannot solve the contradiction between eternity 
and temporality. From these views, Hoover then arrives at Ibn Taymiyyah's next thesis: while God can 
do things in a personal sequence, he does not see the deeds of human beings before they are completed. 
Moreover, Hoover demonstrates that Ibn Taymiyyah introduces a distinction between God's continuous 
creativity and concrete created things. Nothing that God creates is eternal. Each created thing has a 
beginning in time, but God's creative activity has no beginning and no end. Temporality and eternity can 
be connected because God's creation is from eternity; in his creation God performs, by means of his will 
and power, successive voluntary acts. These do not relativize him, but subsist in his eternal essence. 

If one looks at these two contributions once again under the aspect of the importance of time, one 
realizes that while reflecting on time as either different from or identical to the conception of God, an 
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image of God develops. The next chapter also makes it clear that thinking about time played a role in 
the religious philosophical understanding of "historical eternity." In addition to the main question of how 
God's absoluteness can be preserved in the face of the temporality of time or the world, a further 
question is how a concept of God can survive in the face of inevitable temporality. 

For Michael Schulz, the expression "historical eternity" seems to be a contradiction: something is either 
temporal-historical or eternal, but not both. It is exactly this expression, however, that must be 
explained in the religions of revelation such as Judaism, Christianity and Islam. All these traditions believe 
in an eternal God within time. Wolfhart Pannenberg and Hans Urs von Balthasar set themselves to the 
task of explaining this by resorting to the philosophy of Christianity of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. 
In a trialogue between these three thinkers, Schulz compares their thinking and unfolds how they 
developed concepts of the relationality between eternity and history. For Hegel, eternity in time means 
God's self-recognition in time and otherness in human beings. But God remains absolute in his triadically 
self-determining subjectivity. While for Hegel eternity is present in time, for Pannenberg eternity is only 
present in the mode of anticipation as future eschatological verification. Paradoxically this implies that 
God depends more on time and history. Pannenberg thus adopts Hegel's concept of true infinity and 
combines it with the idea of God's self-determination: God can decide to have himself determined by 
otherness, namely, by the world and history. In this way, eternity can also be in history and God can 
reveal himself in human nature. For Pannenberg, God's relationship to the world must be based upon a 
difference within God. God's relationship to the world is a relation to a divine othemess, the Son. Only 
an inner divine difference and otherness explains the possibility of God's relating himself to other things. 
Although the other chapters of this volume have shown how time stands in opposition to God's 
eternity, Schulz points out that for Pannenberg, also an external Other can belong to God's self-
determination. 

The next theologian, Urs von Balthasar, asks what God gains from the world without God first 
becoming God through the world. The divine ruse of reason of which Hegel speaks, however, seems to 
say exactly this: God is not God without the world. Balthasar responds with a theology of the Trinity 
that allows us to accept characteristics of the finite, such as origin and future, to be a form of time, 
passivity and receptivity in God (generatio passiva, spiratio passiva). The eternal God, who can thus 
manifest himself in temporal eternity, could be understood as a consequence of divine inner 
gratuitousness, in which divine persons represent past, present and future. Inner divine difference is an 
expression of divine love aimed not at itself, but rather at the other for its own sake. Thus going beyond 
Hegel's contribution, Pannenberg and Balthasar conceive inner-divine difference as a relational event 
capable of temporality. 

The last three chapters in this volume present this topic from the perspective of traditions in South 
Asia, with the next two chapters discussing the question of God and time as found in the works of two 
medieval Indian theologians and the last examining an Indian Buddhist theory of time. The first chapter 
of this group, written by Marcus Schmucker, examines how the conception of God depended on the 
idea of the continuous flowing of time. At roughly the same time as Ibn Taymiyyah was writing, 
theologians from two theistic traditions of Vedanta in India were developing monotheistic systems. 
Madhya, the thirteenth-century founder of Dvaita Vedanta, and Venkatanatha, a thirteenth/ fourteenth 
century theologian who represented the Visistadvaita tradition of Vedanta, both discussed the 
relationship between God and time at length. Madhya and his commentator JayatIrtha applied a concept 
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of God in which God is able, with his inconceivable potency (acintyasakti), to manifest temporal 
determinations in the eternal flow of time so that the special time of creation (srstikala) can start. 
Thereby the concept of will is strongly emphasized, which seems to eliminate the need for an 
explanation of God's reference to the present. Madhya and Jayatirtha are therefore two theologians who 
can certainly be regarded as representatives of a divine eternalism. 

The second author, Venkatanatha, bases his thinking on a concept of substance (dravya). He considers 
God's knowledge in relation to time as the relationship between two substances. Considering God's 
knowledge to be a substance that can have temporal properties without being relativized in its eternal 
nature is the basic idea developed by Venkatanatha. This also guides his explanations of divine will, which 
on the one hand is eternal, but on the other hand carries temporal determinations. Therefore, it is 
obvious that he is a representative of a divine temporalism, albeit a differentiated one. However, 
Schmucker's contribution does not only pursue the difficult relation of eternity and temporality, but 
further seeks to answer the question of why Indian theologians arrived at the thesis that time, which 
originally had in India a destructive aspect, has to agree with a concept of God. 

In the next chapter, Michael T. Williams follows the topic of God and time to India during the sixteenth 
century, which was a time of intense public debate and innovative discussion among India's various 
philosophical traditions. Williams' contribution explores the philosophy of time in this period through 
the works of three philosophers who wrote in Sanskrit: Mahadeva Bhatta, Raghunatha Siromani and 
Vyasatirtha. All three were realist philosophers who defended their ideas against anti-realist 
philosophers from the Advaita tradition of Vedanta, and yet they had very different ideas about time and 
its relationship to space and God. Mahadeva defended the classical Vaisesika theory of time, according to 
which time is one of nine distinct substances. Time, according to this theory, is a singular entity, although 
it appears to be divided into smaller units due to the motion of physical objects. Raghunatha, a more 
radical Bengali Navya-Naiyayika, rejected this classical picture and argued that space and time are simply 
identical with God. He also rejected the classical idea that time is calibrated by motion, instead arguing 
that we need to accept an entirely different category of being to explain how time appears to be divided 
into discrete units. 

Williams contrasts both of these perspectives with the ideas of the theologian Vyasat^rtha. Vyasatirtha 
belonged to the school of philosophy/theology in South India known as the "Madhya" school of Vedanta, 
whose founder Madhya was already mentioned in the preceding chapter. Vyasatirtha argues that space 
and time are distinct substances, but ones that nevertheless exist in a state of permanent dependence on 
God. One of Vyasatirtha's contributions to his school's thought about time lies in his attempt to use 
conceptual analysis to show that space and time must be infinite/unbounded substances. 

Masamichi Sakai's contribution, which concludes the volume, goes historically back nearly another 
thousand years in the history of Indian philosophy to the medieval Indian Buddhist 
logician/epistemologist Dharmakirti (fl. c. sixth/ seventh century) and his successor Dharmottara. Not 
only were both significant regarding the concept of temporally interpreted change, but they also 
challenged the concept of eternity and thus were opponents of the Indian theistic traditions' assertions 
of an eternally existing God. 

While the first contribution of this volume by Fischer and Grossl introduced the most important 
positions of a philosophy of time, Sakai's chapter shows how these positions can be enriched but also 
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disputed if confronted by thinkers such as Dharmakirti and Dharmottara. In his presentation and 
characterization of the Buddhist theory of momentariness as advocated by Dharmakirti, Sakai places the 
Buddhist theory of momentariness into the argumentative framework of contemporary metaphysics, 
methodologically giving this chapter an interdisciplinary character. In fact, the method the author uses to 
fulfill the aim of his chapter is well taken due to the fact that among contemporary metaphysicians, there 
are some who concur with early Buddhist philosophers in saying that ordinary objects exist only for an 
instant. 

Sakai begins his discussion with the important question of how one and the same object can have two 
different properties that are contradictory. He discusses various attempts at solutions in analytical 
philosophy, the first being the assumption of time-indexed properties, the second, the theory of 
adverbialism or endurantism. A third option involves perdurantism and stage theory. Sakai presents the 
main features of these theories trying to explain that the same thing can have different and even 
opposing properties over time. According to Dharmakirti's view, having two different properties also 
implies two different things, with his criticism directed against the assumption of intrinsic properties. 
The concept of dependence is different from this. Finally, Sakai compares Buddhist momentariness to 
stage theory and perdurantism. In the Buddhist position, at any given moment there is a different object 
with different properties. In contrast to stage theory, which leaves open whether moments or stages 
have extensions, Sakai shows that the Buddhist position does not allow this. The goal of this position is 
not to explain how something continues in the transition from one moment to the next, but how things 
pass away. 

Thus the volume concludes, having presented nine perspectives on temporality and eternity as this 
pertains to God and time. In retrospect, they can be summarized as follows: The presentation of this 
topic begins with two contributions from the perspective of analytical philosophy, continues with the 
example of the Jewish theologian Philo of Alexandria, and finally ends with the Muslim medieval 
theologian Ibn Taymiyyah. How Christian Protestant theology deals with this topic was explained using 
the example of Pannenberg's and Balthasar's reception of Hegel. Three contributions on the South Asian 
region, two on theistic traditions of Vedanta and one on the position of Buddhism, conclude the volume. 
But it is certain that the further afield one looks at this topic, with its copious facets in religious thought 
over the ages and around the world, the more questions will arise, and ideas and concepts on this topic 
will be offered.  <>   

MANI AND AUGUSTINE: COLLECTED ESSAYS ON MANI, 
MANICHAEISM AND AUGUSTINE by Johannes van Oort 
[Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies, Brill, 9789004416956] 
MANI AND AUGUSTINE: COLLECTED ESSAYS ON MANI, MANICHAEISM AND AUGUSTINE 
gathers in one volume contributions on Manichaean scholarship made by the internationally renowned 
scholar Johannes van Oort. The first part of the book focuses on the Babylonian prophet Mani (216-277) 
who styled himself an ‘apostle of Jesus Christ’, on Jewish elements in Manichaeism and on ‘human semen 
eucharist’, eschatology and imagery of Christ as ‘God’s Right Hand’. The second part of the book 
concentrates on the question to what extent the former ‘auditor’ Augustine became acquainted with 

https://www.amazon.com/Mani-Augustine-Collected-Manichaeism-Manichaean/dp/9004416951/
https://www.amazon.com/Mani-Augustine-Collected-Manichaeism-Manichaean/dp/9004416951/
https://www.amazon.com/Mani-Augustine-Collected-Manichaeism-Manichaean/dp/9004416951/
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Mani’s gnostic world religion and his canonical writings, and explores to what extent Manichaeism had a 
lasting impact on the most influential church father of the West.  

Review 
Johannes van Oort zählt seit Jahrzehnten zu den weltweit bedeutendsten Erforschern der Gnosis und 
speziell des Manichäismus. Einen zweiten wissenschaftlichen Schwerpunkt legte der in den Niederlanden 
und in Südafrika Lehrende auf die Erschließung von Person und Werk des Augustinus von Hippo, des 
wohl namhaftesten christlichen Anhängers, schließlich aber vor allem Bekämpfers Manis, des 
Manichäismus und seiner Schriften. Neben einigen gewichtigen Monographien zu diesen beiden großen 
Themenfeldern und ihrer Schnittmenge publizierte van Oort eine beachtliche Anzahl an kleineren 
Beiträgen, verstreut in Periodika aus den Bereichen Religionswissenschaft, Theologie, 
Geschichtswissenschaft oder Altphilologie. Insofern diese Einzelveröffentlichungen bisweilen schwerer 
zugänglich sind, stellt die nun erschienene Sammlung ein wertvolles Instrument für die einschlägige 
Forschung bereit. Zu den wiederabgedruckten „Essays“, die durch zwei bislang noch nicht publizierte 
Aufsätze ergänzt werden, gesellt sich die Wiedergabe etlicher Rezensionen aus der Feder van Oorts – 
auch hier wieder gruppiert zu den zwei Bereichen „Manichaeism“ und „Augustine and Manichaeism“. 
Der renommierte Verfasser und der nicht minder renommierte Verlag Brill haben dafür gesorgt, dass 
der neue Sammelband sorgfältig verfasst, lektoriert und erschlossen – wir finden ausführliche 
Verzeichnisse und Register – sowie hochwertig produziert und gebunden wurde: zu Freude und Gewinn 
für jeden Lesenden und zu Nutzen und Zierde einer jeden geisteswissenschaftlichen Bibliothek. —
Christof Müller, Würzburg 

[Translation: For decades, Johannes van Oort has been one of the world's most important researchers 
of Gnosis and especially Manichaeism. The lecturer in the Netherlands and South Africa placed a second 
academic focus on the development of the person and work of Augustine of Hippo, probably the most 
well-known Christian devotee, but above all the fighter of Mani, Manichaeism and his writings. In 
addition to some weighty monographs on these two major subject areas and their overlap, van Oort 
published a considerable number of smaller contributions, scattered in periodicals from the fields of 
religious studies, theology, historical studies or classical philology. Insofar as these individual publications 
are sometimes difficult to access, the collection that has now been published provides a valuable tool for 
relevant research. The reprinted “essays”, which are supplemented by two as yet unpublished articles, 
are joined by the reproduction of a number of reviews from van Oort's pen - again grouped into the 
two areas “Manichaeism” and “Augustine and Manichaeism”. The renowned author and the no less 
renowned publishing house Brill have ensured that the new anthology was carefully written, edited and 
cataloged - we can find detailed directories and registers - as well as produced and bound to a high 
quality: for the joy and profit of every reader and for the benefit of and an ornament of every humanities 
library.— Christof Müller, Würzburg] 
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Excerpt: This book collects most of my essays on Mani, Manichaeism and Augustine as they appeared 
during the past years in various scientific journals and congress collections. Supplemented by a number 
of relevant review articles and more or less extensive reviews, all studies have been divided into three 
parts. Part One ‘Mani and Manichaeism’ gives an overview of the origins of Mani’s gnostic church and 
discusses a number of characteristic features of his world religion. Part Two ‘Augustine and 
Manichaeism’ comprises eighteen studies examining the significance Mani and his gnostic Christianity may 
have had for the church father Augustine. Since the ultimate purpose of my researches was and still is to 
find out to what extent the most important thinker of (Western) Christianity has been influenced by 
Mani and his followers, the main emphasis of this book is on these studies. They are based on my 
endeavours to understand the fascinating worldview of Mani and his many disciples. Over the years I 
have become increasingly convinced that Augustine was very well aware of Mani’s teachings; it has also 
become increasingly my conviction that the lasting impact of Manichaeism on Augustine was 
considerable. I hope that the studies collected here provide convincing evidence of this, especially with 
regard to Augustine’s distinctive Christian spirituality, his negative attitude to sexuality (and the role of 
sex in the transmission of original sin) and, for instance, his theories about memory, all being so very 
influential in our intellectual and cultural history. Part Three assembles topical reviews and review 
articles on the themes of ‘Mani and Manichaeism’ and ‘Augustine and Manichaeism’ respectively. 
Extensive indices have been added which, I assume, may help not only readers seeking for quick 
reference but also those researchers who aim at further study of so many an intriguing feature of both 
Mani’s and Augustine’s worldviews. 

The essays collected here (I also enclosed two previously unpublished ones) have been written over the 
course of a good number of years. I have not removed all traces of the different times and places of 
origin, but supplemented new information where this seemed desirable. All essays have in principle 
retained their original ‘complete’ character and can therefore be read as independent studies. I hereby 
meet an increasingly common form of publication in which individual chapters of a book are also made 
available electronically to the interested student for download. The benevolent reader will understand 
that in this way repetition of essential information sometimes turned out to be inevitable. 

*** 
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Mani and Manichaeism  
The Discovery of Manichaeism 
It was a long time before Manichaeism, the world religion that is named after Mani (216–276/7), became 
the object of serious historical and theological research. During the Middle Ages, the term ‘Manichaeism’ 
was in use in the West, but mainly as a false and horrifying designation of dissenting opinion. Both in the 
Church and the State the label ‘Manichaeism’ was rather lavishly attached, even if opinions had nothing 
in common with the religion in question. Thus dissenters from established social and theological 
opinions were silenced, as was particularly the case with the Cathars in Southern France and some 
regions of Northern Italy. As late as the sixteenth century the protestant Luther was accused of 
Manichaeism, and in this respect even an irenical scholar such as Erasmus could not restrain himself. 

It was also for this reason that, first of all in protestant circles, Mani and his religion became the objects 
of study. An initial but still insecure attempt was made by the notorious dissident Gottfried Arnold in his 
Unparteyische Kirchen- und Ketzerhistorie (1699/1700). Against all current opinions, this German 
Pietist tried to understand and even to justify the Manichaeans; and he particularly stressed the cruelties 
perpetrated by the Catholics against them. A more solid scientific foundation for all future research of 
Manichaeism was laid down by the Huguenot Isaac de Beausobre. His monumental and still consulted 
Histoire critique de Manichée et du Manichéisme was published in two substantial folio volumes in 
Amsterdam in 1734 and 1739. Although apologetics was also an important underlying motive in this case 
(De Beausobre tried to vindicate the Protestant Reformation, and in his efforts he sometimes even 
depicted Manichaeism as Protestantism avant la lettre!), subsequent studies could build upon several of 
his profound insights. The originality of De Beausobre’s analyses can be detected in, for instance, his 
observations about the importance of the Gospel of Thomas to the Manichaeans and about their use of 
Jewish Enochic lore. Not until the discoveries at Nag Hammadi (1945) and Qumran (1946) could his 
remarkably prescient insights be properly evaluated. 

In the long interval after De Beausobre, virtually no progress was made. Studies usually became 
entrenched in ordinary anti-Manichaean polemics. A fresh treatment of the subject had to wait until the 
theologian Ferdinand Christian Baur from Tübingen, who in 1831 published his Das manichäische 
Religionssystem nach den Quellen neu untersucht und entwickelt. Although Baur attached too much 
importance to Buddhism as a formative element in Mani’s religion, his study is of lasting value because of 
its meticulous analysis of traditions preserved by the Church Fathers, Augustine in particular. After the 
groundbreaking work of Baur, the nineteenth century also saw the publication of new Oriental source 
material by scholars like G. Flügel (1862, 1871), E. Sachau (1878), K. Kessler (1889), and H. Pognon 
(1898). This new information, together with the material already known from Greek and Latin sources, 
provided a solid basis for subsequent studies. 

Yet still material which had been collected from the Christian and Muslim opponents of Manichaeism 
was concerned. Genuine Manichaean texts were first discovered from the beginning of the twentieth 
century. During the years 1902–1914, Prussian archaeological expeditions, first led by A. Grünwedel and 
then by the more successful A. von Le Coq, brought back to Berlin several thousand fragments of 
Manichaean texts mainly originating from the sites of Turfan in Sinkiang (China) along the famous Silk 
Road. These texts were written in some seventeen (then partly unknown) languages and dialects such as 
Tokharian, Middle Persian, Parthian, Sogdian, Uighur (a kind of Old Turkish), ‘Bactrian’, New Persian and 
also in Chinese. The year 1905 brought the news of Sir Aurel Stein’s discovery of a large hoard of 
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Buddhist and Manichaean manuscripts in Tun-huang in Chinese Central Asia. Here, shortly afterwards, 
the French scholar Paul Pelliot was also successful, as were some Chinese expeditions which followed 
him. Among the documents discovered at Turfan were a Manichaean Confessional for the Hearers in 
Uighur (usually termed the Xuastvanift); among the documents from Tun-huang were a lengthy doctrinal 
tractate in Chinese (usually known as the Traité), the Compendium of the Doctrines and Styles of the 
Teaching of Mani, the Buddha of Light (conserved in London; a supplementary part, known as the 
Fragment Pelliot, is in Paris), and the Chinese Hymnscroll. Subsequently, an important series of 
discoveries followed in the West. As early as 1918, a Manichaean manuscript in Latin was found near 
Tébessa in Algeria. In November 1929 a large collection of Coptic 

Manichaean texts, the importance of which cannot easily be overestimated, was first made known to the 
Danish Egyptologist H.O. Lange and then, in 1930, to the Berlin scholar Carl Schmidt during a visit in 
Cairo. Eventually the greater part of these manuscripts went to Berlin; the other part was acquired by 
Sir Chester Beatty for his famous collection of classical and biblical manuscripts in London (now housed 
in Dublin). As is generally assumed, all these Coptic texts, although they were found in Medinet Madi in 
the Egyptian Fayoum, did not originate there but probably in the region of Assiut (Lycopolis) in Upper 
Egypt. Now accessible in (facsimile) edition are the lion’s share of the Kephalaia, the Psalm-Book, and 
the Homilies. Unfortunately, the bulk of three codices (among them a historical work that gave reports 
on Mani’s death and the early history of his Church, and a collection of Letters of Mani) seem to have 
been mainly lost. An extraordinary surprise was the publication in 1970 of another document from 
Egypt, namely the now famous Greek Cologne Mani-Codex. The Codex Manichaicus Coloniensis (CMC) 
contains a unique biography of Mani’s youth and first missionary journeys edited on the basis of the eye-
witness accounts of his closest disciples. Since 1991, other new Manichaean texts have been discovered 
in Ismant el-Kharab (ancient Kellis) in the Egyptian Dakhleh-Oasis. 

Mani’s Origin, Life, and Mission 
In his compendium of heresies, the Church Father Augustine begins his description of Manichaeism as 
follows: 

The Manichaeans sprang from a certain Persian called Manes, but when his mad doctrine began 
to be preached in Greece, his disciples chose to call him Manichaeus to avoid the word for 
‘madness’. For the same reason some of them, somewhat more learned and therefore more 
deceitful, called him Mannichaeus, doubling the letter ‘n’, as if he were one who pours out 
manna. —De haer. 46,1 

In this passage, it is actually not so much Augustine’s derision of Mani’s name by suggesting a connection 
with madness (Greek: Manía) that is conspicuous. Such a pun was obvious and used by many. It is more 
characteristic that Augustine, previously an auditor of the sect for some ten years, as regards the person 
of Mani, confines himself to the statement: he was a Persian (Persa quidem). This profile matches the 
current view and even applies to Mani’s electi: the words and doctrines of the master had to be 
considered important, but about his descent one was usually badly informed. Besides, in this passage the 
simple—and in fact misleading— designation of Mani as a Persian had a fatal effect to Roman ears 
because Persia was Rome’s hereditary enemy. But highly noteworthy and very accurate is Augustine’s 
record that Mani’s name designates the one who pours out manna (Gr. Mánna + chéo, pour out). In the 
Cologne Mani-Codex we read that Mani styled himself the new Johannine Christ ‘to scatter the bread 
on my people’ (CMC 107,18–20). It is thanks to this Codex and several other authentic sources 
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(particularly those from Turfan and Medinet Madi, apart from some remarkably accurate Arabic writers) 
that we have precise information about Mani’s life and work. 

Mani was born on 14 April 216 near the southern Mesopotamian town of Seleucia-Ctesiphon on the 
Tigris. His father’s name was Pattig or Patteg (Greek: Pattíkios; Latin: Patticius; Arabic: Futtuq); the name 
of his mother was probably Maryam or Miryam. It may be questioned whether the mother had close ties 
with the then still ruling house of the Arsacids: more likely these and other claims of a noble birth are 
but pious legends. A now re-established fact, however, is the narrative already handed down by the 
tenth century Muslim writer Ibn al-Nadim that from his early youth onwards Mani grew up in a 
community of Baptists. The CMC (e.g. 94–97) demonstrates that the members of this sect were (a 
group within the) Elchasaites. These Jewish Christians practised daily ablutions of their bodies and food; 
referred to their religion as the Law; emphasized the keeping of the Sabbath; referred repeatedly to 
ancestral traditions; but also acknowledged Jesus as the Saviour. The bare fact of this descent from the 
Jewish-Christian milieu of the El/Alchasaites (those who were named by An-Nadim as the Mughtasilah, 
‘the ones who wash themselves’) may explain Mani’s connections with gnostic Christianity. Here, one 
can also find the initial sources for his strict asceticism and his eschatology that, to a far-reaching extent, 
was determined by Jewish-Christian and Encratite ideas. The concept attributed to Elchasaios of the 
earth being ‘the flesh and blood of my Lord’ (CMC 97,9–10) can be treated as the basis of the 
Manichaean doctrine of Jesus as the one who suffers in the whole cosmos (Jesus patibilis). Evidently, it 
was also the Jewish-Christian concept of the true prophet revealing himself anew in various periods of 
history that was accepted by Mani and his early disciples (cf. CMC 47,1–72,7). Besides, it seems to be 
most likely that already in this sect Mani had become acquainted with astrological speculations such as 
are particularly present in his cosmology. 

Thanks to the Cologne Mani-Codex, we understand that Mani not only grew up among the Elchasaites, 
but also that, initially, he tried to be their prophetic reformer. From his earliest youth he received 
revelations. A special revelation by his Syzygos or heavenly Twin, was imparted to him at the beginning 
of his 25th year (CMC 17,8ff.; 73,5f.). Because of the fragmentary status of its first quires, it remains 
unclear whether or not the CMC mentions a major revelation at the completion of Mani’s twelfth year. 
Both the Kephalaia (14,31) and the Arabic writer al-Biruni (†1048) explicitly mention such an event; it 
may remind one of Jewish bar mitswah as well as Christian (cf. the twelve-year-old Jesus in the temple) 
legacy. The traditions about such a revelation seem to reach back to accounts given by Mani himself in 
his Shabuhragan. It is also elsewhere than in the new Mani-Codex that a more plain identification of the 
Syzygos or Twin with the promised Paraclete can be found (see e.g. Kephalaia 14,32 ff. & 15,22f.). Such 
an identification may well have been derived from traditions in the Aramaic Christian Church of 
Mesopotamia that equated the Holy Spirit (which is given at baptism) with a person’s guardian angel. By 
adopting the title of Paraclete for himself, Mani indicated that he would follow in Jesus’ footsteps. As 
Augustine said: ‘That is why in his letters he [Mani] styles himself the apostle of Jesus Christ, because 
Jesus Christ had promised that He would send him [the Paraclete] and had sent the Holy Spirit in him’ 
(De haer. 46,16). Yet the Manichaeans not only identified Mani with the Paraclete, but also considered 
him to be the new Jesus (e.g. Psalm-Book 9,3–7; 12,28–32; etc.). Thus Mani would be, at the final 
judgment, both the Judge and the peace giving Paraclete (e.g. Psalm-Book 20,19 ff.). Apart from these 
and other appropriations of genuine Jewish and Jewish-Christian heritage, the CMC and several other 
sources testify to Mani’s conscious imitation of the apostle Paul. The recurrent designation of Mani as 
‘apostle of Jesus Christ’ is a clear manifestation of this imitatio Pauli (e.g. CMC 66,4–5), as is the 
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emphatic mention of Paul in the series of those who received the true revelation (CMC 60–62). This 
concentration on a gnostic tailored Paul, a process in which Marcion and Bardesanes seem to have 
played their role, eventually led to Mani’s break with the sect of his youth. In the CMC this parting of 
the ways is described in detail and with some dramatic effect. The trial that led up to Mani’s rejection 
and departure reveals striking parallels with the legal procedures of the Jewish community at Qumran. 

The Codex relates that, after his departure, Mani was followed by two members of the sect. They first 
travelled to Ctesiphon where Pattikios joined their company. Soon afterwards the first missionary 
journeys will have begun, probably along the Tigris in a northerly direction. The fragmentary status of 
the last portion of the CMC does not allow one to speak with certainty about these first itineraries, but 
the mention of the Medes and Gonzak (CMC 121) combined with some other data seems to provide 
trustworthy evidence. The sources do not record that in the city of Gonzak or Ganzak, one of the 
summer residences of the Sassanian kings, Mani would have tried to convert the then ruling Shahanshah 
Ardashir. During the last years of the reign of Ardashir, who was noted for being a devotee of 
Zoroastrianism, Mani went to India via the harbour of Pharat in southern Babylonia (cf. e.g. Keph. 15,24–
27; 184,23–185,15, and CMC 140 ff.). A striking feature of these early missionary accounts is that nearly 
everywhere—and even in India—Mani could start his work in congregations of Jewish-Christian Baptists. 
Soon after the accession of Shapur I as the sole King of Kings, Mani returned. He probably delivered his 
only Middle Persian writing, the Shabuhragan, to the new Shahanshah on 9 April 243. His admittance 
into Shapur’s entourage (comitatus) and the permission to propagate his new syncretistic religion 
accorded him unique opportunities. After Shapur’s death, Mani also found a willing ear with Shapur’s son 
and successor Hormizd (272–273). However, after Bahram I had received the royal diadem, this 
benevolent attitude soon disappeared. At the beginning of the second year of his reign, Karder, the 
Chief Mobed of the Zoroastrians, began to persuade him to take action against the prophet from 
Babylon. Mani was summoned before Bahram, duly accused, put in chains, and tortured. After 26 days in 
prison he died on 26.2.277.1 In several Manichaean sources his death is described as a crucifixion. 

During his lifetime, Mani dispatched several missions headed by his chief disciples: as far as Egypt came 
Adda(i) and others; as far as Chorasan and the Sogdiana came Mar Ammo. Even before 276, a wide-
spread Church had grown up within and even outside the Persian Empire. In Graeco-Roman antiquity 
the Manichaean Church expanded into Syria, Palestine, Arabia, Asia Minor, the Balkans (in 1906 a unique 
tombstone of a Manichaean electa named Bassa was discovered at Salona, near modern Split, in 
Dalmatia), Roman Africa, Spain, Italy and Gaul. In the East, Manichaeism was made the State religion 
among the Uighurs of Turkestan by Bögü Khaghan in A.D. 762–763; in the centuries which followed, this 
highly syncretistic but in essence still gnostic religion spread as far as the Indian Ocean and the China 
Sea. 

Mani’s Church and Canon 
Mani failed to make his revelation the official religion of Iran; he succeeded, however, in what he really 
intended: the establishment of a new world religion. Due to the Manichaeans’ missionary zeal, their new 
Church soon became a feared competitor of the official Christian Church both in the Roman Empire 
and elsewhere. Its firm organization guaranteed a strong unity. Thanks to its organization and a system 
of teachings that could easily be accommodated, Manichaeism was already within Graeco-Roman 
antiquity a success. 
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The interior organization of Mani’s religion was a pyramidical one, headed by Mani’s deputy (archegos) 
with his residence in Babylon until the beginning of the tenth century, when it was moved to Samarkand. 
The worldwide unity of the Church can be exemplified by the fact that, even in the eighth century, a 
North-African is said to have been its leader. Immediately following the archegos or princeps there 
were, in the order of three subsequent ranks, the 12 apostles or teachers, the 72 bishops, and the 360 
presbyters. The fourth rank was constituted by the general electi, both men and women. Particularly 
amongst these elect, the many scribes, preachers and, for instance, Church musicians will have to be 
sought. An official fifth rank was constituted by the many male and female auditors (auditores, a term 
which in Syriac Christianity denoted the catechumens). 

The numbers 12 and 72 seem to be rooted in the tradition of the Christian Church; the number 360 
will stem from astrological lore which, as a rule, was highly valued in gnostic circles. Not only the 
number 12 reminds us of the example of Jesus who chose 12 apostles, but perhaps this also goes for the 
number 72. In a typically Jewish-Christian writing such as the Pseudo-Clementines, in the Acts of 
Thomas which were well known among the Manichaeans and also transmitted archaic Jewish-Christian 
traditions, and particularly in Tatian’s Diatessaron it is said that Jesus sent out 72 (and not 70) 
missioners. Mani knew the Diatessaron and this Gospel text seems to have suggested the election of 72 
bishops. 

Mani laid down his teaching in various books that were to gain canonical status throughout his Church. 
He himself took great pains to ensure that his teachings would be handed down in writing. This would 
prevent what had already happened to other founders of religions such as the Buddha, Zarathustra and 
Jesus: i.e. many disputes arose because they did not record their doctrines in writing. Apart from the 
Shabuhragan (which seems not to have been an official part of his sevenfold Canon, although it was a 
widely read classic among the Manichaeans in Persia and Central Asia), Mani composed all his writings in 
his East Aramaic (Syriac) mother tongue and used a variant of the Palmyrene script. The names of these 
writings are usually given as follows: 1. The Living (or Great) Gospel; 2. The Treasure of Life; 3. The 
Pragmateia (or Treatise or Essay); 4. The Book of Mysteries (Secrets); 5. The Book of the Giants; 6. The 
Letters; 7. The Psalms and Prayers. All of them survive only in fragmentary form. The non-canonical 
literature included the Kephalaia (e.g. in Coptic), the Homilies (Coptic) as well as several hymn 
collections (e.g. the Coptic Psalter) and the Image (Greek: Eikon; Persian/Parthian: Ardahang), a painted 
picture-book illustrating the more important aspects of the doctrine, probably as an appendix to, but 
different from the most important Living Gospel. 

The Manichaean Myth 
Manichaeism should be considered a form of Gnosticism. The heart of this religion was Mani’s own 
speculative version of the gnostic myth of cosmic exile and salvation. As a religious system, Manichaeism 
offered the promise of an a-cosmic salvation through the revealed knowledge (gnosis) of transcendent 
realities, including the divine nature of the soul, and what needs to be known about the way to eternal 
life. 

All this is expressed in a detailed and very complicated myth. Any account of this myth inevitably tends 
towards an artificial synthesis. In several Manichaean and other sources we find important elements of 
Mani’s doctrinal tenets, which turn out to be carefully adapted and tailored to the needs of those 
addressed. This is particularly the case in works like the Coptic Kephalaia, the Middle Persian 
Shabuhragan, and in the Chinese Traité, Compendium and Hymnscroll. However, in documents such as 
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the Cologne Mani-Codex, the Tebessa Codex and the substantial Coptic Manichaean Psalter, the 
mythical elements can only be detected as a kind of substratum underlying the present text. The same 
turns out to be case with the new Kellis finds. Thus more than once there appears to be little 
knowledge of or interest in the many gods and demons among the Manichaeans. Nor do we always find 
much interest in the intricacies of cosmogony and cosmology. 

Mani and his followers taught a cosmogony of a definitely dualistic kind: evil is an eternal cosmic force, 
not the result of a fall. Two realms or kingdoms, the realm of light and the realm of darkness, good and 
evil, God and matter, oppose each other implacably. It should be noted that this is not the Hellenistic 
dualism of spirit and matter, but one of two substances: the divine light is a visible, spatial and 
quantifiable element, as is the evil substance of darkness, the active principle of lust, the ‘thought of 
death’. In the kingdom of light the Father of Greatness rules, and this kingdom is in fact an extension of 
himself. It has four divine attributes (purity, light, power, and wisdom) and the Father resides in his five 
intellectual powers or limbs (reason, mind, intelligence, thought, and understanding, which are otherwise 
substantially detailed as the five elements of living air, light, wind, water, and fire). Surrounding the 
Father are the twelve aeons, equally distributed towards the four directions of heaven, and refracted 
also into myriads of ‘aeons of the aeons’. 

Opposed to this kingdom of light is the realm of the King of Darkness, a kingdom that is essentially the 
domain of evil matter. It is disorderly dominated by the ‘Prince of Darkness’, who is the product of (and 
even identified with) evil matter. This dark realm also consists of five areas or worlds (dark reason, dark 
mind, and so on), which are also referred to as the five dark elements of smoke, fire, wind, water(s), and 
darkness. In this area countless demons are actively present; they fight and devour each other. Because 
there was an accidental shift of these disorganized and senseless movements, the Prince of Darkness (in 
fact a collective personification of the five evil archons ‘ruling’ the five worlds of darkness), having once 
reached the upper limit of his territory, glimpses the radiance of light, desires to possess its life, and 
therefore attacks the kingdom of light. 

In the ensuing struggle, the Father of Light brings forth the Mother of Life, who in turn evokes the First 
Man. This is the first series of emanations or creations. It may be remarked in passing that, with regard 
to the emergence of new gods and godly powers, the Manichaeans strictly avoid any suggestion of 
generation and thus of evil sexuality. Instead, they speak of ‘calling out’ or ‘calling forth’. Accordingly the 
First Man, the ‘first born’ Son of God, is also ‘called forth’ and, being equipped with the five light powers 
that appear personified either as his ‘sons’ or as his ‘arms’, goes out into battle. But Primal Man is 
defeated, and his fivefold armour that constitutes the Living Soul or Living Self is devoured by the 
powers of evil. To say it in Mani’s own words as cited by the eighth century Nestorian bishop Theodore 
bar Koni: 

Then the Primal Man gave himself and his five sons to be consumed by the five sons of darkness, 
like a man who has an enemy and mixes a deadly poison into a cake and gives it. —Lib. Schol. 11 

This being the case, the divine Soul (also termed the Living Self that is suspended on the Cross of Light 
and particularly in the West personified as the suffering Jesus, Jesus patibilis) is mixed with the dark 
elements of matter and thus is in need of redemption. The First Man, being vanquished, lays unconscious 
in the depths. In order to redeem him, the Father of Light calls forth a second series of emanations: a 
new divine trinity. First, the Father sends forth the Beloved of the Lights; from him comes the Great 
Builder; and he in turn produces the Living Spirit who, like Primal Man, has five sons: the King of 
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Splendour; the King of Honour; the Adamas of Light; the King of Glory; and Atlas. The Living Spirit (also 
termed the Father of Life) sends his Call from the lowest boundary of the world of light to the First Man 
lying in the depths. By this Call, the First Man is aroused from his unconscious state and he responds by 
an Answer. Then the Living Spirit, together with its five sons and the Mother of Life, descends to the 
First Man and leads him up to the world of light. To rescue the light still captured through the 
compound of the divine Soul with evil matter, the Living Spirit constructs with the help of its sons ten 
heavens and eight earths. It is noteworthy that this act of creation is performed by a light god: and not 
by an evil demiurge. Thus, in the gnosis of Manichaeism, the structure of the universe is divinely devised. 
In order to create the cosmos, however, use must be made of material of a mixed substance (light and 
darkness). The sun and the moon are vessels of pure light, being made from the particles of light 
completely unaffected by darkness. The planets and stars, however, are evil rulers; because they are 
created from material contaminated with darkness. 

The world thus being constructed as a prison for the forces of Darkness as well as a place where the 
divine Soul is captured, the process of salvation can begin. To this end a third evocation of deities 
occurs. The Father of Greatness calls forth the Third Messenger (or Ambassador) who is charged to 
extract and purify the light still retained by the powers of darkness and contained in their bodies. By 
taking advantage of the innate lust of the male and female archons which are chained in the heavens, this 
Tertius Legatus and his female doublet the Virgin of Light (also represented as the Twelve Maidens, each 
corresponding to a sign of the Zodiac) make them relinquish the light they have devoured. It is 
concentrated, in particular, in their semen and in their wombs. The ‘sins’ of the male archons fall upon 
the earth when they see the beautiful Maiden(s); out of that part of their semen that dropped into water 
a monster arises; but this fearful beast is subjugated by the Adamas of Light. From the semen that has 
fallen on the dry ground, five trees spring up, and from them all other forms of plant-life originate. When 
the female archons—made pregnant by their own evil nature—see the naked form of the Third 
Messenger, they are agitated and their foetuses fall down upon the earth. These abortions not only 
survive their premature birth, but also devour the fruits of the trees that have grown out of the semen 
of the male archons. Driven by sexual lust, they unite with each other and give birth to the innumerable 
species of animals as we know them. The light that is not yet saved is thus transferred to the earth, 
where it is scattered and bound in plants and—to a lesser degree—in the bodies of animals. 

This well-known episode in the Manichaean myth, since François Cumont called ‘the seduction of the 
archons’, is a pivotal one. Through later research (e.g. by John C. Reeves) it has become increasingly 
clear that, apart from its origins in a variety of earlier traditions, several details in this multifarious 
account are drawn from Jewish lore. 

The next episodes of the Manichaean myth may be summarized as succinctly as possible. In order to 
continue the liberation of the light, the Third Messenger calls forth the Column of Glory (who is also 
referred to as the New or Perfect Man; cf. Ephesians 4:12–13) and sets in motion the work of ‘the ships 
of light’ (i.e. sun and moon) in order to transport the light to the New Paradise which has been built by 
the Great Builder. This process frightens the powers of darkness and, in a desperate attempt to 
preserve some of the captive particles of light, they create the first human couple: Adam and Eve. Hence 
man is fabricated by the demons. He has been created, however, after the image of the Third Messenger 
(and so ultimately after the image of God!) which the demons had seen on high. Man is thus rooted in 
two worlds, but at first he is unconscious of his high descent: because the necessary gnosis is still 
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missing. This explains why the work of light redemption must be concentrated on man. So Jesus the 
Luminous descends to Adam to bring him the saving knowledge. In Manichaeism, this revelation by Jesus 
the Luminous to Adam is the archetype of all future human redemption. Gradually this liberation will be 
achieved. In order to bring about the redemption of the light, Jesus evokes the Light Mind or Nous 
(Intelligence): this Nous, in turn, summons forth the Apostle of Light who becomes incarnate in the 
great religious leaders throughout world history such as the Buddha, Zoroaster, and Jesus the Messiah. 

The final stage of world history is introduced by the Great War between the forces of good and evil. 
Through the practice of the laws of the true religion, light is liberated. When the Church of the 
righteous ones triumphs, all the souls will be judged, and those of the chosen will rise to heaven. After 
that, the world will be destroyed and purified by a fire lasting 1,468 years. All, or most, of the light 
particles will be saved; evil matter, in all its manifestations and with its victims (the damned), will be 
forever imprisoned in a globe (Greek and Coptic: bolos; Latin: globus) inside a gigantic pit covered with 
a huge stone. Then the separation of light and darkness will be accomplished for all eternity. 

This is a necessarily brief and—inevitably—eclectic account of the very complicated myth. The most 
coherent description of Manichaean cosmogony can be found in Theodore bar Koni’s already cited Book 
of Scholia, but his account ends with the creation of Adam and Eve. Many other cosmological and 
cosmogonic tenets have been preserved in the surviving works of the Manichaeans and in the writings of 
opponents such as Augustine. The latter also includes very interesting passages from Mani’s Treasure of 
Life in Latin translation (cf. Contra Felicem 2,5 and De natura boni 44; this Thesaurus appears to have 
circulated in Gaul and Spain as well). 

However complex and arcane the various ramifications of the Manichaean myth became in the course of 
its distribution through many countries and centuries, its essential elements remained the same from the 
Atlantic to the Pacific. It is Mani’s doctrine that there are two principles (or roots, kingdoms, realms, 
cities) and three ‘moments’: the time before the commingling and the struggle, when the two kingdoms 
of light and darkness were still separated; the time of the commingling, being the present world time; 
and future time in which the two kingdoms will again be (but now definitively) separated. In essence this 
message of salvation is typically gnostic: the Nous (the heavenly revelation) rescues the Psyche (the 
divine spark of light in man) from Hyle (evil matter). 

The Manichaean Ethic and Cult 
It would be difficult on the basis of its complicated myth to understand the success of Mani’s religion. In 
fact, the elaborate myth was only of minor importance and sometimes even played down. What really 
interested both the hearers and the elect was the microcosmic significance of the macrocosmic drama. 
And indeed the long- term imprisonment of light by matter in the physical universe had important 
practical consequences for those who had been illuminated by the Nous. Their duty was to be 
instruments for the liberation of the divine light. 

To carry out this liberation required both a conscious effort for virtue by the individual and the 
avoidance of any action which might harm the light or prolong its captivity. The Manichaean elect were 
expected to observe ‘the five commandments’ which were e.g. prescribed as 1. truthfulness, 2. non-
injury, 3. chastity, 4. purity of the mouth, and 5. poverty. From Augustine and from Iranian and Turkish 
sources as well, it is known that the Manichaean ethic which was binding upon the elect was more 
generally summarized as the ‘three seals’ (tria signacula): the seal of the mouth; the seal of the hands; 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
199 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

and the seal of the bosom. For the auditors, there were ten commandments which have not been 
preserved uniformly, but which encompassed in any case the prohibition of killing; lying; false 
accusations; an unchaste life; stealing; and black magic. 

From this it can be inferred that the catechumens were allowed to marry and to carry out normal daily 
activities. Their main obligation, however, was what is termed in Middle Persian ruwanagan, ‘soul-
service’. This service, by providing food, shelter and any other required sustenance for the elect, is the 
condition for the auditor’s own redemption: he will be rescued and purified according to his works. 
Although in very exceptional cases the catechumen (like the elect) may be directly saved by his conduct, 
as a rule this will take place through a series of reincarnations in e.g. luminous fruits and, finally, in an 
elect. In the Fragmenta Tebestina, fragments of a Latin Manichaean text found in presentday Algeria, the 
vital place of the hearer in the Manichaean Church is illustrated by the New Testament story of Martha 
and Maria (Luke 10:38–42): like these two sisters, the two classes of elect and hearers both perform 
indispensable and complementary tasks in order to ensure the liberation of light. 

The elect received the hearer’s daily offerings of—in particular—fruit and bread at ‘the table’. This 
sacred meal, in fact the only real sacrament in Manichaeism, was opened by the elect with ‘an apology to 
the bread’. Of special importance was the yearly Bema festival to commemorate Mani’s martyrdom. A 
judgement seat (Bema, tribunal, etc.) was raised in the middle of the worshipping congregation upon 
which stood an icon of Mani to celebrate his continuing presence in the community of the elect: and to 
symbolize his role as Jesus’ representative until the last judgment. This feast of the Bema was preceded 
by a month of fasting. Other fast days were Sunday (for the hearers and the elect) and Monday (for the 
elect). Apart from these days, fasting was also practised at other times and periods, e.g. during the five 
nocturnal festivals (pannychismoí) each of which encompassed one day and night. Ritual prayer had its 
place within these fasts as well as in the daily services: together with hymns, scripture readings and, for 
instance, sermons and catechetical lessons. 

The ritual greetings and blessings that Mani had initiated in his Church were seen as reenactments of 
divine archetypes: the ‘peace’ (the first greeting), the giving of the right hand, the kiss, the ‘salutation’ 
(proskynesis), and the laying on of hands (cf. e.g. Kephalaia 37–42). 

The Place of Manichaeism in the History of Religions 
The origins of Manichaeism are still open to question. For centuries the religion was thought to be a 
Christian heresy. Augustine called Mani a ‘Persian’, and until recently it has been common in the history 
of religions to treat Manichaeism primarily as part of the religious history of Iran. This view seemed to 
be corroborated by the finds at Turfan and Tun-huang of the first original Manichaean texts. However, 
with the discovery of original Manichaean texts in Coptic, the scholarly consensus concerning the 
general character of Manichaeism has changed. Manichaeism seemed to have firm roots in a Gnostic 
type of Christendom. This view has been magnificently substantiated by the Cologne Mani-Codex. 
According to this Codex, some of the Jewish-Christian Elchasaites among whom the young Mani lived 
regarded him as a prophet, and some even said that the Living Word spoke through him (cf. CMC 86). 
There is reason for the assumption that at that time Mani shared their Jewish- Christian convictions and 
believed that he was the new incarnation of the true prophet. 

In recent research, several other tenets of Manichaeism have been freshly interpreted against this Jewish 
and Jewish-Christian background. Indeed, any unprejudiced reader of the CMC will be struck by its 
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Jewish and (Jewish-) Christian elements. This does not, however, exclude that Iranian or other religious 
and philosophical components may well have influenced both the origin and (certainly) subsequent 
developments of Mani’s religious system. Iranian and perhaps even Zoroastrian elements may be 
identified in its concept of history as the Three Times; in some particular traits of its mythology; in a 
term like ‘the Great War’; in the Daena–concept; or in the designation of the highest God as 
tetraprosopos (the One with four faces). As regards the last two concepts, however, reference can be 
made to Christian and Jewish parallels as well. That Mani’s concept of the Nous ought to be derived 
from the Iranian Vohu manah (so Geo Widengren) seems unlikely in view of its many essential 
equivalents in Hellenistic thinking. From Buddhism, Mani may have received impulses to the radical 
division of his Church into elect and auditors and to his doctrine of metempsychosis. Besides these 
possible ‘sources’, great influence has doubtlessly been exerted by the radical gnostic Marcion. Major 
formative elements of Mani’s system, particularly of his cosmology, may well have been inspired by 
Bardesanes. If the latter is to be treated not so much as a gnostic, but in particular as a typical 
representative of pluralistic Syriac Christianity (so H.J.W. Drijvers), then this again indicates certain 
backgrounds of Mani in Edessene Christendom. Apart from these and other possible ‘sources’, however, 
Mani has to be evaluated first and foremost as the founder of an independent and unique world religion.  
<>   

TRANSCENDING TIME: AN EXPLANATION OF THE 
KĀLACAKRA SIX-SESSION GURU YOGA by Gen Lamrimpa, 
Translated by B. Alan Wallace [Wisdom Publications, 
9780861711529] 
Inspired by years of scholarly training and decades of solitary retreat, Tibetan monk Gen Lamrimpa 
offers a concise overview of all phases of the Kalachakra practice: the preliminaries, the initiation, and 
finally, the stages of generation and completion. With remarkable clarity, he makes the Six-Session 
Guruyoga practice accessible to all practitioners, and deepens our understanding and appreciation of this 
sublime teaching of the Buddha. 

Gen Lamrimpa begins this eminently practical explanation by emphasizing the importance of a 
compassionate motivation for spiritual practice. He then explores the nature of suffering and the cycle 
of existence that traps all living beings, and concludes with a detailed account of the Six-Phase Yoga, 
which is meant to be recited and contemplated three times during the day and three times at night. Alan 
Wallace’s introduction illuminates both Kalachakra’s rich history and Gen Lamrimpa’s unique 
contribution to our understanding. 

This book provides a clear explanation of Kalachakra as set forth within the context of the Six-Session 
Guruyoga, a daily meditation practice for initiates. Transcending Time presents all phases of Kalachakra 
practice—the preliminaries, the initiation, and finally, the stages of generation and completion. 
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The practice of Kalacakra belongs to the general category of Buddhist practice known as Vajrayana, or 
Buddhist tantra, which originated in India and further developed over the past twelve hundred years in 
Tibet. According to the Samputa Tantra, there are four classes of Buddhist tantra: action (Skt. kriya), 
performance (Skt. carya), yoga, and highest yoga (Skt. anuttarayoga). In the first three classes of tantras, 
one generates a coarse consciousness combining skillful means and wisdom, and then meditates on 
emptiness. Only in the highest yoga tantras are methods taught to bring forth subtle levels of 
consciousness arising from the union of skillful means and wisdom. To utilize such subtle consciousness, 
one must first subdue coarse levels of conceptualization, which may be done either by directing the vital 
energies within the body into the central channel, or by engaging in totally nonconceptual meditation, as 
is done in the practice of Dzogchen. Highest yoga tantras are further subdivided into the two categories 
of father and mother tantras. The former emphasizes the generation of an illusory body that is 
transmuted into a form body (Skt. rupakaya) of a buddha when one achieves spiritual awakening. The 
latter are principally concerned with bringing forth the subtle consciousness of clear light (Skt. 
prabhasvara) with which one realizes emptiness, and this subtle mind is ultimately transformed into the 
mind of a buddha (Skt. dharmakaya). 
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The Kalacakra Tantra belongs to the class of highest yoga mother tantras and, like other tantras of this 
class, it includes two stages of practice: the stage of generation and the stage of completion. This 
particular system of theory and practice includes three Kalacakras: the outer Kalacakra, the inner 
Kalacakra, and the other Kalacakra. The outer Kalacakra constitutes the elements of the external 
environment in which we live; the inner Kalacakra constitutes the psychophysical aggregates that make 
up an individual; and the other Kalacakra consists of the stages of generation and of completion, which 
purify the first two Kalacakras. 

According to Buddhist tradition, the Kalacakra Mulatantra, or Root Tantra (also known as the 
Paramadibuddha), was taught by the Buddha Sakyamuni in his mystical manifestation as the deity 
Kalacakra to King Sucandra of Sambhala, who had traveled to India to request these teachings from him. 
From Sucandra, this lineage was passed down through a line of seven Great Kings and twenty-one Kalki 
Kings of Sambhala, beginning with ^asas Mafijusri, who composed the Kalacakra Laghutantra, or 
Condensed Tantra. His son Pundarika composed a great commentary to this father's work, entitled the 
Vimalaprabha, or Stainless Light, which remains the primary commentary on Kalacakra to this day. 

According to the legend of Sambhala, based on the Kalacakra Tantra, when ^asas Manjusri reincarnates 
as the twenty-fifth Kalki King, Sambhala and our world will unite and a time of great material and 
spiritual bounty will begin. In order that as many people as possible might receive karmic imprints 
related to this momentous event, the Kalacakra initiation was openly given in Tibet, and His Holiness the 
Fourteenth Dalai Lama has, in this same tradition, granted this initiation openly on many occasions 
throughout the world. Whether Sambhala is located on our planet but can 

be experienced only by those whose minds and karmic propensities are pure, or whether it exists 
elsewhere is a question still debated by devout 

Tibetan Buddhists. But it is certainly true that for almost a millennium Tibetan Buddhists have been 
praying to be reborn in Sambhala or in our world when the twenty-fifth Kalki King appears and the 
golden era of Sambhala begins. 

According to Tibetan tradition, the Indian Buddhist yogin Cilupa, who lived probably in the eleventh 
century, learned of the existence of Sambhala and the Kalacakra Tantra and went in search of this fabled 
land and the teachings of Kalacakra. On his way there, he encountered a manifestation of Manjusri, who 
granted him the initiation, tantra commentaries, and oral transmissions of ^ alcakra. As far as we know, 
the Kalacakras Mulatantra was never brought from Sambhala to India, but the Kalacakra Laghutantra and 
the Vimalaprabhd were, and they were later included in the Tibetan  

Buddhist canon. An Indian lineage of this tradition thus arose and was passed down from one Indian 
guru to another, eventually being transmitted to the Nepali pandit Samanta Sribhadra. In the twelfth 
century, the Tibetan yogin Ra Chorab traveled to Nepal to study ^ alcakra with Samanta Sribhadra, who 
later accompanied him back to Tibet, where they translated the main Kalacakra treatises into Tibetan. 
This lineage was passed on down to the great fourteenth-century Tibetan Buddhist scholar Buton (Tib. 
bu ston rin chef grub), who wrote extensive commentaries and annotations to the Kalacakra 
Laghutantra and the Vimalaprabha. This lineage has been preserved to the present, and the Fourteenth 
Dalai Lama received the initiations and oral transmissions of the stages of generation and completion 
from his senior tutor, Vajracarya Kyabje Ling Rinpoche. 
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With the Chinese Communist invasion of Tibet and its genocidal assault on Tibetan Buddhism, the study 
of Kalacakra in Tibet has declined during the latter half of the twentieth century, though there are a few 
monasteries in eastern Tibet (in the present-day Chinese provinces of Qinghai and Sichuan) where it is 
actively studied and practiced to this day. The lineage of the complete oral transmission of the Kalacakra 
Laghutantra, the Vimalaprabha, and the Tibetan scholar Buton's sub-commentaries and annotations to 
these treatises were taken from Tibet to India by Kirti Tsenshab Rinpoche, who, at the request of His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama, passed it on to Gen Lamrimpa and a few other Tibetan monks in Dharamsala. 

Over the past few decades, the Kalacakra Tantra has drawn increasing interest from scholars and 
practicing Buddhists throughout the world, largely as a result of the Dalai Lama granting this initiation 
many times in Asia, Europe, and North America. This has led to the publication of a number of popular 
and scholarly works in Western languages on the theory and practice of Kalacakra. Among the first of 
these is Geshe Ngawang 1)hargyey's Kalacakra Tantra, consisting of his oral teachings on Kalacakra 
theory and practice, which I translated. This work is especially valuable for its detailed discussion of the 
vows and pledges pertaining to this practice. Í he Wheel of Time: The Kalachakra in Context by Geshe 
Lhundub Sopa, et. all., provides an excellent introduction to the history, the process of initiation, and the 
general practice of Kalacakra. The Kalachakra Tantra: Rite of Initiation by Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth 
Dalai Lama, and Jeffrey Hopkins presents the context for the practice of Kalacakra and gives a very 
detailed account of all the stages of the initiation, as well as the first English translation of the Kalacakra 
Six-Session Guru Yoga, which was formulated by the Fourteenth Dalai Lama and versified by Kyabje Ling 
Binpoche. In his book The Practice of Kalachakra, Glenn Mullin offers an overview of Kalacakra within 
Tibetan Buddhism as a whole and presents translations of various short Tibetan treatises covering 
different aspects of this tradition. Barry Bryant offers an engaging account of the Kalacakra tradition in 
his visually stunning book The Wheel of Time Sand Mandala: Visual Scripture of Tibetan Buddhism. Most 
recently, Alexander Berzin has published two very helpful works entitled Taking the Kalachakra Initiation 
and Kalachakra and Other Six-Session Yoga Texts, which well complement the earlier literature in these 
fields. Recent works of a more scholarly nature include Gunter Gronbold's The Yoga of Six Limbs: An 
Introduction to the History of Sadangayoga, translated from the German by Robert L. Hutwohl; John R. 
Newman's unpublished dissertation entitled The Outer Wheel of Time: Vajrayana Cosmology in the 
Kalacakra Tantra; and Vesna A. Wallace's unpublished dissertation entitled The Inner Kalacakratantra: A 
Buddhist Tantric View of the Individual. 

This present work by the Tibetan monk and contemplative Gen Lamrimpa (Lobsang Jampal Tenzin) 
provides an unprecedentedly detailed explanation of the Kalacakra Six-Session Guru Yoga. The 
motivation for presenting this material is to make the practice of Kalacakra accessible to sincere 
practitioners who have received the Kalacakra initiation but who do not have the time or ability to 
practice the elaborate Kalacakra sadhana, or means of actualization of the body, speech, and mind of 
Kalacakra, which may take many hours each day to complete. This six-session guru yoga, first translated 
into English by Jeffrey Hopkins and newly translated here, is based on a shorter and more generic six-
session guru yoga composed by the First Panchen Lama (Tib. blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan, 1567?-
1662). The purpose of this type of yoga is to provide a concise matrix of highest yoga tantra practices 
that include the stages of generation and completion as well as all the specific tarnric pledges (Skt. 
samaya) associated with the five families of buddhas, namely, Vairocana, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha, 
Amoghasiddhi, and Aksobhya. By properly practicing this yoga each day,  
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all those pledges are fulfilled. Thus, although the various kinds of six-session yogas are nowadays 
affiliated especially closely with the Gelug order, they are equally pertinent to all those who have taken 
highest yoga (or, in the Nyingma order, mahayoga and anuyoga) tantric initiations and their 
accompanying pledges. 

In this eminently practical explanation of Kalacakra practice, inspired by years of scholarly training and 
decades of solitary contemplative retreat in Vajrayana practice, Gen Lamrimpa begins by emphasizing the 
importance of a compassionate motivation for spiritual practice. In Mahayana practice in general and 
Vajrayana practice in particular, compassion must be more than a mere appendage to one's spiritual 
practice to balance one's cultivation of contemplative insight. Rather, compassion is the very motivating 
force behind one's spiritual practice as a whole. By carefully examining the range of suffering to which all 
sentient beings are vulnerable, one becomes moved by a powerful urge to protect everyone from fear 
and suffering. With one's present, limited abilities, how can one do anything more than temporarily 
relieve the pains and sorrows of others, never truly protecting them from the underlying causes of 
misery? With faith in the power of the spiritual awakening of a buddha and in one's own buddha nature, 
which enables one to realize that state of enlightenment, in which one's deepest capacity for wisdom, 
love, and power is fully manifested, one brings forth the motivation of a bodhisattva: to achieve perfect 
spiritual awakening for the benefit of all beings. This is the spirit of awakening that lies at the core of the 
entire Mahayana tradition, including Vajrayana. 

In order to fully ground this spirit of awakening in a deep understanding of the nature of sentient 
existence, Gen Lamrimpa delves into the nature of the cycle of existence in which all sentient beings are 
trapped. While one may uncritically believe that all one's difficulties will naturally vanish at death, 
generations of Buddhist contemplatives attest to the truth of a continuity of individual consciousness 
that precedes this present life and carries on after death. Thus, this present human life is but one in an 
unimaginably long sequence of lives reaching into the unknown past and potentially extending indefinitely 
into the future. But this present life, he explains, is one of immeasurable value, for by applying one's 
human intelligence to effective spiritual practice, one may become forever healed from all mental 
afflictions, such as craving, hostility, and delusion, and their resultant miseries. By engaging in Maha^ana 
practice, one may set out on 

the bodhisattva path of the six perfections, or the ^aramitayana, which 

takes countless eons of dedicated practice before perfect awakening is achieved. However, by practicing 
the swift path of the Vajrayana, such as 

the Kalacakra Tantra, one may achieve the enlightenment of a buddha in one short human life span. 
One's incentive for practicing Kalacakra should not be merely impatience at the thought of having to 
practice for eons, but rather an urgent sense of compassion, the wish to effectively serve the needs of 
sentient beings as soon as possible. No motivation other than a spirit of awakening is suitable for 
Vajrayana practice as a whole. 

Gen Lamrimpa then proceeds to discuss the role of "pure vision" and "divine pride" in Kalacakra 
practice. According to Vajrayana Buddhism, the world does not inherently exist in the ways we perceive 
it and think of it; nor does our sense of our own identities and that of other beings reflect anyone's 
intrinsic existence. Rather, our experience of ourselves, others, and the world around us is a creation of 
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our own conceptual frameworks and languages. We are literally "making up" ourselves and our 
environment based upon experiences that are themselves products of our own previous habitual 
propensities. This is not to say that no one else exists and there is no universe apart from our 
conceptual constructs, but that all that we experience and imagine is structured by our concepts: 
neither we nor our environment inherently exist apart from conceptual designation. 

The habitual propensities that structure our ordinary sense of personal identity and our environment 
can, however, be overcome through the ingenious practice of pure vision, by which—inspired by our 
own faith in or intuition of the all-pervasive buddha nature—we imagine all appearances to be 
expressions of the Buddha's body, all sounds to be the Buddha's speech, and all mental events to be the 
mind of the Buddha. This practice is coupled with the cultivation of divine pride, in which we identify our 
Vajrayana guru, ourselves, our spiritual friends, and all other beings as emanations of the Buddha, in this 
case, Kalacakra. By so purifying our vision and identification of ourselves and others, the world 
increasingly arises to our experience as a pure manifestation of enlightened awareness, and our progress 
to spiritual awakening is enormously expedited. 

In order to engage in such profound Vajrayana practice, in which the motivation of a spirit of awakening 
is thoroughly integrated with one's understanding of the lack of inherent existence of all phenomena, 
one must rely upon a qualified spiritual mentor and receive tantric initiation. Gen Lamrimpa therefore 
gives a detailed explanation of all the stages of the Kalacakra initiation, each of them designed to purify 
obscurations of one's body, speech, or mind and establish within one the potencies for actualizing the 
body, speech, and mind of Kalacakra. This explanation, which is closely based on the ancient 
commentary the Stainless Light, can be enormously helpful to those who receive this initiation from the 
Dalai Lama or any other qualified lama. For without such understanding, the complexities of this rite 
may simply leave one bewildered. 

In his discussion of the stage of generation, Gen Lamrimpa explains how this phase of practice is related 
to the processes of taking birth, living, and dying, and how it transmutes each of these phases into 
spiritual awakening. This entails a presentation of the vital energies, channels, and drops (Skt. bindu, Tib. 
thig le) that constitute the subtle body according to the Kalacakra system. Although none of these may 
have any direct correlation to human anatomy and physiology according to modern medicine, this does 
not necessarily mean that either system invalidates the other. Medical science is based on the objective 
observation of the human body, using a wide range of technological instruments that detect only those 
phenomena known to the physical sciences. No "vital energy" (vis vita or elan vital) has been, or perhaps 
can be, detected by such physical instruments. One can therefore conclude that if anything like the vital 
energies attested to in Tibetan Buddhism exist, they do not exist in the same manner as cells, electric 
currents, or electromagnetic fields. However, there are many known phenomena that also cannot be 
detected by the instruments of technology, the principle one, perhaps, being consciousness itself. Just as 
consciousness is known through first-hand experience, so do generations of Vajrayana yogis claim that 
the vital energies, channels, and drops described in this system can be experienced directly through such 
practice. Thus, this view of the subtle body may be regarded as complementary to, and not necessarily 
in conflict with, medical science's view of the human body. 

Gen Lamrimpa concludes his explanation of this practice with a remarkable account of the six-phase 
yoga, including retraction, meditative stabilization, pranayama, retention, recollection, and samadhi. To 
the best of my knowledge no such detailed account of these secret practices has previously appeared in 
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English, and it was only with the permission of His Holiness the Dalai Lama that we ventured to present 
them here. These are the unique practices of the Kalacakra stage of completion, and by bringing these 
practices to culmination, all the material components of one's body are said to be exhausted, and one 
achieves the empty form body, which is the primordial wisdom body of Kalacakra. In this process, all 
karmic energies are extinguished, all cognitive obscurations are abandoned, and with the realization of 
the empty form of Kalacakra with consort, one attains the immutable bliss of a buddha. From that point 
on, Gen Lamrimpa states, there is no moment in which one, as the Buddha Kalacakra, is not dedicated 
to the welfare of sentient beings, and one's enlightened body, speech, and mind pervade space. 

With the motivation that all beings may achieve this state of spiritual awakening, these teachings are 
offered to all those who have received the Kalacakra initiation and wish to follow this profound path. <>  

KALACHAKRA TANTRA: RITE OF INITIATION FOR THE 
STAGE OF GENERATION, A COMMENTARY ON THE TEXT 
OF KAY-DRUP GE-LEG-BEL-SANG-BO by Tenzin Gyatso, the 
Fourteenth Dalai Lama, and the text itself edited, translated, 
and introduced by Jeffrey Hopkins, New enlarged edition with 
index [Wisdom Publications, 9780861711512]  
Associated with the promotion of world peace, the Kalachakra - or "Wheel of Time" - tantra is one of 
the most detailed and encompassing systems of theory and practice within Tibetan Buddhism. This book 
contains a complete translation of the Kalachakra initiation ritual as it was conferred by His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama in Washington DC in July 2011, along with his commentary and a comprehensive 
introduction by Professor Jeffrey Hopkins that explores the Kalachakra's rich symbolism, meaning, and 
history. The book also includes the Six-Session Yoga. 

CONTENTS 
Preface  
Technical Note  
INTRODUCTION BY JEFFREY HOPKINS 
1 Altruistic Purification  
2 Deity Yoga: The Special Tantric Technique  
3 Motivation: The Thirty-Seven Practices  
4  Emptiness Yoga  
5 History of the Kalachakra Tantra  
6  Initiations and Mandalas  
7  Procedure of the Enhancement  
8 Procedure of the Initiations  
9  The Texts  
10  The Author of the Mandala Rite  
11  The Author of the Commentary  
THE DALAI LAMA'S COMMENTARY ON THE KALACHAKRA INITIATION RITE: STAGE OF 
GENERATION 
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This book is concerned with a rite of initiation for the Kalachakra (Wheel of Time) Tantra, a Buddhist 
tantra of the Highest Yoga Tantra class. It presents the series of initiations authorizing practice of the 
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first of two stages involved in the tantra, the stage of generation — the period of imaginative appearance 
as an ideal being. A system of daily practice required of those who have received initiation is also 
included. Discussed are the process of preparing the student for initiation and the actual stages of the 
seven initiations that authorize practice of visualization of a practitioner as a deity — or ideal, 
altruistically active being — in a mandate, an ideal environment. 

This is the first time that a tantric initiation ritual has been explained in detail in a Western language. The 
initiation ritual is translated, interspersed with commentary from His Holiness the Dalai Lama, temporal 
and spiritual leader of Tibet, mainly from a ceremony conducted in Wisconsin in 1981. The ^alachakra 
initiation was offered for the first time in the West by His Holiness the Dalai Lama during July of 1981 
(the year of the Iron Bird) at Deer Park, a small rural site outside of Madison, Wisconsin, that is the 
home of a Tibetan Buddhist monastery and temple. The initiation was organized and sponsored by the 
Deer Park Buddhist Center and friends, a Buddhist organization under the direction of the Venerable 
Geshe Soda, author of Steps on the Path to Enlightenment. 

During the process of the initiation, the Dalai Lama, as is customary, gave copious commentary detailing 
the proper attitude and motivation of the recipient and the individual steps of visualization and of 
reflection on profound and subtle topics that are at the heart of the initiation, or authorization, process. 
His explanations offered during the ceremony, as well as others given privately to me in preparation for 
serving as his translator, bring the basic initiation ceremony to life, rich with meaning and 
contextualization. The special tantric techniques for transforming body, speech, and mind into 
completely altruistic expression are thereby made lucid and accessible to interested readers. 

The Introduction first describes the general Great Vehicle view on purification into a state of altruistic 
service as well as the special tantric practice of deity yoga that is founded on compassion and realization 
of emptiness. Next, it describes the process of initiation for the stage of generation, outlining and 
explaining the many steps in the ritual. It also provides background on the history of the Kalachakra 
Tantra and introduces the authors and texts.  <>   

AN ATLAS OF THE TIBETAN PLATEAU by Michael Farmer 
[Series: Brill's Tibetan Studies Library, Brill, 9789004462526] 
The Atlas shows for the first time the contemporary geography of the entire Tibetan Plateau, an area 
where major powers (China, India and Pakistan) meet in the highest landscape on earth, originally 
inhabited by the unique, ancient Buddhist civilization of Tibet. 

Using extensive satellite imagery, the author has accurately positioned over two thousand religious 
locations, more than a third of which appear not to have not been previously recorded. Nearly two 
thousand settlements have also been accurately located and all locations are named in both Tibetan and 
Chinese where possible. This ancient landscape is shown in contrast to the massive physical 
infrastructure which has been recently imposed on it as an attempt to “Open up the West” and carry 
forward the Chinese “Belt and Road Initiative”. With 120 maps in full colour. 

CONTENTS 
Acknowledgments 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004498686
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Accelerated social and environmental change in the Tibetan Plateau is sharpening the need for a modern 
Atlas of Tibet. The world outside China has little access to detailed information or maps of Tibet, even 
though the region plays an important geopolitical role. Three nuclear powers – China, India and Pakistan 
– face each other across Tibet’s contested, though formidable, western mountain borders. China is 
constructing enhanced road networks and many new airports in Tibet, ostensibly for peaceful purposes. 
but border tensions flared into open conflict in 2020 and 2021 between Indian and Chinese military 
forces. 

China’s international ambitions, furthermore, require that it control a politically stable Tibet as it 
extends its sphere of influence westwards. Several major trade routes created as part of China’s “Belt 
and Road” initiative (Frankopan 2018) either pass close to Tibet, in the case of the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor, or directly across it. The projected rail and road routes under this initiative will 
connect Kathmandu firmly to Beijing (Ray 2018). As part of this control, China is putting pressure on the 
ancient culture of Tibet to follow a radically different political and social model. Tibet’s widespread 
network of monasteries, one of the foundations of its traditional society, is being persuaded to conform 
to the rigid model of society imposed by the Chinese Communist Party (Tibet Watch 2016). Xi Jinping 
himself has recently said: 

It is necessary to actively guide Tibetan Buddhism to adapt to the socialist society and promote 
the Sinicization of Tibetan Buddhism. (Apple Daily 2020) 

The increasing influence of tourism, which is mainly Chinese in origin, is applying a subtler form of stress 
on Tibetan culture, and may lead to its eventual destruction (Tibet Watch 2014; Sydenstricker 2014). 

The geography of the Tibetan Plateau also draws the attention of the world’s climate scientists and 
glaciologists. It has been called the “Third Pole” for good reasons. Home to the vast Hindu Kush-
Himalaya ice sheet, the plateau contains the world’s third largest amount of snow and ice after the 
Arctic and Antarctica. China’s glaciers, including those in Tibet, account for an estimated 14.5 percent of 
the global total (Vince 2019). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 2019), in a special 
report, warned that up to two-thirds of the region’s remaining glaciers and a third of all its ice are on 
track to disappear by the end of the 21st century, even if countries adhere to the internationally agreed 
target of limiting global warming by 1.5 C above pre-industrial levels. 

This Atlas, following on from Karl Ryavec’s ground-breaking A Historical Atlas of Tibet (2015), reflects the 
current state of the Tibetan Plateau and its culture. The Atlas will serve as a tool for research in social, 
political and environmental fields and may aid in the preservation of a threatened society and its ancient 
and fascinating culture. 

*** 
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The mapping of Tibet presents major challenges. The complex linguistic politics, the lack of availability of 
accurate, current geographical base information and the dispersed nature of Tibetan settlement are 
some of the problems that are answered below. The first of these, population dispersal, is a result of the 
population being largely concentrated in high narrow valleys very widely separated by even higher 
uninhabited mountain ranges. The Atlas topographic maps use two scales to overcome this problem: 
1:1,000,000 to provide general topography and a larger scale: 1:250,000, which magnifies the main areas 
of habitation. If locations cannot be found at the smaller scale, the larger scale should be checked. The 
topographical maps are augmented by thematic mapping and extensive larger scale satellite imagery to 
show distinctive elements of the Tibetan landscape at various scales. 
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Section 2 gives three definitions of the Plateau – the physical area, the climatic and the ethno-linguistics 
areas. There is further evidence of a fourth possible definition, genetic, as the Tibetan people have 
developed extraordinary adaptations to the extreme altitude, allowing them to live comparatively 
normal lives. The Atlas also maps the complex hierarchy of Chinese administrative areas covering the 
Plateau, and lists them in separate Tibetan and Chinese tables. 

Section 3 contains notes on the methodology used. 

Section 4 deals with the linguistic strategy that was decided when showing Tibetan toponyms in the 
context of a Chinese speaking polity. Basically there is great difficulty representing Tibetan toponyms in 
the context of putonghua – the languages are phonemically dissimilar and have very different tonality. 
Tibetan place names are now being replaced with putonghua equivalents and Tibetans are starting to use 
them, in preference to their own names. The Atlas contains two separate major indexes – the first 
indexed with romanised Tibetan headwords and the second indexed with various types of pinyin. 

The satellite images of urban and rural development, discussed in Section 5, show the imposition of 
Chinese city planning and several particularly harsh planning initiatives: “Environmental Migration”, 
“Comfortable Housing” and “Grid-style Social Management”. This section also discusses demographics 
and the developments resulting from the recent expansion of Tibetan monasteries. 

The tremendous expansion of infrastructure on the Plateau is covered in Section 6. 

The Atlas locates and describes Tibetan monasteries – referred to as “gonpas” – based on many 
different sources and positioned using satellite imagery. Section 7 provides imagery of a number of 
gonpas, showing how they have changed over time, and also provides examples of the many unidentified 
gonpas whose names and lineages have yet to be determined by ground verification. The section 
concludes with a brief discussion of the physical development of gonpas and the major differences 
between Chinese and Tibetan planning. 

The maps show gonpa lineages, where known, in different colours. The indexes list sub-lineages where 
known. Section 7 also provides a glossary to cover the wide variety of gonpa building types. 

Sections 8–12 contain detailed notes on the methodology used, satellite imagery, mapping materials and 
references.  <>   

LOVE LETTERS FROM GOLOK: A TANTRIC COUPLE IN 
MODERN TIBET by Holly Gayley [Columbia University Press, 
9780231180528] 
LOVE LETTERS FROM GOLOK chronicles the courtship between two Buddhist tantric masters, Tare 
Lhamo (1938–2002) and Namtrul Rinpoche (1944–2011), and their passion for reinvigorating Buddhism 
in eastern Tibet during the post-Mao era. In fifty-six letters exchanged from 1978 to 1980, Tare Lhamo 
and Namtrul Rinpoche envisioned a shared destiny to heal the damage done to Buddhism during the 
years leading up to and including the Cultural Revolution. Holly Gayley retrieves the personal and 
prophetic dimensions of their courtship and its consummation in a twenty-year religious career that 
informs issues of gender and agency in Buddhism, cultural preservation among Tibetan communities, and 

https://www.amazon.com/Love-Letters-Golok-Tantric-Couple/dp/0231180527/
https://www.amazon.com/Love-Letters-Golok-Tantric-Couple/dp/0231180527/
https://www.amazon.com/Love-Letters-Golok-Tantric-Couple/dp/0231180527/
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alternative histories for minorities in China. The correspondence between Tare Lhamo and Namtrul 
Rinpoche is the first collection of love letters to come to light in Tibetan literature. Blending tantric 
imagery with poetic and folk song styles, their letters have a fresh vernacular tone comparable to the 
love songs of the Sixth Dalai Lama, but with an eastern Tibetan flavor. Gayley reads these letters against 
hagiographic writings about the couple, supplemented by field research, to illuminate representational 
strategies that serve to narrate cultural trauma in a redemptive key, quite unlike Chinese scar literature 
or the testimonials of exile Tibetans. With special attention to Tare Lhamo's role as a tantric heroine 
and her hagiographic fusion with Namtrul Rinpoche, Gayley vividly shows how Buddhist masters have 
adapted Tibetan literary genres to share private intimacies and address contemporary social concerns. 

Review 
An extraordinary set of letters between a man and woman lie at the heart of this study of love, religious 
transcendence, and cultural trauma in post-Cultural Revolution Tibet. I know of no body of material that 
gives a more intricate picture of how Tibetan Tantric Buddhism could penetrate and transform worldly 
troubles and politics into the sublime aspirations of tantric vision. Gayley offers us an unparalleled view 
of twentieth-century Tibetan religion as it touched every aspect of human life. Plus an astonishing 
account of a female master whose romance with another master elevated them both into heroes for 
Eastern Tibet during most challenging times. -- Janet Gyatso, Hershey Professor of Buddhist Studies, 
Harvard University 
 
Holly Gayley has that rarest of gifts, a scholar's eye and a story-teller's ear. Her book is filled with 
nuance and insight about the power of Tibetan cultural narratives of gendered spiritual prowess and the 
navigation of coded relationships. Never merely theoretical, Gayley grounds every observation in 
dynamic detail and a story-line compelling as any novel. -- Anne C. Klein, Rice University, cofounder of 
Dawn Mountain, author of Meeting the Great Bliss Queen, translator of Khetsun Sangpo's Strand of Jewels 
 
Gayley weaves together life writing, ethnography, and letters in an unprecedented fashion, and it pays 
off: her treatment of difficult primary sources ― translated here for the first time ― is inviting and 
engaging. Love Letters from Golok addresses issues of real and abiding concern in contemporary China. 
-- Kurtis R. Schaeffer, University of Virginia 
 
This tale of love and healing should be read by anyone in the fields of Tibetan Studies, gender studies, 
and religious studies, and is accessible to undergraduates as well as scholars of religion. ― Reading 
Religion 

CONTENTS 
Epigraph 
Illustrations 
Acknowledgments 
Note on Transliteration and Translation 
Introduction 
One Daughter of Golok 
Two Local Heroine 
Three Inseparable Companions 
Four Emissaries of Padmasambhava 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
213 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

Five A Tantric Couple 
Epilogue 
End Matter 
Appendix A Catalogue of the Letters of Namtrul Rinpoche 
Appendix B Catalogue of the Letters of Tāre Lhamo 
Abbreviations 
Glossary of Tibetan Names 
Bibliography 
Index 

Journey to Golok 
Excerpt: After introducing the couple and the gendered lens of the book as a whole, I narrate my own 
literary and ethnographic encounter with this Buddhist tantric couple to draw the reader into the 
Tibetan region of Golok, a nomadic area on the border of Qinghai and Sichuan Provinces, where Tāre 
Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche lived, traveled and taught. The Introduction asks how Tibetans 
themselves have construed their own recent history and suggests that Buddhist hagiography is an 
important site for Tibetans today to narrate an alternative history, since classical genre conventions 
preclude overt political statements and allow for a symbolic retrieval of Tibetan agency. I introduce the 
literary sources to be analyzed in this book as a new archive through which to explore the issue of 
minority voices in China. 

LET ME BEGIN with a tale of healing from the nomadic region of Golok, situated on the eastern reaches 
of the Tibetan plateau. It involves seven strands of hair, sent by a female tantric master to her ailing 
beloved. Reporting visions day and night of her “companion who has never been separate even for an 
instant,” she sent strands of her own hair alongside a tantric liturgy and protection circle—which she 
revealed through visionary means—as relics and a ritual to heal him. In the accompanying letter, she 
assured him that these items would dispel any obstacles to the two of them joining together as a couple, 
including the distance that separated them and his recurring bouts of illness. 

Healing is a persistent theme in the correspondence between the eminent tantric couple Khandro Tāre 
Lhamo (1938–2002) and Namtrul Jigme Phuntsok (1944–2011), known locally as Namtrul Rinpoche (and 
not to be confused with Khenpo Jigme Phuntsok, the monastic founder of Larung Buddhist Academy in 
Serta).3 Through the fifty-six letters they exchanged between 1978 and 1980, while separated by 
province borders, the future couple asserted their inseparability across lifetimes and exchanged visionary 
recollections of their myriad past lives together in India and Tibet. On a personal level, they expressed 
their blossoming affection in folksy terms using the local song styles of ordinary nomads. And in a 
prophetic voice, they articulated their shared destiny to heal and restore Buddhist teachings, practices, 
and institutions in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution (1966–76).  

https://columbia.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.7312/columbia/9780231180528.001.0001/upso-9780231180528-chapter-001#upso-9780231180528-miscMatter-011-note-003
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Rolling hills surrounding Drongri, a sacred mountain in the vicinity of Golok. 

The healing power of union between tantric partners is a recurrent motif in Tibetan literature, but takes 
on new meaning in the context of modern Tibet under Chinese rule. Ordinarily, it is a youthful female 
who extends the longevity of an elder master, but in this case, Tāre Lhamo was already forty years old 
when she initiated a courtship and correspondence with Namtrul Rinpoche, a reincarnate lama six years 
her junior. Beyond that, her visionary talents and ritual prowess were harnessed in service of the larger 
mission of revitalizing Buddhism in the region of Golok—whether bestowing a long-life empowerment 
on the foremost Buddhist teachers who survived the Maoist period or revealing esoteric teachings and 
rituals with Namtrul Rinpoche during the 1980s and ’90s. In one letter, Namtrul Rinpoche compares 
Tāre Lhamo to the moon exerting its influence on the tides, thereby causing the ocean of the Nyingma 
teachings of Tibetan Buddhism to swell.  

What do moments like these in the lives and letters of a contemporary tantric couple convey about 
gender and agency within a Buddhist framework? How did Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche 
interweave the personal and prophetic dimensions of their courtship and correspondence? How did 
they understand their partnership to effect a healing process at a critical historical juncture in modern 
Tibetan history? 
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A Buddhist Tantric Couple 
Steeped in esoteric Buddhism from their youth, Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche formed part of a 
nexus of Nyingma leaders in Golok who survived the Maoist period and spearheaded the revitalization 
of Buddhism in the region from the 1980s forward. As economic and cultural liberalization got under 
way in China, the two forged a bond through an epistolary courtship that lasted more than a year and 
crisscrossed borders between her homeland of Padma County (Qinghai Province) and his in neighboring 
Serta (Sichuan Province).8 Their correspondence led to a lasting partnership, teaching and traveling 
together as a couple for more than twenty years in Golok and neighboring regions. Video footage from 
the late 1990s shows a rare sight: a Buddhist tantric couple seated side by side on ceremonial thrones, 
conducting rituals for large assemblies of Buddhist monastics and Tibetan laity. As the first study of the 
lives and letters of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche, this book provides an intimate portrait of 
Tibetan lifeworlds and revitalization efforts by Buddhist leaders who remained in their homeland 
through the vagaries of Chinese Communist rule. 

In many ways, Tāre Lhamo’s life story is emblematic of her times. Born as the daughter of Apang 
Terchen (1895–1945), a prominent figure in the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan Buddhism in Golok, she 
received instruction from many of the region’s great masters of the twentieth century. Following the 
socialist transformation of Tibetan areas in the late 1950s, she suffered tremendous personal losses and 
spent her twenties and thirties consigned to manual labor. In the late 1950s, she lost her first husband, a 
scion of the prominent Dudjom line, and her three brothers, all reincarnate lamas who died in 
prison. Most likely, gender played a role in her averting imprisonment and surviving the period 
unscathed. Later, she lost her only son, who passed away before reaching the age of ten. During the 
years leading up to and including the Cultural Revolution, when the physical vestiges of Buddhism were 
dismantled and religious practice forbidden, Tāre Lhamo served as a local heroine to her community 
through tales of her miracles, providing a beacon of hope amid the devastation. From this tragedy, at 
once personal and collective in scale, she emerged at the age of forty remarkably poised for action. 

At the end of the Maoist period, Tāre Lhamo initiated a courtship and correspondence with Namtrul 
Rinpoche, who would become her second husband. Namtrul Rinpoche was only a teenager in the late 
1950s and thereby escaped the fate of her first husband and other prominent lamas. Enthroned in his 
youth as the Namkhai Nyingpo incarnation at Zhuchen Monastery in Serta, Namtrul Rinpoche received 
a traditional monastic education and trained closely under the lamas and cleric-scholars at Zhuchen, 
including his main teacher, Zhuchen Kunzang Nyima. Based on his education, after the socialist 
transformations of Tibetan areas, he served as a secretary for his work unit and managed to sequester 
himself on retreat for periods of time. With monasteries forcibly closed and monastics defrocked, 
Namtrul Rinpoche also married and had a son, Laksam Namdak, who was recognized as the 
reincarnation of his own teacher and today serves as the lineage holder for the teachings that Namtrul 
Rinpoche and Tāre Lhamo revealed together. 

Via secret messenger between 1978 and 1980, the couple exchanged an extended series of “love 
letters”—the first collection of its kind to come to light in Tibetan literature—combining personal 
expressions of affection with prophetic statements about their shared destiny. The letters contain 
avowals of their growing fondness and longing to be together, visionary recollections of their past lives 
as a couple, prophecies about their future revelatory activities, and references to sexuality in the 
context of tantric practice and the distinctively Tibetan process of treasure revelation. With a rich array 

https://columbia.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.7312/columbia/9780231180528.001.0001/upso-9780231180528-chapter-001#upso-9780231180528-miscMatter-011-note-008
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of folk and poetic styles, the letters offer insight into the gendered exchanges of this Buddhist tantric 
couple as they negotiated the terms of their union and envisioned the historic role they would play in 
Golok and beyond. Based on the bond they forged in their correspondence, in 1980 Tāre Lhamo left 
her homeland, against the wishes of her relatives and in contravention of state restrictions on travel, to 
join Namtrul Rinpoche in Serta. 

Given its historical context, this correspondence provides a rare window into the religious imagination 
out of which the revitalization of Buddhism in Tibetan areas of China was inaugurated during the 1980s. 
In prophetic terms, Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche conceived of their shared destiny as “healing the 
damage of degeneration times” (snyigs dus kyi rgud pa gso). The language of “healing” suggests the 
restorative work needed in the wake of collective trauma, given the “damage” or rupture in Tibetan 
social life, religious observances, cultural expression, and systems of meaning during the previous two 
decades—from the socialist transformation in the late 1950s through the death of Mao Zedong in 1976. 
With this language, Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche drew on well-established lore in the Nyingma 
tradition whereby periods of decline and strife call forth the revelation of esoteric teachings and ancient 
relics, referred to as “treasures” (gter ma), meant to restore Buddhism and, as a corollary, the welfare of 
Tibetans. The revelatory content of treasure texts is generally traced to teachings by Padmasambhava, 
the eighth-century Indian tantric master credited with a pivotal role in establishing Buddhism in Tibet 
during the imperial period (seventh to ninth century) when the Tibetan empire dominated vast tracts of 
central Asia. Sharing visionary recollections of their past lives, including as direct disciples of 
Padmasambhava—for her, Yeshe Tsogyal, and for him, Namkhai Nyingpo—Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul 
Rinpoche laid claim to a sense of continuity in their very personhood and in their prophetic revelations. 
Moreover, their persistent usage of the language of healing signals the heroic role that they envisioned 
for themselves in their religious vocation as tertöns or “treasure revealers” (gter ston). 

This heroic conception of their historic role is important to my overall concern in this book with 
Buddhist conceptions of agency and healing cultural trauma among Tibetans as a minority in China. The 
life stories and letters of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche provide a rich body of literature within 
which to explore ideas of agency in Buddhist terms, because they afford the rare occasion to compare 
the third-person voice of their idealized hagiographic portraits with the more humanizing first-person 
voice of their letters to each other. These sources shed much light on gendered representations of 
agency in Tibetan literature as well as the visionary processes through which contemporary Buddhist 
masters retrieved sources of authority from the distant past in order to confront their historical 
moment. I analyze these sources as minority voices in China that provide an alternative history of recent 
decades, seeking to establish cultural continuity and thereby to heal the trauma from the turbulent 
decades of the Maoist period. 
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Image of Namtrul Rinpoche and Tāre Lhamo as found on a disciple’s shrine. 

As the culmination of their correspondence, Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche joined together into a 
lasting partnership and religious career, teaching and traveling during the 1980s and ’90s while 
collaborating in the visionary process of revealing treasures. Following the inauguration of economic and 
cultural liberalization across China by Deng Xiaoping, which allowed for public religious expression after 
an almost twenty-year hiatus, Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche began their religious career as a 
couple. Along with a handful of surviving Nyingma masters in Golok and northern Kham, they formed 
part of what David Germano has called a “vibrant, multipronged Ter [treasure] movement that has 
emerged as one of the most powerful and vital strategies for the renewal of traditional Tibetan culture 
among Nyingma traditions in Tibet.” From the 1980s forward, based at Nyenlung Monastery, which they 
rebuilt in Serta, the couple traveled widely to discover and disseminate their treasures, while sponsoring 
construction projects and establishing ritual programs at numerous monasteries in and around Golok. 

Gendered Lens 
The distinctive representation of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche as a tantric couple in Tibetan 
literary and audio-visual sources has motivated my focus on gender as a central rubric within my 
broader concern to recover the minority voices of Tibetans in post-Mao China. The couple’s lives and 
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writings are inextricably linked in the available Tibetan literary sources: their interwoven and jointly 
published life stories, their twelve-volume corpus of collaborative revelations, and their correspondence 
in fifty-six letters as collected and published in a single volume. In terms of audio-visual sources, 
Nyenlung Monastery has produced numerous photographs and posters of the couple, cassette tapes 
featuring devotional songs by and about them, and VCDs (video compact discs) featuring short 
biographies and archival footage of the couple from the 1990s. Most recently, a towering memorial 
structure featuring their photographs behind glass has been constructed at Nyenlung Monastery, above 
the outdoor pavilion where they used to teach together at their annual dharma gathering (chos tshogs). 

I foreground Tāre Lhamo in analyzing sources by and about this couple in order to call attention to 
gender in representing agency and to recover female contributions to revitalizing Buddhism in the post-
Mao era. This is particularly important due to the tendency in Tibetan sources and Western scholarship 
to elide the contributions of Buddhist women to Tibetan history, with the exception of specific recovery 
projects, of which there are a small but growing number. Although Tibetan women have been active and 
vibrant in Nyingma communities as the consorts of prominent lamas and teachers in their own right, 
their names and religious roles are often mentioned only in passing in Tibetan sources. While Tāre 
Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche were partners in the revelatory process, as acknowledged in their 
published life stories and joint corpus of revelations, it would nonetheless be easy for her to fade from 
view under the assumption that she played a secondary and supportive role to his. This is particularly 
the case given that Namtrul Rinpoche outlived her by almost a decade and gained increased visibility 
through the sizeable number of Han Chinese followers with a keen interest in Tibetan Buddhism who 
made their way to Nyenlung Monastery. 

As a female tantric master in her own right, Tāre Lhamo was prominent in Golok in her youth and a 
heroine to her local community during much of the Maoist period. Early on, she was recognized as an 
emanation of Yeshe Tsogyal and two prominent figures from the previous generation in Golok, one 
female and one male, namely Sera Khandro (1892–1940) and Tra Gelong Tsultrim Dargye (1866–1937). 
Later in life, she proved to be unusual among contemporary female religious figures in the extent to 
which she traveled and taught widely throughout Golok and beyond, side by side with Namtrul 
Rinpoche. While there are a handful of well-known female tantric masters, called khandroma (mkha' 'gro 
ma), in Tibetan regions of China today, few others have had such a wide-ranging public presence or 
literary legacy. Tāre Lhamo is one of the few to enter the literary record with a life story and significant 
corpus of writings and one of only three contemporary female tertöns known to Western audiences 
through scholarly sources on the treasure tradition available in English. Notably, in the early 1990s, Tāre 
Lhamo garnered international attention for recognizing one of the reincarnations of Dudjom Rinpoche 
Jigdral Yeshe Dorje, the former head of the Nyingma lineage in exile. In 2003, her life story appeared in 
a Tibetan journal issue dedicated to tantric women (sngags ma) published by the Ngakmang Research 
Institute, where Tāre Lhamo stands alongside the likes of Yeshe Tsogyal, Mingyur Paldrön, and Sera 
Khandro as one of the remarkable Nyingma women in Tibetan history. More recently, in 2013, Larung 
Buddhist Academy produced a sixteen-volume anthology of the lives of Buddhist women from India and 
Tibet, which contains the biographies of only a few contemporary Tibetan women serving as Buddhist 
teachers, including Tāre Lhamo.  

My foregrounding of Tāre Lhamo in this study can also be justified on the grounds of her greater 
renown in the early phase of her teaching career with Namtrul Rinpoche, in large part because of her 
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status as the daughter of the regionally celebrated tertön Apang Terchen. Indeed, the first large-scale 
teachings and rituals they conducted in the mid-1980s involved transmitting her father’s revelations at 
Tsimda Gompa, the monastery he founded, to a gathering of lamas and monks from more than fifty 
newly reestablished monasteries in the region. This gave the couple immediate stature based on her 
birthright as her father’s lineage heir. In a further indication of her regional prominence, Namtrul 
Rinpoche appropriated aspects of Tāre Lhamo’s identity and integrated them into his own: his 
identification as the activity emanation of her father in publications from 2000 and 2001 and as a 
reincarnation of Drime Özer, the consort and teacher of Sera Khandro, in a VCD produced by 
Nyenlung Monastery circa 2003. Neither of these attributions appears in the couple’s correspondence 
or is highlighted in the earliest version of their life stories; instead, they emerged publicly in close 
proximity to Tāre Lhamo’s passing in 2002, suggesting a concern with lineage continuity. 

There are three different versions of Tāre Lhamo’s life, two of which interweave her story with that of 
Namtrul Rinpoche and one in which she is a stand-alone protagonist. The focus of this book, alongside 
their correspondence, is the earliest and authorized versions of the couple’s life stories, Spiraling Vine of 
Faith: The Liberation of the Supreme Khandro Tāre Lhamo and Jewel Garland: The Liberation of Namtrul Jigme 
Phuntsok, composed by Pema Ösal Thaye and published together in 1997 in a single paperback 
book, Cloud Offerings to Delight the Vidyādharas and Ḍākinīs. I consider these “authorized” versions since 
they were commissioned by the couple, written with their input, and published with state sanction 
through the County Office of the Bureau for Cultural Research in Serta. Pema Ösal Thaye masterfully 
constructs their lives into a story of heroism with gendered idiosyncrasies, such as the way that Tāre 
Lhamo’s youth is interwoven with the stories of her female antecedents, Yeshe Tsogyal and Sera 
Khandro, in Spiraling Vine of Faith and the distinctive narration of the post-Mao era with a tantric couple 
as the protagonist in Jewel Garland. 

Using this as a basis, Abu Karlo produced an abbreviated and largely derivative work synthesizing their 
stories, Jewel Lantern of Blessings: An Abridged Biography of the Tertön Couple, the Lord of Siddhas Zhuchen 
Namtrul and Khandro Tāre Dechen Lhamo, published in 2001. It adds little new information but makes a 
decisive intervention by characterizing Tāre Lhamo as the “wisdom consort” (shes rab kyi grogs) to the 
“great tertön” (gter chen) Namtrul Rinpoche even as it describes the distinctive process of their 
collaboration in revealing treasures. This may be the result of a difference in the structure of this version 
of their intertwined lives, since here Abu Karlo integrates their activities together as a couple into her 
life story, and his characterization functions as a transition into that period. Whatever its function or 
rationale, Abu Karlo’s intervention gives Namtrul Rinpoche primacy in their partnership and has been 
influential through its translation into Chinese and wide circulation among their Han Chinese disciples in 
multiple formats, including a glossy magazine-size book incorporating photographs.  

As a counterbalance, in the newest version of her life story, still in progress and as yet 
unpublished, Tāre Lhamo is the central figure. Khenpo Rigdzin Dargye, a cleric-scholar from her 
homeland of Padma County, casts Tāre Lhamo as an emanation of the female bodhisattva Tārā and 
emphasizes her visionary and wonder-working abilities in youth. This version of her life, which Rigdzin 
Dargye generously shared with me in 2014 in draft form, highlights Tāre Lhamo’s revelation of treasures 
with multiple collaborators, her ritual prowess at extending the lives of others, and her miraculous 
ability to heal the sick and aid the recently deceased. While my study focuses on the former, due to its 
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distinctive and masterful way of narrating recent Tibetan history, I will make comparative references to 
the other two versions of Tāre Lhamo’s life story along the way. 

Entering the Namthar 
I first encountered Tāre Lhamo through her namthar, or story of “complete liberation” (rnam thar), in a 
Tibetan literature class at Harvard University with Janet Gyatso. This genre of Tibetan literature 
recounts the life story of an accomplished tantric master, one understood to be liberated either at the 
outset, as in the case of a reincarnate lama, or by the end of the story as its culmination. Our class read 
through the first portion of the text together, which turned out not to be about her at all. Instead, the 
first part of Spiraling Vine of Faith, recounts in abbreviated form the life stories of Yeshe Tsogyal and Sera 
Khandro, among the illustrious series of her past lives. Later, on my own, I continued with the story of 
Tāre Lhamo’s youth up to the age of forty, when she met Namtrul Rinpoche. Thereafter, the account of 
their travels and teachings together in the 1980s and ’90s is found in his namthar, Jewel Garland, in which 
the couple are joint protagonists. Published together in the paperback book Cloud Offerings to Delight the 
Vidyādharas and Ḍākinīs, which totals 161 pages, their namthars are substantial but not exhaustive. The 
narrative style is episodic, structured as a series of short chronological vignettes, with no long passages 
describing people or places, nor a sense of the activities of everyday life. The condensed nature of each 
episode relies on culturally assumed knowledge of local figures, regional lore, and sacred sites.  I realized 
early on that only by spending time in Golok and visiting the places where Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul 
Rinpoche traveled, revealed treasures, and conducted large-scale rituals could I become an informed 
reader of these texts. 

This initial encounter drew me to the grasslands of Golok on numerous research trips over a ten-year 
period between 2004 and 2014. On the eastern edge of the Tibetan plateau, Golok is a nomadic region 
characterized by rolling grasslands, often treeless, unlike the arid high plateaus of central Tibet to the 
west or the forested ravines of Kham to the south. The terrain is punctuated by several major rivers—
the Ser, Do, Mar, and Ma (which becomes the Yellow River)—and bookended by the sacred mountain 
ranges Amnye Machen to the northwest and Nyenpo Yutse to the southeast. Ecologically, it is 
considered to be “high pasturage” suitable for a life of nomadic pastoralism. Herding yaks and other 
livestock has been a mainstay occupation alongside trade and, more recently, the harvesting of medicinal 
herbs. Tāre Lhamo’s homeland of Padma County is distinctive to the extent that it occupies the lush 
valley of the Mar River and is one of the main areas in Golok amenable to agriculture. For that reason, 
Padma County has a high population density and the greatest concentration of Buddhist monasteries in 
the region. These are primarily affiliated with the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, as are the 
monasteries in neighboring Serta County to the south. Because of the Nyingma predominance, Golok 
and neighboring areas of northern Kham have historically served as a hub for treasure revelation. 

My impetus to travel to Golok and neighboring Serta was to fill in the missing gaps of Tāre Lhamo’s life 
story. I also hoped to acquire a complete copy of the treasure corpus (gter chos) containing her joint 
revelations with Namtrul Rinpoche. With these tasks in mind and joined by a colleague, in 2004 I 
ventured for the first time to Nyenlung, the monastery in Serta County that Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul 
Rinpoche rebuilt and where they resided together from 1980 until her death in 2002. Much to my 
surprise and delight, in that meeting, Namtrul Rinpoche generously gave me their entire treasure corpus 
in twelve volumes as well as the treasure corpus of her father, the locally renowned Apang Terchen, in 
sixteen volumes. He also described the circumstances surrounding their correspondence and offered me 
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a facsimile edition of the collected letters, which he and Tāre Lhamo exchanged during their courtship, 
in their entirety. 

Of the twenty-nine volumes that I carried back to Chengdu that summer, I sensed immediately that the 
letters were special. Given prohibitions on travel and the province border separating the couple at that 
time, their correspondence provided the principal medium of their courtship. As Namtrul Rinpoche 
later told me, prior to 1980, when Tāre Lhamo joined him at Nyenlung, they had only met once for an 
extended visit he made to her homeland the previous year. Over the next several years, I worked 
through the variegated content and genres in the fifty-six letters and addenda, totaling 188 pages and 
almost entirely in verse. As I consulted with Tibetan lamas, scholars, poets, and singers, I realized the 
versatility and virtuosity in their use of folk and poetic styles as they crafted a shared destiny and 
conveyed a range of sentiments, erotic and amorous. As exchanges conveyed secretly across province 
borders, their letters provide a more intimate portrait of the couple than available in the idealized 
accounts found in their namthars, a perfect basis for comparison. 

In that first meeting, Namtrul Rinpoche also invited my colleague and me to join him on pilgrimage. The 
following day, he planned to travel to Padma County and visit the monastery Tashi Gomang to lead a 
feast offering (tshogs mchod), a ritual performed in order to purify tantric commitments and accumulate 
merit, and a public empowerment (khrom dbang), a tantric initiation ceremony meant as a blessing for 
the general public. It was his first time traveling on a pilgrimage-cum-teaching tour since the death of 
Tāre Lhamo in 2002. Together with our driver, we joined the caravan of cars and trucks filled with 
disciples (both Tibetan and Chinese) making the journey from Serta County northward along a winding 
dirt road. We became part of the entourage, and Namtrul Rinpoche occasionally stopped the caravan to 
point out sacred sites to us along the way. 

During this first visit and each of my subsequent trips to Golok, in some sense, I entered the namthar—
witnessing the people, places, and events of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche’s life story firsthand. In 
Golok, I inhabited the domain of prophecy and auspicious signs, blessings and meaningful connections, 
pilgrimage and aspiration prayers. Research questions to Namtrul Rinpoche sometimes generated the 
spontaneous composition of advice or rituals, and my own translation and research efforts were seen as 
a way to propagate their lineage abroad. In journeying to Golok and environs, I had entered not just a 
place but an entire worldview, where the actions of and environment around a Buddhist master are 
imbued with special meaning.  



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
222 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

 

Procession to welcome Namtrul Rinpoche to Tashi Gomang. 

Even on the sidelines, while observing rituals such as the feast offering and public empowerment at Tashi 
Gomang, I became a participant in the sphere of activity centered around the teacher, constituted 
among the faithful in the ongoing life story of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche. 

Ritual at Tashi Gomang 

Outside of Tashi Gomang, a line of Tibetan monks formed in the open meadow. Dressed in ceremonial 
garb, they wore yellow cloaks draped over their maroon monastic robes and donned cone-shaped hats 
fringed with tassels. The yellow and maroon vividly contrasted with the lush hue of grasses covering the 
meadow and hillsides after the summer rains. The procession began, and the line of approximately fifty 
monks moved forward, curving snakelike along the dirt road leading to the monastery. The low drone of 
Tibetan horns filled the air, punctuated by the clang of cymbals and the whine of an oboe-like instrument 
(rgya gling). Escorted by this procession was Namtrul Rinpoche, seated in a land cruiser covered in white 
ceremonial silk scarves. It is traditional for the monks and laity to welcome visiting teachers by traveling 
partway along the route to greet them and escorting them into the monastery. The monks walked in 
order of ordination rank, with the youngest trailing behind. A throng of nomads and residents from the 
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nearby county seat lined the road, some bowing in reverence, others with necks stretched out in order 
to catch a glimpse of him. 

Having joined Namtrul Rinpoche on pilgrimage, my colleague and I stood at the sidelines, documenting 
the procession in photographs and on video. Some monks also had cameras and video equipment out, 
making us feel less intrusive. We found a spot by the side of the road, a bit ahead of the jostling crowd, 
to shoot as the procession passed. It was a typical scene in some regards—foreign researchers capturing 
an exotic moment in a distant land—a scene laden with a long legacy of power relations in which 
representation is not a neutral act of documentation, but instead presumes privileged access and affords 
interpretive control. At Tashi Gomang, I marveled at being able to witness a ritual that in the namthar 
would have been described in a single line. As foreigners, my colleague and I were invited to join the 
monks inside the assembly hall during the main ritual, while the bulk of the laity—more than a thousand 
locals—crowded into the courtyard outside. A speaker had been hooked up to the roof of the 
monastery so that they could listen to the prayers being recited. That day, it was as if I had lifted my 
eyes from the page back in Cambridge to find that suddenly the namthar had become a living world all 
around me. 

That hypothetical single line in the namthar was suddenly a long afternoon spent chanting in a crowded 
assembly hall. Now I could see how the event was structured: who attended public rituals, where they 
sat, how they processed in and out, what happened during the ritual, the liturgies used for chanting, and 
the teachings given. I could witness how, although the laity was consigned to outside the monastery 
during the main ceremony, the food that had been offered and blessed during the feast was later 
distributed to them. Afterward, Namtrul Rinpoche’s throne was set up on the steps to the assembly hall 
facing the courtyard for the public empowerment. The monks sat up front in a crescent with the laity 
behind them, spread out in the courtyard as before. At the end, the crowd swelled around his throne in 
order to receive blessings. 

Since then, I have viewed comparable scenes recorded when Tāre Lhamo was still alive. A set of VCDs 
produced by Nyenlung introduces the monastery and provides a brief overview of their life stories, 
followed by devotional songs and footage of their teachings and travels going back to the late 1990s. The 
viewer joins the tantric couple on virtual pilgrimage, visiting some of the same sites that Namtrul 
Rinpoche did in 2004, as the couple gives empowerments to the young Dudjom reincarnation in the 
inner chamber of their residence, leads a procession to consecrate the large stūpa at the administrative 
seat of Padma County, conducts rituals in a tent at the base of the Nyenpo Yutse mountain range, and 
teaches in the assembly hall at Nyenlung, overflowing with Tibetan and Chinese disciples. In footage of 
their travels and teachings, the viewer witnesses the rare phenomenon of a tantric couple conferring 
empowerments together, side by side on ceremonial thrones, both reading the liturgy, performing the 
gestures, and blessing the assembly with ritual implements. At Tashi Gomang, there is even a glimpse of 
Tāre Lhamo standing alone in the field outside the monastery, receiving white ceremonial scarves (kha 
btags) from a long line of disciples from her homeland, while Namtrul Rinpoche stands back to allow 
them to greet her. 

Unbeknown to us that day, my colleague and I were also captured on video. When I returned to Padma 
County in 2006, a set of VCDs had been released chronicling Namtrul Rinpoche’s 2004 
pilgrimage. Featuring both Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche on the cover, the VCDs follow his 
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pilgrimage with footage of each stop along the way, including his visit to Tashi Gomang. The video is 
accompanied by devotional songs, some written by Tāre Lhamo, emphasizing her continuing presence 
for their religious community and authorizing Namtrul Rinpoche as the steward of their teachings. One 
short clip features the foreign researchers, video recorder rolling and camera clicking away. In an ironic 
twist, it shows the monks capturing us in the process of capturing them. Rather than standing outside 
the frame as observers, “neutrally” recording the scene, in that VCD, we are located within the scene 
as participants, subsumed into the flow of activity centered around Namtrul Rinpoche. This ethnographic 
vignette raises the issue of representation, central to this book, and shows that one’s interlocutors in 
research are by no means passive “objects of study” but have their own agendas and frames in which to 
place the researcher. By appearing in this video clip, my colleague and I were incorporated within a 
framework of meaning that positions Buddhist masters at the center of public activity and the apex of 
social values. We were constituted as part of the crowd of disciples and admirers, confirming Namtrul 
Rinpoche’s stature and prestige and by extension Tāre Lhamo’s own. 

Minority Voices 
The ritual occasion at Tashi Gomang exemplifies the large-scale Buddhist gatherings that I encountered 
in the mid-2000s, including construction projects, consecration ceremonies, and other conspicuous signs 
of the revitalization of Tibetan culture. If unfamiliar with modern Tibetan history, a first-time visitor 
might not realize that most monasteries standing in Tibetan areas of China today have been rebuilt from 
the rubble left after the Maoist period. Nor would one necessarily realize that ordinary public religious 
observances that permeate Tibetan life—pilgrims circumambulating monasteries, the elderly spinning 
prayer wheels, monks gathered in large assembly halls reciting prayers, and large-scale rituals and 
festivals—were forbidden for almost two decades. Tibetans know this history all too well, and one lama 
chided me when I marveled at the many new buildings on his monastery’s grounds, indicating that the 
scale of Buddhist institutions has yet to approach what once existed. 

Apart from researchers and travelers who have ventured to the Tibetan plateau, many in the West have 
not heard much, if anything, about cultural revitalization efforts by Tibetans within China. In general, the 
Tibetan people are disparately represented in the media as either the victims of “cultural genocide” or 
the benefactors of “peaceful liberation” at the hands of the Communist state. In their discussion of these 
diametrically opposed viewpoints, Ashild Kolas and Monika Thowsen highlight that the realities on the 
ground are not so black and white. The Chinese Communist state’s claim to protect and promote 
Tibetan culture effectively erases its culpability in the destruction of most visible signs of Tibetan culture 
during the Maoist period, culminating in the Cultural Revolution. However, the exile Tibetan 
counterclaim that Tibetan areas in China have been turned into a “cultural wasteland” makes the 
Cultural Revolution stand for more than sixty years of Communist rule, discounting the significant 
changes brought about by economic and cultural liberalization.8 Both versions homogenize  the role of 
the state in recent Tibetan history, despite major shifts in state policy toward minorities as well as the 
gap between policy and implementation that has led to local variations in how policy affects minority 
groups. More importantly, such representations narrowly focus on state policy, rendering invisible the 
substantial achievements by Tibetans within China in revitalizing their own culture since the 1980s.  

Despite China’s attempt to celebrate cultural revitalization as evidence that Tibetans are thriving under 
Communist rule, we need to ask how Tibetans themselves construe their own recent history. Where 
do we look for Tibetan voices and self-representations? For minorities in China, who do not have direct 

https://columbia.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.7312/columbia/9780231180528.001.0001/upso-9780231180528-chapter-001#upso-9780231180528-miscMatter-011-note-058
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access to political discourse and for whom major media venues like television and newspapers are state-
controlled, literature and the arts have become important sites for intellectual discourse and debate. In 
the last decade, scholars have begun to examine the revival of Tibetan arts and literature in order to 
retrieve minority voices, highlighting the complexity of self-representation, coded mechanisms for 
dissent, and debates about the very nature of Tibetan modernity. Although secular literature composed 
by Tibetan writers received attention in the anthology Modern Tibetan Literature, there has been no 
comparable study of religious literature to investigate how Buddhist masters are adapting Tibetan 
literary genres to address contemporary concerns.  

This study seeks to recover minority voices within Buddhist literature recently published within China, 
and to highlight their representations of Tibetan agency. Here I follow Laura Ahearn’s definition of 
“agency” as the “socioculturally mediated capacity to act,” highlighting the ways human actors are 
situated in social and cultural systems that both constrain and provide resources for their 
endeavors. Representations in art and literature are culturally situated within specific notions of 
personhood and causation as well as conventions for ascribing agency according to literary genre and 
artistic style. In a Buddhist context, notions of karma and past lives feature prominently in conceptions 
of personhood, creating a relational and composite identity that complicates how we might ordinarily 
associate agency with autonomy. Meanwhile, certain genres of literature allow for the assertion of forms 
of agency beyond the boundaries of secular and state discourse, creating an alternative vantage point 
from which to narrate recent history. Overall, cultural conventions play a significant role in how 
Tibetans today invoke symbols, ideals, and authoritative paradigms in order to explain events, to 
conceive of possibilities, and to articulate and authorize a course of action. One of the tasks of this 
book, then, is to discern how specific examples of religious literature function to restore a sense of 
Tibetan agency in Buddhist terms. 

In my focus on the lives and letters of an eminent tantric couple, I share a microhistorical approach with 
the contributors to the seminal volume Buddhism in Contemporary Tibet: Religious Revival and Cultural 
Identity. Each focused on the role of a single monastery, ritual, or individual as exemplary of the 
constituent features of the Buddhist revival more broadly. Similarly, I re-create for the reader the rich 
tapestry in which the lives of this contemporary Buddhist tantric couple unfolded and show how the 
literary imagination—the shared vision and prophetic mission that Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche 
create in their correspondence—became actualized in the form of their prodigious religious activities 
and represented in the hagiographic portrait of their career together in the 1980s and ’90s. Informed by 
field research during numerous visits to the region between 2004 and 2014, I focus on literary 
representations of their lives—their hagiographic portraits and their own voices in epistolary exchanges 
at a moment of tremendous historical uncertainty—as windows into how Tibetans have understood and 
represented the rupture and revival of Buddhism on the Tibetan plateau in the second half of the 
twentieth century. 

In its capacity to reassert systems of meaning, hagiographic and epistolary literature can be considered 
an alternative source for memory work and reconstructing the past, not as a means of establishing facts, 
but as Tibetan self-representations that offer an alternative to the official account by the state. Perhaps 
these are best described as “subaltern pasts,” in Chakrabarty’s use of the term, pasts articulated by 
subordinated minority groups in terms outside the epistemological limits of the discipline of history. For 
Chakrabarty, “minority” refers to a marginal social position and relegation to inferior status vis-à-vis the 
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dominant group, as well as the subordination of “life-worlds” that harbor “irrational” elements 
marginalized in the main-stream discourse of the secular state, such as religious premises. In China, 
religious discourse is potentially subversive because it offers the possibility not only to assert an 
alternative version of events but also to construct a narrative rooted in an alternative episteme, or 
worldview, with its corresponding set of beliefs, values, and authority. 

Although their purpose is not to narrate history per se, in the process of recounting the lives of 
contemporary Buddhist masters—who are subaltern vis-à-vis the state but elite in their local contexts—
hagiographic accounts present the events of recent Tibetan history within a Buddhist framework. A 
striking example is the use of “collective karma” (spyi mthun las) to frame the turbulent decades of the 
Maoist period in Spiraling Vine of Faith. While it may seem odd for a Buddhist author to attribute the 
events of history to the collective deeds of the Tibetan people in an indeterminate past, this choice can 
be regarded as part of a literary strategy to reclaim agency on behalf of Tibetans. More importantly, as I 
argue in chapter 2, karma serves as a vital interpretive schema through which local historians and 
monastics like Pema Ösal Thaye make sense of collective trauma and encompass the devastating events 
of the Maoist period within Buddhist systems of meaning. In this way, karma serves as a narrative device, 
retrospectively asserting interpretive command over events otherwise outside of Tibetan control. 

Broadly speaking, narrating trauma is an exercise in constructing meaning out of the shattered ruins of 
the past. According to trauma theorists, the ability to create a narrative is central to the healing process 
as a means to repair and adapt systems of meaning and encompass the memory of trauma within 
them. Unlike the dialogic format of psychoanalysis, in the case of collective trauma, this active process 
must be performed by a select group—cultural carriers such as artists, elders, intellectuals, or religious 
figures—on behalf of the society as a whole. In a colonial context or under other forms of interethnic 
domination, the restoration of meaning involves ascribing cultural significance to devastating historical 
events and thereby encompassing the damage caused thereby within a local episteme. What is crucial is 
a useable history that can serve as an alternative to the official state history and a rallying point for 
collective action. As the anthropologist Michael Jackson emphasizes, making meaning through storytelling 
generates not just an “intellectual grasp of events” but a “symbolic restructuring” of them. This becomes 
an important way to gain mastery over the events of history, whether personal or collective. For this 
reason, Jackson refers to storytelling as “a vital human strategy for sustaining a sense of agency in the 
face of disempowering circumstances.” In other words, narrating trauma provides a way to restore 
systems of meaning after an abrupt and overwhelming event or period of devastation. As such, it could 
be regarded as part and parcel of constructing subaltern pasts—in this case, by reasserting the centrality 
of Tibetans as actors in their own history. 

This symbolic restructuring of events, a prominent feature in their hagiographic corpus, begins in their 
own voice in the letters that Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche exchanged at the cusp of the post-Mao 
era between 1978 and 1980. Therein they tacitly subsume the turbulent decades of the Maoist period 
within a Buddhist framework as “degenerate times” and announce their own revelatory activities as the 
means to “heal the damage” to Buddhist practice, teachings, and institutions in Tibetan areas. This serves 
as a potent narrative device allowing the couple to maintain an orientation toward the future, specifically 
toward their own visionary means to restore Buddhism through treasure revelation, recovering esoteric 
teachings and ancient relics from Tibet’s imperial past. The optimistic and heroic tenor of their letters, 
replete with images of regeneration, the language of healing, and declarations of victory over dark 
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forces, is stunning given the historical devastation out of which they had just emerged. Their 
namthars, Spiraling Vine of Faith and Jewel Garland, follow suit in focusing on moments of heroism during 
the Maoist period and their revitalization efforts in the 1980s and ’90s, rather than detailing the extent 
or nature of the actual damage. Such epistolary and hagiographic works thereby create a vibrant 
alternative to “scar literature,” a literary trend among modern Chinese and Tibetan writers that 
emerged in the 1980s to recount the trauma associated with the Cultural Revolution in fictional and 
allegorical terms. 

In exploring literary works by and about Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche, I provide poignant 
examples of how Tibetans represent their own recent history. These illustrate an alternative approach 
to narrating history and agency within a Buddhist framework, rooted in premodern notions of causation 
and personhood. The works offer not just a different story, but a story with different premises that 
positions Tibetans themselves, particularly Buddhist masters, as the principal agents in history. I highlight 
how Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche, as well as their hagiographer, Pema Ösal Thaye, draw on long-
standing symbols, discourses, and practices within the tradition of treasure revelation in order to 
imagine, inspire, effect, and narrate the revitalization of Buddhism as part of a synergistic group of 
Nyingma masters in the region of Golok. Their voices and those of their followers provide a striking 
account of Tibetan agency. 

Recentering Tibetan Lives 
Notably, in Spiraling Vine of Faith and Jewel Garland, the Chinese Communist state is rarely mentioned, 
apart from scant references to policies during the Maoist period and the colophon, which acknowledges 
a local government agency that enabled its publication. This is no doubt as much due to the religious 
nature of the genre as it is a product of self-censorship on the part of Pema Ösal Thaye, seeking to 
avoid politically sensitive content. Instead, the principal actors are Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche, 
who are portrayed with heightened agency as visionaries and ritual virtuosos engaged in recovering 
lineages of teachings through treasure revelation and reconstituting Tibetan community in ritual terms. 
In this way, hagiographic literature effectively decenters Beijing and recenters Buddhist masters as the 
principal agents in Tibetan society and history. 

Charlene Makley has described the revitalization of Tibetan culture from the 1980s forward as a 
“mandalization process” in which recounting stories about the lives of Buddhist masters is a constituent 
feature. According to her definition, the mandalization process repositions the reincarnate lama, and by 
extension Buddhist institutions, at the apex of social value and the center of public life. (Note that 
a maṇḍala can be a two- or three-dimensional representation of the domain of a tantric deity; often the 
deity in union with a consort resides at the center, which is also the apex.) The work of namthar as a 
genre in the contemporary context, according to Makley, is to reposition the Tibetan people as the 
faithful beneficiaries of the moral authority and ritual prowess of Buddhist masters. Drawing out the 
implications of this assertion, one could suggest that hagiographic literature, with its leitmotif of 
engendering faith (dad pa), has played and continues to play a pivotal role in reconstituting Tibetan social 
worlds around Buddhist leaders, values, and institutions in the post-Mao period. 

In promoting a mandalization process, hagiographic literature can thus be seen as a constitutive feature 
of cultural revitalization by Tibetans in China. As a literary genre, namthar is flourishing alongside audio-
visual materials focused on Buddhist masters, such as poster images, devotional songs, and even music 
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videos on monastery-produced VCDs showcasing their activities that proliferate in public spaces 
throughout Tibetan areas. Moreover, the publication of namthars is part of a broader movement to 

 

Pema Ösal Thaye, a local historian and disciple of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche. 

recover local history in Golok by Tibetans themselves since liberalization in the 1980s. Pema Ösal Thaye 
is an important contributor as a Buddhist monastic and government worker who is the publisher, 
author, and editor of numerous namthars, histories, and edited volumes dedicated to preserving Tibetan 
culture. On the county level in Serta in Sichuan Province, his effort is a smaller-scale version of the work 
of the poet Ju Kalzang at the prefecture level in Tawu, the capital of Golok Prefecture in Qinghai 
Province. Both endeavors share the common purpose of recovering local history and publishing works 
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by religious figures from the region of Golok, which in its broadest sense includes neighboring Serta. As 
a compiler of local histories and the namthars of Buddhist masters, Pema Ösal Thaye has made a 
significant contribution to the mandalization process described by Makley. 

While Makley emphasizes the role of mandalization in the reassertion of Tibetan masculinities, both lay 
and monastic, since the 1980s, the case of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche is a prominent exception 
to the rule. In Tāre Lhamo’s namthar, Spiraling Vine of Faith, it is the khandroma at the center of the 
action, and Pema Ösal Thaye crafts a type of agency explicitly identified with the dākinī, a category of 
female tantric deities. Moreover, in the telling of her life with Namtrul Rinpoche, as recounted in Jewel 
Garland, the reader finds not a solitary lama at the center of the maṇḍala but the iconographically more 
traditional yab-yum. Literally meaning “father” and “mother,” yab-yum refers to the tantric couple 
representing the union of “method and wisdom” (thabs shes) in Buddhist tantric symbolism. Although 
the yab-yum is prevalent in Buddhist tantric iconography, the consort of a male lama typically receives 
little mention in hagiographic literature. However, due to Tāre Lhamo’s stature as the daughter of 
Apang Terchen and as a khandroma in her own right, she and Namtrul Rinpoche traveled and taught 
together, revealing a significant corpus of ritual manuals and esoteric instructions, and this is reflected in 
their hagiographic representation as joint protagonists and acknowledged collaboration in their jointly 
attributed treasure revelations. In Jewel Garland, they are depicted as the charismatic centerpiece of 
large-scale public rituals in which they forge connections with the hundreds and thousands in 
attendance. These narrative accounts showcase the tantric prowess of the couple, transforming the 
natural and social world through acts of consecration and initiation. 

What I am proposing is that we examine how agency is construed within a Buddhist framework in a way 
that recenters Tibetans, and specifically Buddhist masters, female and male, as agents of their own 
history. The assertion of Tibetan agency in Buddhist terms in the sources for this study can be read as a 
response to the specific challenges posed by a competing episteme embodied in state policy, Communist 
discourse, secular values, and market forces, all of which have tended to marginalize Tibetans within the 
larger Han-dominated Chinese nation. This response inscribes new meaning into the events of recent 
history and serves to heal the cultural trauma that Tibetans have undergone as a result of social 
upheaval and disruption of cultural and religious practices, particularly during the Maoist 
period. Examining these literary representations as sites for reasserting Buddhist interpretive schemas 
and systems of meaning, I link the processes of writing literature, making meaning, and taking action in 
the revitalization of Buddhism as effected by Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche, and through which 
recent Tibetan history has been narrated. 

Sources for This Book 
The literary accounts central to this book narrate recent Tibetan history from several different temporal 
orientations, authorial voices, and literary genres. I start with an analysis of Spiraling Vine of Faith: The 
Liberation of the Supreme Khandro Tāre Lhamo, which is the namthar of Tāre Lhamo as narrated in the 
third-person voice of Pema Ösal Thaye. A retrospective account of her early life up through the 
turbulent decades of the Maoist period, Spiraling Vine of Faith creates an idealized hagiographic portrait of 
Tāre Lhamo in Buddhist terms as a local heroine. In chapter 1, I perform a gendered analysis of this 
work, asking how a cultural space is created for female religious authority in the otherwise male-
dominated religious milieu in Golok. Specifically, I look at the use of authoritative female antecedents in 
the long prelude to her life story and place this within the social context in Golok, where her status as 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
230 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

the daughter of Apang Terchen ensured her inclusion in esoteric Nyingma circles. In chapter 2, I show 
how historical events and hagiographic interventions are interwoven in miracle tales that provide a 
means of restoring a sense of Tibetan agency after a period of collective trauma. Scholars of trauma such 
as Judith Herman have argued for the importance of crafting a narrative in the healing process in order 
for individuals to regain a sense of mastery over overwhelming and devastating  events, originally outside 
their own control. I build on her work and recent studies on collective trauma to theorize about the 
role of hagiography in healing cultural trauma. 

I then introduce and translate selections from the correspondence between Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul 
Rinpoche, an invaluable counterpart to this idealized portrait, which provide a more humanizing and 
multifaceted representation in which their own voices come to the fore. Their amorous and prophetic 
exchanges are composed almost entirely in verse and draw on a range of styles from ornate Indic-
inspired poetry to Tibetan folk songs, and their choice of literary style in each letter influences the 
content and tone of the correspondence. For example, ornate poetry marks the formality of their initial 
exchanges, while bardic verse drawing on the Gesar epic (a pan-Tibetan epic of Arthurian proportions) 
is reserved for bold declarations of their certain victory over the dark and demonic forces of their 
times. In turn, prophetic passages allowed Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche to construct their identity 
as a couple, based on myriad past lives together, and to chart the locations of treasures awaiting 
revelation in the landscape of Golok and neighboring regions. Yet right alongside that, local song styles 
offer more folksy imagery, equating their destined union to the inseparability of a snow lion and its 
mountain perch, a juniper branch and its berries, and thunderclouds hovering over the grasslands. In her 
preference for oral folk genres, Tāre Lhamo gradually induces Namtrul Rinpoche to eschew the erudite 
poetics of his monastic training for the exuberance of folk songs. Because of this, much of their 
correspondence has a fresh, colloquial tone, akin to the love poems of the Sixth Dalai Lama but with a 
distinctively eastern Tibetan flavor. 

As part and parcel of their religious vocation, they engaged in the “sport of attraction” in preparation 
for the tantric rite of sexual union that constitutes an integral part of treasure revelation. In chapter 3, I 
explore the dynamic interplay of love and destiny, arguing that the affection shared between Tāre 
Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche in their epistolary exchanges activated their visionary propensities in 
preparation for their collaborative revelatory activities and ultimately galvanized them into action. I pay 
special attention to gender in tracing how they negotiated the terms of their union and created a shared 
narrative as a tantric couple across lifetimes. In chapter 4, I turn to the historical contingencies and 
challenges that Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche faced and how they navigated those within a clearly 
articulated Buddhist rubric of causation, drawing on forces in the distant past to imagine realizing their 
vision for the future. I examine the language and metaphors they employ to foresee restoring Buddhist 
teachings and the welfare of Tibetans in the post-Mao period, including: “healing” (gso ba) the damage of 
degenerate times, in a prophetic key derived from the treasure tradition; “rescuing” (skyob pa) beings, 
assuming a heroic stance as bodhisattvas or buddhas-to-be; and achieving “victory” (rgyal kha) over 
demonic and barbaric forces in the performative language of bardic verse. In this way, the couple 
engaged in a creative dialogue, harnessing the terminology and imagery from various genres of Tibetan 
verse to conceive of the possibility of revitalizing Buddhism and script their own roles within it. As an 
extended and initially private exchange, their correspondence provides a distinctive perspective on the 
agency of Tibetans on the cusp of the post-Mao era. 
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Coming full circle, chapter 5 returns to the writing of namthar, showcasing the couple’s endeavors from 
the 1980s forward, after Tāre Lhamo left her homeland to join Namtrul Rinpoche in Serta. Specifically, I 
analyze Jewel Garland: The Liberation of Namtrul Jigme Phuntsok, in which the second half recounts their 
joint activities from 1980 to 1995. This last source is both retrospective, recounting their religious 
efforts up to its publication, and concurrent, as the writing of namthars is a project constitutive of 
cultural revitalization itself. Returning to the genre of namthar after an excursus into their letters shows 
how the shared vision and prophetic mission constructed in the correspondence were actualized in 
their prodigious religious activities and translated into an idealized hagiographic representation. In 
contrast to the intimate words exchanged in their letters, Jewel Garland portrays the public persona and 
heightened agency of a tantric couple whose visionary talents and ritual prowess form the basis of their 
many accomplishments promoting the revitalization of Buddhism in Golok. I highlight the recurring 
paradigm of forging “connections” ('brel ba), which draws attention to the ways that Buddhist masters 
are understood to reconstitute people and places as Tibetan through their teachings and ritual activities. 
This account of the 1980s and ’90s illustrates, in microhistorical terms, how the revitalization of 
Buddhism in the post-Mao period unfolded within a single region with its corresponding network of 
Buddhist teachers, monasteries, and ritual systems. The epilogue closes the book with a discussion of 
the couple’s activities after 1995, when Jewel Garland was completed; their ongoing community after 
Tāre Lhamo passed away in 2002; and their legacy as a tantric couple since Namtrul Rinpoche’s passing 
in 2011. 

Through a close examination of these three main literary sources—in conjunction with other historical 
and biographical sources as well as interviews conducted between 2004 and 2014—I explore an eminent 
example of the religious imagination out of which the restoration of Buddhist institutions and practices 
was conceived and represented by Tibetans within China. While it is important to describe the 
achievements of Tibetans in reconstructing monasteries and other visible cultural forms, it has not been 
enough only to build buildings. What has also had to be restored are systems of meaning that came 
under attack during the Maoist period and have been undermined in intermittent reeducation campaigns 
in recent decades, intensifying in the wake of the March 2008 protests, despite claims by the state 
regarding freedom of religion. Nonetheless, it is also possible for subordinated groups to resist 
dominant systems of meaning. In the Tibetan case, one form that this resistance has taken is the 
assertion of a Buddhist worldview in the face of epistemological challenges posed by CCP rhetoric and 
state policy. In other words, Tibetan leaders have not only been rebuilding Buddhist institutions, they 
have also been reasserting a Buddhist episteme as a total worldview. 

A New Namthar? 
Though my purpose here is not to compose a new namthar, this book does provide a chronological 
account while analyzing literary sources by and about Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche. In its 
chronology, it follows the arc of Tāre Lhamo’s life, analyzing the principal textual sources associated 
with each phase in successive sections, and I integrate Namtrul Rinpoche into the narrative at the point 
at which they began to correspond. Because I arrived at Nyenlung in 2004, two years after Tāre Lhamo 
passed away, I traveled the length and breadth of Golok in order to gather stories about her—from her 
homeland in Padma County to monasteries throughout the region where she and Namtrul Rinpoche 
conducted large-scale rituals and provided financial aid for reconstruction. I was able to interview the 
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people who knew her best: her husband, Namtrul Rinpoche; their hagiographer, Pema Ösal Thaye; her 
close disciple, Rigdzin Dargye, who is currently finishing a new 
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Elderly female relative of Tāre Lhamo at Tsimda Monastery in Padma County. 
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namthar about her; and female relatives and friends in youth, like Adrön and Achung, who lived through 
the Maoist period with her. In addition, at Nyenlung Monastery and elsewhere, I had the opportunity to 
participate in the activities of the couple’s ongoing religious community. 

This field research has allowed me to triangulate the first-person perspective of their correspondence 
and the third-person account in their hagiographies with the social context of lived religion in Golok, 
oral tales of Tāre Lhamo’s life, and firsthand accounts that Namtrul Rinpoche shared with me. This 
ability to bridge text and context provides an invaluable touchstone throughout the book. It allows me 
not only to fill in gaps in information in the life stories of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche as found in 
published accounts, particularly for the turbulent decades of the Maoist period, but also to share insights 
into the selection process of crafting a literary representation of a tantric couple. The process of 
selectivity is all the more pronounced today due to self-censorship in publications resulting from the 
sensitive nature of the “Tibet question” in China. While in the field, my sense was that the more I 
understood about the world outside the text, the more I could learn about representational strategies 
within the namthars and correspondence. 

That said, there are important ways that I intervene in the representation of Tāre Lhamo’s life as 
intertwined with Namtrul Rinpoche’s in these literary sources. First and foremost, I give more weight to 
the letters they exchanged at the cusp of the post-Mao era than does Jewel Garland. There, prophetic 
selections from the letters appear alongside prophecies by local religious figures in order to confirm 
their union and to introduce Tāre Lhamo into the narrative. By contrast, in this book, I examine both 
the prophetic and the personal dimensions of their correspondence in order to get a more rounded 
picture of this tantric couple, juxtaposing their own self-representation with the hagiographic portrait of 
their lives by Pema Ösal Thaye. My purpose is to explore the human side of their relationship and the 
creative negotiation of their received heritage: how their partnership developed, how they handled the 
contingencies of the historical moment, and how they appropriated and transformed the resources 
available to them from treasure lore, folk and literary genres, and tantric practices. 

As an additional intervention, I invert the order of their life stories by following the chronology of Tāre 
Lhamo’s life. In publication, Cloud Offerings to Delight the Vidyādharas and Ḍākinīs begins with Namtrul 
Rinpoche’s namthar, Jewel Garland. After an account of his youth, it presents excerpts from their 
correspondence as a way to introduce Tāre Lhamo into the narrative and then focuses on the couple’s 
activities together. Her own namthar, Spiraling Vine of Faith, follows. In a parallel but inverted structure, 
this study begins with Tāre Lhamo’s life story, introduces Namtrul Rinpoche through an analysis of their 
correspondence, and finally examines their joint role in the revitalization of Buddhism. The crucial 
difference is that I am putting Tāre Lhamo first, as the primary object of this study. Namtrul Rinpoche 
and others whom I interviewed were fully aware that my primary interest lay in Tāre Lhamo’s life story, 
and the importance of such a project was never questioned by anyone in their religious community. 
Ironically, the only person who questioned my motives was another khandroma, who objected to the 
idea that women should be privileged as a category of inquiry.  

The ordering of their namthars—his first, hers second—reflects a gendered hierarchy within their 
religious community at Nyenlung, which sponsored the publication of Cloud Offerings. There Namtrul 
Rinpoche is considered the principal; he walked first in ceremonial processions, and though they 
conducted tantric initiations seated side by side, his throne in the main shrine hall remained just a few 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
235 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

inches higher than hers. My own interest in Tāre Lhamo and positioning of her as the centerpiece of this 
study is grounded in a feminist impulse—and growing academic trend—to retrieve Tibetan women from 
the literary and historical record. This impulse launched the project in 2004 and remained at its core 
during field research, even as I gradually came to realize that a study of Tāre Lhamo’s life and writings 
could not feasibly be separated from her long-standing collaboration and hagiographic fusion with 
Namtrul Rinpoche. This ordering also reflects a trajectory in their own careers, whereby Tāre Lhamo’s 
own renown in Golok as the daughter of Apang Terchen gave their teachings early visibility and a large 
following among Tibetans, while later Namtrul Rinpoche came to the fore with the growth of Nyenlung 
Monastery and a burgeoning community of Chinese disciples. 

Rather than endeavoring to present a more complete account of their lives, my interest lies in 
understanding strategies of representation, specifically the difference between the idealized account of 
their hagiographic construction and the more complex and decidedly human terms of their 
correspondence in their own voices. In line with recent trends in the study of hagiography, I leave aside 
epistemological questions: separating fact from fiction, history from myth, and the natural from the 
supernatural. Instead, this book explores the production of meaning in texts by and about Tāre Lhamo 
and Namtrul Rinpoche. In other words, rather than ask questions about truth, I take up issues of 
meaning. How might the idealized account of Tāre Lhamo’s miracles during the years leading up to and 
including the Cultural Revolution, as contained in Spiraling Vine of Faith, function as alternative history 
and serve to heal cultural trauma? How do Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche construct the distant 
past and envision future possibilities through their courtship and correspondence? How does the 
narration of their joint activities in Jewel Garland portray and participate in the revitalization of Buddhism 
in Golok? 

That said, in presenting a study of the lives and letters of Tāre Lhamo and Namtrul Rinpoche, I do not 
seek to foreclose the possibility of its interpretation within a hagiographic frame. Early in my research, 
Namtrul Rinpoche cited a prophecy that the treasure teachings of this eminent couple will one day 
reach America. That my research offered a potential vehicle to help fulfill that prophecy no doubt helped 
motivate him to spend many patient hours answering my questions in interviews over the years. 
Certainly, this analysis of their lives and letters will introduce English-speaking audiences to Tāre Lhamo 
and Namtrul Rinpoche. The circulation and use of this book will ultimately decide how it is read. Likely 
one day it will journey back to Golok and serve as testimony to their significant legacy as a tantric 
couple, kept alive by his son, Tulku Laksam Namdak, and their ongoing religious community.  <>   

UNDER THE SHADOW OF WHITE TARA: BURIAT 
BUDDHISTS IN IMPERIAL RUSSIA by Nikolay Tsyrempilov 
[Eurasian Studies Library, Ferdinand Schöningh Verlag, Brill, 
9783506760487] 
The book systematically explores the history of the Buddhist community in the Russian Empire. It offers 
an advanced overview of the relations that existed between the Buriat Buddhists and the Russian 
imperial authorities. Various institutions and actors represented Russian power: foreign and interior 
ministries, the Irkutsk general-governorship, the Orthodox Christian mission of East Siberia, local 

https://www.amazon.com/Under-Shadow-White-Tara-Buddhists/dp/3506760483/
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journalists and academic scholars. The book is focussing especially on the evolution of imperial 
legislation and specific administrative mechanisms aiming at the regulation of Buddhist affairs. The author 
demonstrates how these actors responded to conflicting situations and collisions of interests. Thus the 
history of relations between Russia and her Buddhist subjects is shown as a complex process with 
participation of a number of actors with their own interests and motivations. 
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In August 2009, Dmitrii Medvedev, Russia’s president at the time, came to Russia’s largest Buddhist area, 
the Republic of Buriatia, on an official trip. Among the places the president planned to visit was Ivolga, or 
Ivolginskii datsan, the Buddhist monastery that since 1945 has been the residence of the Bandito 
Khambo Lama, the spiritual leader of the largest traditional community of Buddhists in Russia. Not long 
before the president arrived, the abbot of the datsan Dagba Ochirov announced that the monks were 
preparing to conduct a traditional worship ceremony to acknowledge the head of state as the 
embodiment of the enlightened Buddhist goddess, White Tara. Ochirov stated that “we Buddhists have 
always worshiped whomever ascended to the tsar’s throne as the embodiment of White Tara.” This 
announcement caused a notable stir in the Russian media, and as a result, the ceremony was cancelled 
to prevent putting the president in an awkward position. While the story spawned many a bitter joke, it 
also introduced many Russian citizens to the fact that their country was home to around a million 
traditional Buddhists and that some of them saw the ruler of Russia as a sacred figure. 

In the 19th century, Buriats glorified the Russian emperors in hymns and songs of praise as the 
enlightened Buddhist Cakravartin ruler, comparing them to shining Vi^^u and almighty Šiva, and calling 
them the earthly embodiments of an enlightened divine being. While the sacralization of the ruling 
dynasty was standard practice historically for Buddhists, for Buriats, incorporating Russia and the 
Romanovs into sacred Buddhist geography was an attempt to reconcile their religious identity and their 
status as subjects of the empire they had become part of. They did this despite the fact Buddhists in 
Russia were openly declared idolators, their connections to their fellow believers in greater Buddhist 
world were blocked, the number of monks and datsans strictly limited, religious schools were forbidden, 
and religious writings had to be reviewed by censors. It would be completely inaccurate, however, to 
portray the history of the Buddhist community in the Russian Empire as one uninterrupted policy of 
discrimination. Yet there appears to be little basis for the Buddhist piety surrounding the Russian state 
and ruling dynasty, at least at first glance. A closer examination of the history of Buddhism in Russia 
reveals much more than asymmetrical relationships with the authorities and a dominant Orthodox 
Church. Buddhism was recognized in Russia as a religion to be tolerated, even when mosques in the 
Volga region were being destroyed en masse. Despite great pressure, the Russian authorities did not 
allow Orthodox missionaries to drive Buddhism out of Transbaikal and even deliberately allowed its 
growth west of Lake Baikal in areas that the Irkutsk diocese rightfully considered its own. For a short 
period in the late 18th-early 19th centuries, the empire enabled the expansion of the network of 
monasteries and the Buddhist sangha beyond Transbaikal. Buddhist lamas, at least some of them, were 
granted the same rights as the other members of the clergy estate, and the chief Buddhist priests were 
appointed to their ranks by the emperor’s decree, independent of religious authorities in Mongolia and 
Tibet. And finally, the empire played a significant part in building the institutions of the Buddhist sangha, 
thus practically establishing the Buddhist church as an organized whole (which it had not been 
previously) and then incorporating it into the religious administrative structure of the empire. 

This book focuses on how the Buddhist church was constructed in the Russian Empire, a complex 
process that unfolded over a century and a half. This process is unique historically, and no analogues 
exist in the histories of other colonial empires around the world. In contrast to British imperial 
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endeavors in places like Ceylon and Burma, Russian authorities did not simply meddle in the affairs of 
the Buddhist sangha; they were involved in regulating almost every aspect of the religious life of 
laypeople and monks, from the color of monks’ robes to datsan architecture. At the same time, unlike 
the Qing, the Orthodox Christian Romanov dynasty distanced itself from “lamaist idolators” and 
declared its protection of their faith in only the most vague, obscure terms. Thus, this book focuses on 
the interrelationship between the Russian government apparatus, represented by different institutions 
with very different interests, and the Buddhist sangha, by which we mean the entire interdependent, 
interconnected lay and monastic community. The key word is “interrelationship,” as I have consciously 
refused to view the Buddhist sangha and Buddhists solely as passive subjects of political measures and 
administrative regulation. On the contrary, this book proves in a multitude of instances that Buddhists, 
from respected lamas to secular political activists, tried to influence imperial policy, with varying success, 
using a wide range of resources. This interaction shaped the formation of institutions like the 
administration of the head of the Buddhist church, the Bandido Khambo Lama, and the staff lamas, and in 
the development of laws governing the internal workings and relationships of the sangha to state 
authorities at the province, governorship, and ministry levels. For this reason, the books devotes a great 
deal of space to examining draft regulations in detail, how they were drafted, and their contents, as well 
as the reasons they failed or succeeded, in the case of the lone draft that was approved by Emperor 
Nicholas I in the mid-19th century. At the same time, I view these drafts as successive and closely tied 
to general trends in the development of religious policy in the empire, to the dynamics of imperial 
expansion, and to international political events that presented their challenges. The book also devotes 
significant attention to how this complex process was made even more complicated due to inter-
ministerial battles, the tensions between liberal and conservative perspectives, the pressure from 
Orthodox missionaries on local and metropole officials, and the less notable influence of academic 
circles. 

Traditional followers of Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism have lived in Russia for three and a half centuries. 
Today they live in three of Russia’s republics and a few provinces (Rus. oblast’ and krai). Russian officials 
first learned about the “faith of the lamas,” as Buddhists were customarily called at the time the term 
came into common usage in Russia, in the mid-17th century. In the reign of Aleksei Mikhailovich, Russia 
intensified its diplomatic relationships with the Mongol-speaking peoples along a vast stretch of the 
empire’s frontiers. This included the Mongolian Altyn Khans, the Oirats of the Irtysh River basin, the 
Kalmyks along the Volga, and the bratskiie mungaly (the Buriat-Mongols) of the Baikal region, who were 
forced or willingly agreed to become Russian subjects in the late 17th century. (Materialy po istorii 
1974) Lamas were present when Russian envoys were received at the courts of various taijis (noblemen) 
and khans. They served as translators and were sent on diplomatic missions to Moscow. During this 
period, their faith was seen merely as an interesting curiosity by Russian observers. Many years passed 
before Russian authorities had to deal with lamas as an internal phenomenon, a matter they lacked basic, 
thorough information about for some time. 

Lamaism was viewed by officials and missionaries as the complete antithesis of Christianity, a frightening 
and dangerous movement. Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism differed too greatly from the Abrahamic faiths 
that Russia knew well. Officials were disturbed by how closely it was interwoven with local beliefs, by its 
strange and exotic rituals, and by its monastic institutions. Up until the mid-19th century, Tibeto-
Mongolian Buddhism was not considered “real” Buddhism, and the term “lamaist idolatry” was used in 
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official documents and communication until 1905. Some sources and archives reveal grim hints that 
officials even weighed trying to root out the faith completely in Transbaikal, but security concerns for 
the far periphery of the empire gave them pause and caused them to abandon the idea. There were 
reasons for this. First, the more enlightened officials and missionaries, who were few and far between, 
understood the powerful influence of Tibetan Buddhism on the politics of Central Eurasia. Blatant 
repression of the sangha could lead to the destabilization of the status quo and to a potential heightening 
of tensions with the Qing Empire. Notably, officials also thought that the sangha, even in its early chaotic 
formation, was nonetheless reasonably organized and tried to use lamas to undermine shamanism. All in 
all, Buddhism presented itself as a convenient and familiar hierarchical framework that embraced the 
majority of Buriats and some Evenkis. In the late 19th century, this notion came to incorporate interest 
in increasing Russia’s influence in Mongolia and Tibet, and a growing curiosity about Buddhism as a 
religion and philosophy in Europe. 

The discussions in this book come back in one way or another to the issue of mutual distrust and the 
ability to break through it, and how two different civilizations could cross the divide that separated them 
and create a unique hybrid. The dominant Orthodox Church played an important role in this process. 
Paradoxically, it was Orthodox missionaries who made desperate attempts to convince officials that 
Buddhism should not be set apart from other idol-worshiping superstitions, yet it was also Orthodox 
missionaries who first began to talk about Russian Buddhism as part of the greater Asian Buddhist 
tradition. Naturally, this begs the question of how Buddhism managed to deflect this colossal pressure 
and achieve impressive political results, for example, gaining permission to build a Buddhist temple in St 
Petersburg. How did Buddhists defend themselves from attacks on their religion? What resources did 
they draw on? Can we consider these efforts part of the anticolonial movement among the Buriats? 
What role did Orientalist scholars, Orientophiles, and foreign policy hawks play in these shifting 
relationships to Buddhism in the late Romanov empire? 

To answer these questions, we need, on one hand, to view them through a certain lens, one that takes 
into account that the Buriat sangha always remained part of the Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhist world, 
despite all the limitations and prohibitions. This world extended from the Kalmyk steppe to the 
kingdoms of the Himalayas, and in the early 20th century, it attempted to establish ties with Buddhists in 
South and Southeast Asia. Buriat Buddhists lived on the Russian frontier, and for this reason, issues of 
cross-border migration, pilgrimage, trade, and espionage were closely connected with the Buddhist 
question. In the chapters that follow, we will pay particular attention to these issues. On the other hand, 
a fully-fledged analysis would not be possible without taking the multi-confessional religious system in 
the Russian Empire into account. Buddhist matters were managed by the Department of Religious 
Affairs of Foreign Faiths of the interior ministry, which was also responsible for the majority of other 
non-Orthodox and non-Christian confessions. We should not overestimate the coordination between 
different sections of the Department but must also avoid underestimating it. 

Lastly, any discussion of Buddhism and empire cannot completely avoid touching on the role Buddhism 
played in forming Buriat ethnic identity and nationalism. The later was a natural result of the confessional 
structure of the Russian Empire. Though a significant number of the Buriats west of Lake Baikal never 
converted to Buddhism and remained followers of local beliefs or were baptized as Christians, Buddhism 
still played a huge role in shaping Buriat self-perception. Leading Buriat intellectual and political activist 
Tsyben Zhamtsarano even called it “a refuge for the national spirit” and called for Buriats to build their 
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nation on its foundation. This is unsurprising if we bear in mind that for the majority of Buriats, 
Buddhism functioned like a special diacritical mark, separating them from Russian Siberians (Rus. 
starozhily) and Stolypin-era new settlers. Just as Orthodoxy and Russian nationalism could intertwine at 
times during the late Romanov Empire, with baptism seen as directly connected to Russification policies, 
the Buriat question went hand in hand with the Buddhist question. For Buriat nationalists, the issue of 
the status of their religion was on the same footing as their right to land, representation in parliament, 
and access to schools. 

Nonetheless, this book only touches on issues of Buriat political activism and ethnonationalism and their 
correlation with Buddhism periodically. These processes only became truly relevant after 1905. This 
book covers the period before the first Russian revolution, the public announcement of the manifesto 
on religious freedom, and the beginning of the dismantling of the confessional system in Russia. 
Chronologically, the book examines the period spanning the mid-17th century – the era of the 
emergence of an organized Buddhist sangha – to the beginning of the 20th century. This does not 
exclude a few excursions into earlier or later periods when it proves necessary to demonstrate the 
sources and repercussions of certain important processes. Geographically, this study is limited to the 
areas that would become Transbaikal Oblast’ and Irkutsk Guberniia by the early 20th century. I 
sometimes refer to the “Baikal Region,” by which I mean the vast geographical area surrounding Lake 
Baikal. From the mid-17th to the early 18th centuries, this area was under a wide variety of jurisdictions: 
the Nerchinsk voivodship of the Tobol’sk division of the Siberian Prikaz (administrative office or 
department); Selenginsk voivodship in Irkutsk Province of Siberian Guberniia; Irkutsk Guberniia; 
Transbaikal Oblast’ (from 1851) of Irkustsk general-governorship; and the Transbaikal Oblast’ of Amur 
general-governorship. Buddhist datsans were scattered across various administrative areas and 
formations and the term “Baikal Region” allows us to avoid frequent mention of these details. This study 
furthermore only addresses the Buriat or Buriat-Mongol sangha, while the community also included 
several Evenki groups. Importantly, though this Buddhist community was the most numerous in Russia, it 
was not the only community. The second largest in size was the Kalmyk Buddhist sangha. The Buriat and 
Kalmyk communities had few ties during the imperial period, a fact explained not only by the great 
distances separating them, but also by the administrative structures that divided them. Buriat and 
Kalmyk Buddhist began to connect furiously in the early 20th century, a time outside the period 
examined by this book. I offer a few comparisons between the positions of the two Buddhist 
communities when sources allow. Uriankhai Territory, the third Buddhist region, was only incorporated 
into the empire during its final days and never became part of its confessional structures. For this 
reason, it falls outside the scope of this book. 

This study is based on a large body of archival materials, primary sources, and published works. These 
works are primarily in Russian, the earliest of which date to the 18th century, when members of the 
Second Kamchatka Expedition visited Transbaikal and described the Buriat-Mongol Buddhist community 
at an early stage in its development. Missionaries from the Irkutsk diocese and Russian officials made 
significant contributions to our knowledge of Buddhism in Eastern Siberia, especially the officials who 
worked directly on crafting regulations for Buddhist communities or who inspected khuruls and datsans. 
(See, for example, Bühler 1859; Nil 1858.) Among academic works dedicated to the history of the Buriat 
sangha, the earliest and most significant in terms of their factual material and analysis date from the 19th 
century and include articles by Osip Kovalevskii (1829) and Aleksei Pozdneev (1886). In the early 20th 
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century, Buriat intellectuals took an interest in Buddhism, but the wave of anti-religious sentiment in the 
early Soviet period put an end to their investigations until interest revived in the 1950s. (Bogdanov 
1926) It was then that an extremely important book came out, unprecedented in the volume of material 
it encompassed: Soviet historian K. M. Gerasimova’s Lamaism and the National-Colonial Policy of 
Tsarism in Transbaikal in the 19th and Early 20th Centuries (1957). Though imbued with the ideological 
biases of Soviet historiography, it gave the first substantive overview of various drafts of regulations 
governing the affairs of the Buriat Buddhist sangha, administrative practices, and the overall development 
of state religious policy vis-à-vis Buriat Buddhist imperial subjects. Gerasimova’s conclusions long 
remained incontrovertable, even after the publication of valuable works by Robert Rupen (1964) and 
Charles Bawden (1985) in the West, which examined the relationship between Buddhist clergy and 
Orthodox missionaries and the Buriat nationalist movement. 

For all the importance of these and other works regarding the history of the Buriat Buddhist 
community, my research was mostly influenced by several recent publications by Dittmar Schorkowitz, 
Paul Werth, Robert Crews, and David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye. Across various books and 
articles, Schorkowitz examines a broader spectrum of issues related to the Buddhist community in 
Russia, analyzing the history of both Buriats and Kalmyks in the process. (Schorkowitz 2001a; 
Schorkowitz 2001b) This allows the author to make important observations based on comparative 
analysis, including some related to the regulation of Buddhist communities in Russia. Schorkowitz’s 
depth of analysis is based on an impressive body of archival material from the central and regional 
archives of Russian Federation. This broad base of sources3 allowed him to trace the complexity of how 
religious policy evolved in the Russian Empire, to outline the inter-ministerial collisions around how to 
govern non-Russian ethnic groups, and to demonstrate how decisions were made regarding conversion 
policies among the Buriats and Kalmyks, as well as the interrelationship between faith and national 
identities of the Buddhist peoples of Russia. 

Robert Crews’ works inspired my own at a time when I was just contemplating writing this book. 
(Crews 2003; Crews 2006) Crews’ idea that relations with the Russian Empire were not only shaped by 
power asymmetries and mistrust, but also by mutually accepted compromises and political loyalty is fully 
confirmed by the research presented here. One can even say that Crews’ theory proves convincing and 
justified to an even greater extent in the Buddhist case, than when applied to the Islamic communities in 
Russia. 

Paul Werth’s works proved equally inspirational and influential. They analyze the general character and 
structure of the Russian Empire as a multiconfessional state, to use his terminology. His recent book, 
The Tsar’s Foreign Faiths: Toleration and the Fate of Religious Freedom in Imperial Russia (2016), is a 
profound, breakthrough study of the internal religious politics of Russia in the imperial period. The merit 
and value of Werth’s research lie in his impressive ability to present the religious diversity of the empire 
and the complexity of its multi-faith structure using a large number of examples. The resulting works 
paints a complex and dynamic picture of the bureaucratic management of diverse religious traditions via 
a complex imperial governmental apparatus. Werth masterfully demonstrates how the decisions made 
regarding one faith community impacted the policies toward another, or in other words how conflicts 
around one church influenced religious policy as a whole. In addition, Werth manages better than any 
other scholar to show the multidimensional nature of the Russian religious landscape, including issues of 
pilgrimage, ties to mother churches abroad, and the problems of religious education and clergy privilege 
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in his analysis. Werth’s works create the necessary context and conceptual framework for studying 
specific confessional groups within the empire, as I have done with this book. Werth’s research also 
proved extremely important to this work as he actively and knowledgeably analyzes “Buddhist” material.  

David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye’s monograph Towards the Rising Sun: Russian Ideologies of 
Empire and the Path to War with Japan (2006) also exerted a significant influence on this book. While 
Werth’s works help guide my thinking regarding the policy of Russian authorities toward specific faiths 
in the greater context of the Romanovs’ confessional policies, van der Oye helped deepen my 
understanding of how intellectuals’ concept of Asia and Eastern cultures changed over the course of the 
19th century in Russia. This book proved especially helpful in exploring the influence of “Orientalist” 
enthusiasts on the “Buddhist” policy of the Romanovs, an ideological current whose main driving force 
was social activist and politician Esper Ukhtomskii. Thanks to Ukhtomskii and his supporters’ efforts in 
fin-de-siècle Russia, a profound reconsideration of policy toward the East took place, especially toward 
Mongolia, Tibet, and China, that had a definite impact on the status of the Buddhists in the country. 

This study owes its emergence and form to these books and articles yet is far narrower in scope than 
these works. My aim was to conduct a deep, detailed analysis of the Buriat Buddhist community, which, 
while the largest of the traditional Buddhist communities in Russia, remained comparatively small in the 
sheer number of its members. I believe that this kind of highly specialized research, though it makes no 
pretense of presenting a broad comparative perspective, may still enable the further deepening of our 
understanding of the historical interactions between ethno-religious communities and imperial 
formations. In their structure and sequence, the chapters of this book combine chronological and issue-
related narrative principles. In the first chapter, I give a historical analysis of the Tibeto-Mongolian 
tradition of Buddhism and its relationship to the Manchu Qing Dynasty. One of the main conclusions 
suggested by this part of the book is that by the time Buddhism was expanding out of northern Mongolia 
into the Baikal region, Buddhist lamas took with them the historical experience of interaction with the 
state, one which assumed the active involvement of secular authorities in the affairs of the faith 
community. Government authorities became sacred in this worldview, possessing rights as the main 
regulators of community order. I then give a brief overview of interaction of the Romanov Empire with 
the religious traditions of its subjects that were designated “foreign faiths.” In the 18th century, as 
Transbaikal was being gradually incorporated into the empire, the confessional structure of the empire 
was also undergoing a formative phase. Buddhist lamas faced the task of building their community under 
typical and at the same time highly unusual circumstances. Ready to embrace strict government control 
and even eager for it, they had to endure constant, deliberate marginalization and bear the stigma of 
cultural difference and alienation. The second chapter traces the history of the first contacts between 
Russian colonial power and the small number of scattered groups of Buddhist lamas. After recognizing 
the legal status of these communities in 1741, the authorities set a course for regulating their life and 
their activities among the Buriats. The material presented in this chapter demonstrates that the main 
obstacle hindering the development of a system of interrelationships between the state and the central 
Buddhist administration was the lack of a legislative basis for these relations. Both sides were interested 
in laying down hard and fast rules, and we can see the movement to meet in the middle on this issue as 
early as the first decades of the 19th century. The third chapter grapples with the history of the 
development of a charter to govern the Buddhists of Eastern Siberia. Officials from the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the interior ministry, and the Irkutsk general-governorship took part in this endeavor. 
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Some took the recommendations and suggestions of the lamas themselves into account. Buddhists 
eagerly embraced the authorities’ proposals, even the most oppressive, including the complete 
dependence of religious posts on the opinion of clan leadership and secular officials; the 
bureaucratization of the community and the formalization of its relationship with the state; and the 
reduction in staff lama numbers in monasteries. However, authorities were not prepared to work with 
the community on these questions and preferred to issue decisions from on high. The fourth chapter 
analyzes the history of the approval process for and contents of the Provision for the Lamaist Clergy of 
1853, showing its influence on Buriat Buddhist life in the second half of the 19th century. The provision 
established numerous limitations on the number of monks, the construction of monasteries, publishing 
activity, and cross-border ties. To defend their rights, Buddhists not only exploited the contradictions 
embedded in the administrative systems of a vast empire, but also sought out allies among liberal-minded 
officials, social activists, and academic circles. They saw the empire not as an enemy force, but as a field 
of opportunities and a sphere of symbolic interaction. The perceptions of Buddhism among the Russian 
public at the time were also varied and variable. The fifth chapter explores the specific character of 
Buriat Buddhist reception of the Russian Empire, as well as the evolution of the perceptions of Buddhism 
that dominated Russian society in the 19th century. In their desire for dialogue with Russian society, 
Buddhists invariably collided with irreconcilable opposition from the dominant Russian faith, yet in 
general prejudice against the “lamaist idolators” in Russian society changed by the early 20th century to 
interest in and sympathy with their subordinated status. 

The collapse of the empire after the 1917 revolutions and the civil war that followed were not greeted 
with enthusiasm by Buriat lamas. However, their reaction to the fall of the Romanovs was hardly 
homogenous. While the majority of lamas longed for the restoration of the empire and worked with 
leaders of the White movement, some other lamas preferred to create their own state based on a 
synthesis of Buddhist theocratic ideas and republicanism. Another group focused on reforming the 
Buddhist faith community and attempted to collaborate with the new Soviet authorities.  All these 
fragmented factions were in constant conflict but suffered the same profound disappointment. By the 
early 1940s, the entire higher echelons of Buriat Buddhist lamas were politically repressed. The majority 
of monks were forced back into secular life and the organized Buddhist religious community ceased to 
exist for several years in the USSR. It was only after World War II that Stalin allowed the 
reestablishment of the office of the Bandido Khambo Lama as part of a larger effort to reconcile with 
religion. Two datsans were allowed to reopen in Transbaikal, which were strictly monitored by the KGB 
and party organizations for the entire Soviet era.  

Buddhism in Russia today is undergoing a tumultuous renaissance. (Amogolonova 2008) Interest in this 
community is also growing among international scholars. However, the level of knowledge regarding the 
imperial phase of the history of the Buddhist sangha remains relatively low, especially in comparison to 
the serious breakthroughs researchers have made regarding other faith groups in imperial Russia. I hope 
that this book will contribute to this very promising trend of growing interest in this subject sparked by 
other researchers. 

From the Qing to Romanovs 
The form of Buddhism that took root in Tibet and in the small Himalayan kingdoms of Ladakh, Bhutan, 
and Sikkim, which traditionally were under the political and cultural influence of Tibet, has a unique 
model for religious society and its relationship with the state. This model proved very stable and 
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productive, and in later years expanded far beyond the heartland where it first appeared. In this model, 
the relationship between religious masters and their lay patrons was constructed around the notion of 
what Tibetans call chöyön (Tib. Wylie mchod yon), which is translated simply as priest-patron. This term 
consists of two parts: chöné (Tib. Wylie mchod gnas) or object of veneration and yöndak (Tib. Wylie 
yon bdag) the giver of alms or donor. The first part is a respectful term for a lama or master who may 
be either a monk or a non-monastic religious leader. The second part refers to the lay supporter of said 
leader. 

The interconnection defined by chöyön is clearly linked to the ancient Buddhist idea that there are two 
autonomous spheres, the religious and the secular (Tib. Wylie chos srid zung ‘brel). Despite the 
explicitly stated independence of these two worlds (which in historical practice was almost always 
disrupted by the lay side), these two spheres were bound tightly to one another, and this connection 
was considered the basis for harmony within the Buddhist state. In the words of Seyfort Ruegg, the 
Tibetan concept of chö yön was a notion that “derived (at several removes) from and ultimately resting 
on ancient Indian and Buddhist ideas of the Dharma King (chö gyel = dharmarãja) and the Cakravartin-
Sovereign as Donor (Sanskrit dãnapati) to a bhikshu or to a community of monks, rather than an ad hoc 
political-diplomatic fiction invented by the Tibetans.”  

Another important concept governing religious-political ideas, which reinforced the tendency of the 
Tibetan religious community toward political dominance in Tibet, was the theory of reincarnation, or 
the rebirths of authoritative and charismatic Buddhist leaders (trülku). This original Tibetan 
interpretation of the idea of the Buddha’s manifestation in time and space and the endless chain of births 
living beings experience in the world of phenomenal existence became the doctrinal basis for the 
institution of reincarnate lamas, charismatic figures who could purportedly choose the place, time, and 
conditions of their next birth in samsara (the beginingless cycle of existence) thanks to their past moral 
achievements and the perfection of their knowledge. This tradition became an important structural 
component in Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism, around which particular Inner Asian political and religious 
traditions formed. 

At the turn of the 14th and 15th centuries, an authoritative Buddhist preacher and teacher, formerly a 
follower of Tibetan Buddhist school sakya, Je Tsongkapa Losang Drakpa (1357-1419), founded a new 
Buddhist tradition in Tibet, the gelukpa, or Yellow Hat school. Gelukpa tradition took the principles of 
strict monastic discipline from kadampa, a lineage that had almost disappeared by that time. This 
approach had lost a great deal of its fundamental significance in that period. Je Tsongkapa presented his 
ideas as a restoration, a return to the classical forms of monastic life that flourished in India before the 
12th-century Muslim invasions. In the early 15th century, Je Tsongkapa’s new school gained support of 
the powerful Pakmodru clan, which controlled Central Tibet and the province of Ü. (see Wylie 1980) 
With this clan’s support, Je Tsongkapa and his disciples built several major monasteries around Lhasa, 
which soon became vital centers of Buddhist scholarship in Tibet. Gelukpa proved successful due to 
effective use of the two “technologies of power” described above: the chöyön system, which allowed 
monks to establish tight mutual bonds with worldly political forces, and the institution of trülku, which 
proved to have endless political potential and attractiveness for both religious and lay powers. As a 
result, after a competitive battle with other Buddhist schools and reincarnation lineages, religious and 
secular power in 17th-century Tibet fell into the hands of two major Yellow Hat trülku lineages, those 
of Dalai and Panchen Lamas. 
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In 1653, after the Manchus successfully conquered Mongolia and a large part of China, the Qing emperor 
Shunzhi received the highest Inner Asian Buddhist authority in Peking, the Dalai Lama Ngawang Gyatso. 
For the Manchus, this visit was important for a variety of reasons, including as a declaration of their 
official tie to the gelukpa tradition. At the same time, representatives of the Buddhist hierarchy also 
expected much from the visit. First and foremost, they needed their relationship to the greatest power 
in Inner and East Asia at the time to be seen as official. Yet they also longed for religious power to be 
centralized in Lhasa and for other potential sources of religious power in Tibet and Mongolia to be 
crushed. For this reason, as Martynov rightfully argues, the initiative for the meeting “belongs to either 
of the parties, or to both at once; indeed it is possible that each side resolved to take the first step 
without knowing of the analogous intentions of the other side.”  

The emperor’s meeting with the Dalai Lama resulted in granting official status to the idea of Qing 
patronage of the gelukpa, the religious tradition that starting in the late 16th century was widely adopted 
among Mongols. The Qing empire and gelukpa-dominated Tibet had a great deal of common interests, 
and among the most important was the centralization of religious authority in Lhasa and destruction of 
Yellow Hats’ religious rivals. 

Yellow Hats officially won the help of the Qing emperor in wiping out “unorthodox” forms of 
Buddhism, such as the one developed by Neiji toyin in eastern Mongolia. Though in the years to come, 
the relationship between the Dalai Lama and the Qing authorities would be far from harmonious, 
gelukpa and the Qing Empire remained interested in partnership. According to Elverskog, over time 
gelukpa historiography forged a new Mongol identity based on loyalty to the Qing and on belonging to 
the greater Qing Buddhist community: “... Buddhism became for the Mongols in the nineteenth century 
no longer an element of cultural production that signaled differentiation, but its opposite. The Dharma 
was now the element that undergirded the structural framework of transethnic unification within the 
Qing.”  

However, as with any strong and centralized monarchy, the Qing Empire could not help but see the 
gelukpa hierarchy as an alternative, and thus competing, source of political influence. Thus, in the 18th 
century, Emperors Yongzheng and Qianlong devoted their efforts to establishing control over Tibeto-
Mongolian religious institutions. Their concrete undertakings reveal much of the relationship between 
temporal and religious authority under the Qing. 

In Tibet, which was poorly integrated into the empire, the Manchus created the post of amban, or 
imperial representative, whose main duty was controlling local Tibetan powers. From 1727 to 1910, 173 
ambans served in Tibet. They were not always an effective means of imperial control, but they 
substantially limited Tibetan independence. In the late 18th century, the process of imperial involvement 
in the affairs of the Tibetan sangha had become so far reaching that the emperor issued a decree laying 
out the process of selecting candidates for trülku, including the Dalai and Panchen Lamas. The amban 
was supposed to take part in the selection ceremony of the Golden Urn, in which the names of the 
candidates were placed ahead of time.  This direct participation of temporal power in the affairs of the 
religious community upset the gelukpa hierarchy, and in the years that followed they effectively ignored 
or worked around this rule. “In practice, that arrangement was rarely followed and when it was, the 
circumstances suggest that the Tibetans had taken care to ensure that the name on which they had 
already decided came first out of the vase.” 
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The Qing emperors proved more effective at controlling the institution of the Jetsundamba Khutukhtu, 
the highest authority among the Mongol trülku (Mon. khubilgan) who had his seat at the monastery of 
Da Khure (Urga). Thus, after the death of the second representative of this lineage of Outer Mongol 
reincarnations, Emperor Qianlong issued a decree that all the following reincarnations had to be 
selected in Tibet and be ethnic Tibetans. The Qing emperors apparently attempted in this way to avoid a 
concentration of temporal and religious power in certain aristocratic Mongolian families. In the early 
18th century, all the Mongol khubilgans had to undergo confirmation in Peking, where a list of approved 
reincarnation lines was established, with 57 lines in Inner Mongolia and 19 in Outer Mongolia. Of course, 
a greater number of lineages existed (up to 44 in Inner Mongolia) that were not granted legitimacy by 
the imperial authorities. However, the acknowledgement of the Qing emperor increased khubilgans’ 
prestige. In addition, the Qing initiated a special hierarchy for khubilgans denoted by aristocratic titles, 
with gegen and khutuktu being at the top.  

Starting with Emperor Kangxi, the Qing emperors attempted to turn Peking and its environs into an 
alternate center of gravity for Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhists. Their efforts to found a line of Peking-based 
khutuktus were politically motivated, part of the Qing strategy to control the religious institutions of 
Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism. Thus, in Peking in the reign of Emperor Kangxi, the printing of Mongolian 
and Tibetan books increased, while under Yongzheng and Qianlong, Qing emperors stepped into the 
role of canonizing rulers by organizing the publication of Tibetan and Mongolian compendia of canonical 
Buddhist works. Although the Mongolian canon had been translated in full under earlier Mongol rulers, 
Altan Khan and Ligden Khan, these translations underwent revision and the colophons of these works 
were altered to fit Qing political ideas. By the late 18th century, Peking was flooded with Tibetan and 
Mongolian monks, for whom luxurious temples and monasteries were constructed. In Chengde and 
Dolonnor, the holy sites of the Potala and Tashi Lhunpo were reproduced, and by the late 18th-century 
Wutaishan could compete with Lhasa in its attractiveness to Buddhist believers.  

The institution of Peking head priests (da guoshi) was created by the end of the 17th century under 
Emperor Kangxi, who invited a monk considered very authoritative at the time in Tibet and Mongolia to 
Peking. This prominent figure, Changkya Ngawang Losang Choden (1642-1715) came from the Kokonor 
Monguors (Tu), a Sinicized Mongolian speaking group that lived in Gansu and Qinghai. The Manchus 
deliberately showed favor to Buddhist monks from Amdo region, an area at the crossroads of 
Mongolian, Tibetan, and Chinese cultures. As one researcher put it: “[a]s for the Manchu emperors, 
both Kangxi and Qianlong favoured those men who were able to bring together diverse cultures; they 
valued such a resource and were confident it would serve them well.”  The post of chief priest was 
supposed to preside as the highest religious authority for the Buddhists of Inner Mongolia and Peking, 
and possibly by extension Mongolia as a whole. At various times, this post was filled by notable 
reincarnations from Amdo like Changkya Khutuktu and Tugan Rinpoche. For the Qing emperors, loyal 
and easily controlled religious authorities with trülku status served as a useful tool for influencing the 
minds of their Buddhist subjects, especially the Mongols. However, the gelukpa clergy had their own 
interests at play, too: “The Manchus were not the only ones who saw the Changkya Khutuktu as a 
means for increasing their power. The khutuktus also used the emperors to expand their tradition. In 
this, one should not of course see some religious-political edict from Lhasa. It was more likely the 
initiative and calculation of the khutuktu who was able to intertwine cunningly the interests of church 
and state to create Inner Mongolian-Chinese religious unity.”  
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From the very beginning of the Qing Empire, matters concerning Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhists were 
administered by the Lifan Yuan (the Directorate for External Territories). Founded in 1636, the Lifan 
Yuan, called the Mongol ministry before 1638, was one of the first state institutions created by the Qing. 
Early Qing documents call this body “one of the ‘Eight Yamen’ or main government departments.” (Ning 
1993: 61) As its first name implies, the Lifan Yuan was involved with integrating the Mongol khoshuud 
(banners) into the newly emerging empire. The importance of the Lifan Yuan can be explained by the 
Qing’s particular policies toward Inner Asia, which significantly differed and purposefully departed from 
Qing policy toward the Han Chinese majority. For this reason, “from the outset, the Lifan Yuan was the 
preserve of Manchu and Mongol administrators, and the only body in which ethnic Chinese were 
excluded from positions above the rank of clerk-translator.” Up to the late 18th century, the Lifan Yuan 
was exclusively headed by members of the imperial family. However by the early 19th century, as Inner 
Asian tensions subsided, the department’s significance declined. From the first conflicts with the 
Romanovs and Russia’s initial diplomatic missions to Peking, right up to 1861, the Lifan Yuan was 
charged with managing Russian-Qing relations. During that same period, the attitude of the Qing court 
toward Tibet and Buddhists also came under the administrative aegis of this department. In 1761, a 
special division was established, just to oversee the affairs of khubilgans in Tibet and Mongolia. 

From 1691 to 1724, Qing imperial policies vis-à-vis Mongols and Tibetans administered via the Lifan 
Yuan aimed to decentralize the Mongols. The Mongols were divided into administrative units 
(khoshuud), each subservient to the government in Peking. Mongols in Inner and Outer Mongolia were 
governed by different divisions within the Lifan Yuan, each with its own different set of regulations. This 
way, the Manchus eliminated the threat of Mongol unification and consolidated Mongol administration 
within the imperial bureaucracy. From 1725 to 1762, the Manchus initiated a process of centralizing 
their rule of Outer Mongolia, preferring military officials or jiangjun based in Uliasutai to the traditional 
Mongol aristocrats. Outer Mongolia under the Qing was a frontier territory, and thus centralizing the 
military administration was of vital importance to the empire. Later, the post of amban was created in 
Urga and Kobdo. In addition to military duties that included mustering soldiers in times of emergency 
and commanding the Manchu garrisons based in Mongolia, the ambans and jiangjuns oversaw trade with 
Russia at the border town Kiakhta. (Di Cosmo 1998: 297) 

The network of Buddhist monasteries scattered throughout Mongolia, including the large residences of 
the khubilgans, were decentralized along the same lines as the patrimonies of the Mongol aristocracy. 
Each monastery was administered individually by the Lifan Yuan. Thus, the Jetsundamba, despite his 
prestige and authority among Mongolia’s Buddhists, was merely primus inter pares among a multitude of 
khubilgans. (The Jebtsundamba 1961) The Jetsundamba’s administration, furthermore, did not even have 
the right to remove someone distasteful to the khutuktu from his post. Just as with the Mongol 
aristocracy, this approach aimed to prevent a consolidation of religious power in the hands of the 
Jetsundamba. In Tibet, however, the Manchus never introduced a similar system, likely because it would 
have proven highly difficult to administer in a faraway, remote region poorly integrated into the empire. 
Nevertheless, major Tibetan reincarnate lamas, including the Dalai and Panchen Lama, were still made 
subjects of the emperor via special court rituals. 

One of the main functions of the Lifan Yuan involved organizing the annual court rituals that Mongol, 
Uighur, and Tibetan lay and religious leaders were obliged to take part in. These rituals included 
pilgrimage to Peking (chaojin), participation in the imperial hunt (weilie), and offering of tribute 
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(chaogong). All these rituals, despite their great cost to state coffers, had a crucial symbolic significance. 
They symbolized “the supremacy of the Manchu emperor over all people under his rule [...] and opened 
an alternative channel for the integration of China proper and Inner Asia.”  In her investigation of the 
Lifan Yuan’s history, Chia Ning notes that despite the fact that Mongol and Tibetan religious leaders 
were not required to take part in the yearly pilgrimage to Peking or of course to hunt, they were 
required to bring tribute, if only via intermediaries. This tribute, however, was more symbolic in nature:  

“The Tibetan tribute goods and those from the Mongolian religious leaders were hada (silk 
presentation-scarf – the Tibetan ritual symbol for respect and friendship), sheli (a bronze Buddha – the 
sacred icon of Buddhism), coral, amber, Tibetan spice, and so on. The gifts in return from the emperor 
to them had both symbolic and practical values: large and small or five-colored hada, gold-plated tea 
containers, silver clocks, satins of various colors, clothes and so on.”  

Yet in official histories, Buddhist and Chinese interpretations of tribute diverge. Buddhists saw tribute as 
a not quite equal exchange of gifts that allowed the emperor first and foremost to fulfill his role as the 
highest patron to the Buddhist sangha, represented by Tibetan and Mongol khubilgans. From the Manchu 
perspective, as reflected in Qing histories, bringing Buddhist leaders into the tribute system just like 
secular vassals aimed to reinforce control over all sources of power without exception, be they secular 
or religious. Nonetheless, religious leaders’ status remained relatively ambiguous, caught between two 
different value systems. Within the chöyön system, lamas had a deeper relationship to the Qing 
emperors than traditional Chinese court etiquette allowed. This how one such visit is described in a 
hagiography of the Second Jetsundamba: 

In the fire-snake year called dMar-ser, the third year of Ch’ien-lung, in the fourteenth year of his age 
(1737), he made his entry into Peking in order to have audience of the Emperor, and the Emperor had 
ministers meet him ouside the gate and conferred gifts on him. Further, within, he set up his yellow 
temple and entered the pavillion, and just at that very moment the Emperor approached in a sedan chair 
and His Serenity hurried to meet him and knelt down and the Emperor said: “Blessed One, do not 
kneel” and hastened to leave his sedan chair and enter.”  

James Hevia, the well-known scholar of Qing court etiquette, draws the following conclusion regarding 
the relationship between Qing rulers and Buddhist trülkus: “... Tibetan lamas and Mongol hierarchs 
sought at various times to assert a long-standing Buddhist view that placed the lamas as the intellectual/ 
spiritual superior of a lord of the mere ‘earth’.”  He is echoed by Joanna Waley-Cohen, who argues that 
Qing policy was characterized by domination of religious institutions, monopolization of relationships 
with sources of religious charisma, and repression of religious movements with centers of gravity that 
fell outside of imperial power. This becomes apparent when comparing the relationship with Buddhist 
leaders to historical episodes when millenarian groups like the White Lotus and the Eight Trigrams were 
repressed; Kangxi’s resistance to the insistence of the Pope on spiritual governance over Chinese 
Christians; or the fervor Manchu rulers exhibited toward the Muslims of Xinjiang or Gansu as sources 
of unmanaged religious power. 

Seyford Ruegg takes a broader view of the contradictory interactions between Buddhist clergy and Qing 
rulers. Ruegg suggests that historically we should not examine relationships like chöyön through the 
prism of secural versus spiritual power, but need to consider that in practical terms, these relations 
varied greatly over time.  
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Be that as it may, there was yet another tool along with the mechanisms of ritual and symbolic 
submission and the administrative apparatus of compulsion and representation of authority: the legal 
frameworks that allowed Qing authorities to effectively control the Buddhist communities of Tibet and 
Mongolia. Scholars have often noted the Qing Empire’s legal pluralism, which was a logical extension of 
its diverse administrative system for governing its multicultural subjects. The Manchus constantly sought 
to balance the imperial impulse to homogenize the degree of submission of its subjects around a single 
center with the specificities of these subjects’ economic, cultural, and religious traditions and the precise 
role of these subject populations in the empire. Thus, efforts to ensure northern Mongol submission to 
Qing authority had to be weighed against the straightforward need to preserve their martial spirit and 
potential demanded by their position as people on the frontier, the first defense of the empire’s 
northern territories. This in turn required a special set of laws for Outer Mongolia, which were 
developed by the Manchus based on Mongol common law back at the dawn of the empire in 1631. Over 
the next 200 years, however, these laws underwent significant changes. Starting in the reign of Emperor 
Shunzhi, the Lifan Yuan was charged with crafting laws for the Mongols. Under Qianlong, Jiaqing, and 
Daoguang, the law codex that governed the Mongols was redacted to bring it more in line with the laws 
of the rest of the empire. 

As discussed above, the indirect administration of the Mongols in the 17th century and their autonomy 
in practice was replaced by a system of imperial overseers in the first half of the 17th century, increasing 
the state control over Mongol herders’ lives. This tendency emerged as the Mongols became less of a 
threat to the dynasty and as Inner Asia lost its significance within the empire. 

According to Dorothea Heuschert, “[b]y the ninteenth century, the legislation of the Mongols had 
become so blurred by the influence of Chinese law that the Qing emperors no longer saw the need to 
enact separate penal statutes for the Mongols.”  

The legal system administered by the Lifan Yuan also applied to the Buddhist community of Mongolia. 
Thus, the loss of religious institutional autonomy affected monks and monasteries as well. Compared to 
the liberal and privileged status of the sangha in the pre-Qing and early Qing periods in Outer Mongolia, 
when, according to common law, Buddhist monasteries were completely autonomous institutions 
without major limits on their activities, the Lifan Yuan began to regulate Buddhist affairs very strictly 
starting from the early 18th century. The number of monks was limited at that time with quotas, 
regulated by special certificates that permitted a monk to take vows. Like many Asian monarchs before 
them, the Qing emperors saw that controlling who could become a monk was key to controlling their 
numbers. Parallel to the traditional hierarchy of posts and titles in Buddhist monasteries, the Manchus 
introduced their own system of religious titles that included the zasak da lama and zasak lama, which 
allowed them to negate the power of traditional khambos and shiretus. (Rawski 1998: 254-5) The title of 
zasak lama was the only honor that could be bestowed on both monks and laymen and was created to 
make judicial and administrative power more effective. 

In this way, the specific interrelationships between the Buddhist sangha and Qing emperors became 
increasingly characterized by the imperial administration’s attempts to gradually strenthen control by 
bureaucratic means and via a scrupulously constructed hierarchy that placed the worldly sovereign at 
the top. This control was crucial to the Manchus’ efforts to effectively quash an independent source of 
power, the institutionalized religious administration of Tibet and Mongolia. Thus, through a whole set of 
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measures, the Qing established highly effective oversight over the Buddhist religious institutions of Inner 
Asia. Measures included the important annual ritual of tribute; the introduction of certification of monks, 
the introduction of a lay administrative post into the monastic hierarchy, the slow usurpation of religious 
investiture, the increasing control over trülku (via the “Golden Urn” or by prohibiting the quest for new 
incarnations in certain regions), the creation of the post of “first priest” in Peking, and lastly the creation 
of a vertical power structure that dominated the Mongolian monasteries. 

The Manchu emperors over the course of a century managed to gain significant control over the 
religious institutions of Tibeto-Mongolian Buddhism. They attempted to ingrain certain principles of state 
control into the Buddhist sangha by regulating the number of monks and centralizing monastic 
communities, among other methods. By the mid-17th century, when Buddhism began expanding into the 
central reaches of the Selenga Valley (southern Transbaikal), Buddhist monks had developed very 
particular perspectives on the state’s proper role in the life of the monastic sangha. 

Russia’s Many Faiths 
The swift expansion of Russia’s borders in the 16th century brought a great number of diverse peoples 
under Russian rule, all with their own ways of life, cultures, and religious beliefs. However, at the time, 
the Russian Orthodox church dominated state affairs, a defining characteristic of the Russian 
government until the church was finally excluded from the state bureaucracy. Peter the Great founded a 
special organ, the Most Holy Governing Synod, in 1721 to replace the Patriarchate, a purely religious 
institution. A secular official appointed by the Russian tsar and holding the rank of ober-procurator 
acted as head of the main confession of the empire. The absence of any serious resistance to this direct 
interference by the state in church affairs made Richard Pipes remark that, “[n]o branch of Christianity 
has shown such callous indifference to social and political injustice.” (Pipes 1974: 221) Later scholars 
stepped away such stark protrayals of the Russian Orthodox church as mere “handmaiden of the state.” 
American religious studies scholar Gregory Freeze even proposed that losing its position in the 
government actually brought the church far more advantages than losses. “[...] the church never became 
– in law, in practice, in spirit – a mere ministry of religious affairs. Not that the secular state, especially at 
various points in the nineteenth century, did not strive to achieve such integration and incorporation. 
But it was precisely these assaults that impelled the clergy – both bishops and parish clergy – to 
dissociate themselves from the existing order, to reaffirm ecclesiastical interests and needs vis-à-vis the 
state, and to press more firmly their own political and social ambitions.” (Freeze 1985: p. 84) 

No matter what the case, the Orthodox church always emphasized its special status in Russia. It 
considered the protection and promotion of church interests the state’s primary duty, especially among 
newly conquered nonChristians. The government, for its part, could not refuse to acknowledge the 
rightfulness of the church’s demands and assumptions. From the days of Muscovy, the ruling family had 
always been Orthodox and membership in the community of Orthodox believers in Russia was “often a 
precondition for social mobility and financial exemptions and privileges.” The state took Orthodox 
interests into account in its categorical prohibition of conversion to a different faith or church (which 
was subject to punishment) and proselytizing among Orthodox believers. In the case of marriage to 
someone of a different faith, it required baptism of any children of that marriage into the Orthodox 
church. 
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The Orthodox clergy had an absolute monopoly among believers, especially in the church’s direct 
control of primary and secondary education. Clergy did not have to serve in the military or pay taxes. 
The reputation of the state church was protected by a direct prohibition on criticizing the church in the 
press. The church had its own censor that doggedly followed all public statements about religious 
matters. At the same time, it ran a wide array of newspapers and journals, materials used in this study. 
The special relationship between the government and the dominant religion also manifested itself in the 
closeness to the imperial family of certain notable Orthodox leaders. In practice, this closeness often 
meant support of missionary activity by Orthodox priests among nonChristians. These missionaries 
considered their mission of conversion part of the greater Russian civilizing effort. 

However, despite all this, the relationship between the state and the Orthodox church did not always 
run smoothly, especially when it came to non-Christian subjects and sensitive issues like forced 
Christianization. State authorities learned quickly from the consequences of forced baptism and religious 
repression that occurred under Peter the Great and during the reign of his daughter Elizabeth. Such 
radical methods of religious homogenization of the populace led to the alienation of a great number of 
imperial subjects, created support for anti-government demonstrations and riots like the Razin and 
Pugachev uprisings, and threatened the success of Russia’s foreign policy. For this reason, despite the 
protests of the Orthodox clergy, starting in the second half of the 18th century, the authorities seriously 
reconsidered to what extent they could support the Orthodox church’s insistence on expanding the 
faith beyond the carefully outlined boundaries laid down by the state. Authorities began to restrain 
missionaries’ more passionate efforts at the periphery of the empire, where public outcry could lead to 
serious problems. The government was not able to cope with such unrest due to its weak military 
presence in these areas and the proximity of rival powers. This held equally true in Ukraine, the 
Caucasus, Central Asia, and Siberia. Thus, General Kaufman repeatedly went to Alexander II with the 
request to cease missionary work in Turkestan, hoping this would put a stop to the metropole’s efforts 
to integrate the new colony into the empire. 

Officials were not only concerned with the fate of newly conquered lands. They perceived, as many did 
in Russia starting in the 16th century, that an empire made up of many ethnicities and faiths was nothing 
out of the ordinary. Like other empires, Russia strived for unity and considered religious and cultural 
diversity as “a temporary, initial state in the universal process of expanding enlightenment.” That 
imperial subjects might have their own customs and beliefs was seen as a natural occurrence. As Jane 
Burbank described it, “[...] the empire produced a series of regulations and decrees that asserted the 
particular rights and obligations of whole groups of people, defined by territory, confession, ethnicity, or 
work. This cumulative kind of legalism corresponded to real differences in social norms and legal 
practices throughout the empire. The multiplicity of legal regimes legitimated within the empire both 
asserted the superior authority of Russian rule and allowed populations to do a great deal of governance 
themselves.”  

Imperial authorities thought in terms of religion first and foremost, and not in ethnic or other 
categories. Confession-based identity lay at the heart of the social order. All imperial subjects had to 
have a confession. Even after the democratic revolution of 1905, imperial subjects had to state their 
confession officially, for the empire was not willing to give up this centuries-long reliance on confession 
as identity. The state allowed conversion from one faith to another, but only in the case of conversion 
from non-Christian to Christian faith, or from non-Christian or non-Orthodox Christian to Orthodoxy. 
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Another defining characteristic of Russia’s religious policy in the imperial period was the impulse to tie 
particular ethnic groups to a particular religion: “Orthodoxy was inextricably linked with the (Great) 
Russian nationality. Protestantism went together with Germans (though of course Finns, Swedes, and 
Latvians were also generally of that faith). Last but not the least, Catholicism in Russian Empire was 
always seen in the context of the Polish question.”  

Russia’s subjects practiced all the major world religions. In western regions and in parts of the Caucasus 
lived Chrisitians of nearly every church – Catholic, Protestant, and Armenian, including smaller 
movements like Stundists and Uniates. After the internal schism when some Orthodox Christians 
refused to accept the reforms of Patriarch Nikon in 1653, significant communities of Old Believers 
sprang up across Russia, some of which were forceably relocated to remote regions of the empire, 
including Transbaikal. From the conquest of the Kazan and Astrakhan Khanates, up to the incorporation 
of the North and South Caucasus, the Bukhara Emirate, and the Khoqand and Khiva Khanates, Russia 
began to absorb large numbers of Muslims (approximately 20 million people), both Sunni and Shi’a. 

After incorporating Poland, Russia wound up with a significant diaspora of Ashkenazi Jews. Many of the 
peoples who became part of the empire because of conquest observed local animist beliefs, such as the 
indigenous people along the Volga and in the Ural Mountains, as well as the northern Finno-Ugric tribes. 
There were also Paleo-Asiatic, Turkic, and Mongolic peoples in the empire’s steppe region, in the Urals, 
in the Far North, in Siberia, and in the Far East. Russia had to interact with these various and varied 
religions and worship practices and develop policies that struck a balance between the desire for 
religious uniformity shared by the Orthodox Church, the pragmatic need to avoid conflict with its own 
subjects particularly in border territories, and the projection of an attractive image abroad. 

To do this, imperial authorities determined which religions merited the rank of “confession” and which 
were doomed to extinction. This question never came up with Islam, and yet in the 17th to mid-18th 
centuries the faith faced cruel repressive measures. Though Islam was recognized as a confession and its 
monotheism, idea of mortal sins, and divine revelations placed it among the “developed” faiths, it was 
considered inferior to Christianity. Islam was generally viewed as alien and harmful. For this reason, 
under Peter and Elizabeth, the government pursued the course of forceably replacing it with 
Christianity, a policy that, not surprisingly, failed. 

Animist and shamanist beliefs were unequivocally considered “pagan idolworship,” which gave Orthodox 
missionaries a great degree of license to destroy them. In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, Russian 
authorities preferred to have this “paganism” destroyed by conversion to other, non-Christian or non-
Orthodox faiths, such as Islam, Buddhism, or Protestantism (which explains why officials permitted an 
Anglican mission in Transbaikal). However, in later periods, this strategy was seen as misguided. When 
combatting religious practices that had no institutionalized form, authorities were forced to confront 
insurmountable obstacles. The very “unorganized” nature of these practices, the absence of any notion 
of clergy, hierarchy, or religious administration, made these faiths difficult to pin down to a certain 
extent. This undefined quality in turn ensured their stability in the face of repression. False conversion, 
when believers in local cults accepted baptism simply to get rid of missionaries or to gain access to 
financial or social advantage, became common and obvious. For example, after 1905, masses of nominally 
Orthodox believers abandoned the faith. In some cases, animist communities were able to organize 
themselves and reassert their beliefs. Paul Werth describes an incidence of this dynamic, writing about 
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Mari attempts to rationalize the Kugu Sorta spiritual movement and contrast to both the “Russian faith” 
(Christianity) and the “Tatar faith” (Islam).  However, these attempts to push for a new confession were 
ignored by Russian authorities and Kugu Sorta was never officially recognized. The most active believers 
of Kugu Sorta were exiled to Siberia. 

In the minds of imperial bureaucrats, confessions were always closely connected to notions of order and 
morality, even if as interpreted by “primitive aboriginals.” Any religion, if it were to be recognized as 
such, had to have several universal characteristics capable of serving state interests after some 
modifications and adjustments. This perspective emerged under Catherine the Great due to the 
influence of the French Enlightenment and German Cameralism. This led, among other things, to the 
state getting directly involved in regulating the central aspects of the religious life of nearly every 
community. We should not underestimate the openness of Russian rulers to drawing on the experience 
of other European and non-European empires. These empires often patronized various religions 
practiced by the population of their colonies. For example, the British colonial administration in India in 
certain periods preferred to act as a patron of local shrines and mosques, to undertake scholarly studies, 
and to codify Hindu and Muslim legal traditions as a foundation for their own laws.  As Robert Crews 
notes, in the case of Islam with its highly developed legal tradition, imperial authorities took on the task 
of defining the boundaries of how canonical shariah law was applied in everyday practice. This led 
authorities to legitimize official religious administrations and allow them to repress any religious 
movements they considered heretical or unorthodox. Religious middlemen between the state and the 
community made full use of this right and found in the minds of imperial bureaucrats, confessions were 
always closely connected to notions of order and morality, even if as interpreted by “primitive 
aboriginals.” Any religion, if it were to be recognized as such, had to have several universal 
characteristics capable of serving state interests after some modifications and adjustments. This 
perspective emerged under Catherine the Great due to the influence of the French Enlightenment and 
German Cameralism. This led, among other things, to the state getting directly involved in regulating the 
central aspects of the religious life of nearly every community. We should not underestimate the 
openness of Russian rulers to drawing on the experience of other European and non-European empires. 
These empires often patronized various religions practiced by the population of their colonies. For 
example, the British colonial administration in India in certain periods preferred to act as a patron of 
local shrines and mosques, to undertake scholarly studies, and to codify Hindu and Muslim legal 
traditions as a foundation for their own laws.  As Robert Crews notes, in the case of Islam with its 
highly developed legal tradition, imperial authorities took on the task of defining the boundaries of how 
canonical shariah law was applied in everyday practice. This led authorities to legitimize official religious 
administrations and allow them to repress any religious movements they considered heretical or 
unorthodox. Religious middlemen between the state and the community made full use of this right and 
found themselves dependent on imperial authorities who granted them that power. This approach kept 
these religious minorities loyal to the empire and sometimes led to estrangement of religious 
communities from their fellow believers beyond the empire’s borders. 

Population of the Russian Empire by Religious Confession   
Faith   Population   % of Total 

Orthodox Christians 87,123,604   69,3 
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Muslims   13,906,972   11,1 

Roman Catholics 11,506,809   9,2 

Jews   5,215,805   4,2 

Protestants  3,762,756   3,0 

Old Believers  2,204,596   1,8 

Armenians 1 ,179,266   0,9 

Buddhists  433,863    <0,5 

Karaites  12,894    <0,5 

Other non-Christians 285,321    <0,5 

Other Christians 8,135    <0,5 

Religious administrations paid for imperial protection by accepting their subordinate position, maintained 
via the incorporation of these administrations into the imperial bureaucracy. In 1810, Alexander I 
created the Chief Directorate for Religious Affairs of Foreign Faiths, which administered state policy 
toward religious minorities via a hierarchical system constructed within their respective faith 
organizations. In 1817, it merged with the Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and in 1832 became the 
Department of Religious Affairs of Foreign Faiths under the Ministry of Internal Affairs. However, the 
administration of religious minority affairs was not centralized in this institution alone. 

At various times, various faiths were under the administrative auspices of the Most Holy Governing 
Synod, foreign policy-related bodies from the Ambasadorial Prikaz to the foreign Foreign ministry 
Ministry, the Ministry of State Domains, the Ministry of Popular Enlightenment, various other state 
committees, and finally, local provincial administrations, which saw themselves as operating on the 
frontlines of interaction with religious minorities. 

This partly purposeful, partly necessary dispersion of administrative resources was a constant source of 
conflict, dictated by the diverse priorities and interests of these different government divisions. Foreign 
policy institutions saw the relationship between the empire and its non-Orthodox subjects through the 
lens of international interests. The Synod and the Ministry of Popular Enlightenment focused primarily 
on matters of Russification and Christianization, while the interior ministry and local authorities thought 
first and foremost of security issues, especially on the empire’s periphery. At the same time, imperial 
rulers consciously divided up the affairs of various faiths among various institutions to reduce the 
opportunity for religious minorities to lobby for their own interests. 

For instance, by concentrating the administration of Volga Muslims in the Orenburg Spiritual Assembly, 
the regime intentionally avoided putting them under the same jurisdiction as the Muslims of the Crimea, 
the North Caucasus, and Turkestan. This principle expressed itself in a similar fashion among Buddhists. 
Kalmyk religious life was mostly administered by the Ministry of State Domains, while the Buddhists of 
East Siberia fell under the auspices of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. This division likely had the goal of 
blocking any consolidation of Russia’s Buddhists, even within imperial administrative organs. Attempts by 
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Buriat and Kalmyk Buddhists to create a united front and pursue issues important to both groups in the 
early 20th century were invariably met with resistance from authorities. 

Laws also proved an important mechanism of incorporating religious communities into the state system 
and regulating their internal affairs. In general, the empire was forced to rely on the elites of the 
communities they wanted to govern, those leaders the community members selected and confirmed. In 
this regard, religious organizations differed little from other bodies dedicated to ethnic self-governance. 
The empire kept itself out of things it could not afford to get involved in, and for this reason delegated 
some of its authority and power to the religious bureaucracies it founded. However, these same 
bureaucracies had to remain completely controlled by the empire. 

In the first half of the 19th century, imperial administrators engrossed themselves in the development of 
detailed laws for ruling the Muslims of Crimea (1831), Protestants (1832), Jews (1835), Armenian 
Christians (1836), and Karaites (1837). These laws were tailored to the specifics and needs of their 
respective faiths. To achieve this, the empire financed fact-finding expeditions led by specialized officials 
and actively employed their findings. Moreover, officials devoted particular attention to how neighboring 
empires governed their religious communities, as some of the administrators involved in religious efforts 
were former diplomats. Finally, the empire’s history of administering the Orthodox Church served as a 
special source of ideas for crafting religious law. Thus, the hierarchies of various faiths transformed into 
state institutions and their members became civil servants. 

In creating or restructuring faith institutions, imperial administrators were forced to cope with the 
various social functions religious leaders played in diverse faiths. These “clergy” issues were often solved 
mechanistically, by imposing the same set of duties and obligations on all religious leaders. One of the 
most important was recording births, registering marriages, and conducting funerals. Thus, after 
recognizing ulemas and mullahs as “Muslim clergy” in the late 18th century, the government required 
them to manage birth records in 1828 (for the Volga-Ural region) and 1832 (for Crimea). Catholic 
priests and Jewish rabbis had the same duties. In its notion of “clergy,” the empire was guided by the 
experience it had gained in dealing with Orthodox priests and transferred priestly rank privileges to 
non-Orthodox priests. Thus, like their Orthodox counterparts, rabbis, ulemas, Catholic priests, and 
lamas were all freed from corporal and capital punishment. 

To justify their special status, religious leaders and priests were obliged to serve as agents promoting 
imperial initiatives among believers. Imperial administrators required their support to push through 
unpopular reforms and relied on them for help. For example, early 19th-century statesman and 
reformer Mikhail Speranskii envisioned a special role for Buddhist lamas in spreading agriculture and 
settling the nomadic Buriat-Mongols: “Convince the lamas that they are bound in duty to broaden the 
practice of agriculture and that only by this they may earn the grace afforded them.” The government 
also expected the active involvement of religious elites in endeavors serving the social good, like 
combatting epidemics, supporting hospitals and orphanages, running soup kitchens for the poor, and 
assisting the military at the front. (see Dela o nagrazhdenii) Non-Orthodox clergy were also required to 
act as judges: “Like Islamic courts, Jewish beth-din dealt with marriage, divorce, inheritance, commerce, 
and contracts. Such institutions administered oaths to soldiers, witnesses, and litigants, demonstrating 
that the Orthodox creed was not the only pledge of political loyalty recognized by the state.”  
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No less important were the empire’s attempts to extract all possible value from religious diversity. Its 
control of important religious institutions allowed it to influence populations in neighboring empires, 
giving it another diplomatic tool, as in the case of the Catholicos of Echmiadzin.  This diplomatic policy 
in many ways evolved to address issues of religious migration: “Pilgrimage, for example, could often take 
believers beyond the borders of the Russian empire, whether to Mecca (Muslims), Urga (Buddhists), 
Rome (Catholics), or Jerusalem (Orthodox). The requests of believers for permission to travel abroad 
on pilgrimage raised crucial issues about issuing passports and granting leaves of absence to mullahs and 
imams.”  

Nonetheless, religious minorities clearly faced discrimination, right up to the 1905 Edict of Toleration 
and after, if perhaps to a lesser degree. Imperial religious tolerance in Russia was seen not as an 
acknowledgement of the right of imperial subjects to follow their conscience or even follow their 
traditions, but rather as a temporary restraint from forced conversion to the state religion required by 
geopolitical or other dynamics. The ultimate goal of bringing subjects (at least those of small ethno-
religious groups) into the Orthodox Church always remained; its achievement was merely delayed, not 
abandoned. Missionary posts were financed by the state, and Christianization continued to be a 
government priority on par with conquering lands at the imperial periphery and resettling ethnic 
Russians from European areas into these territories. For many imperial subjects, baptism into 
Orthodoxy was a real way to improve their social and economic standing. Converting to the “faith of 
the tsar” was a conscious decision: “Rather than ignoring such episodes or treating them as cases of 
‘collusion’ or even ‘betrayal,’ we should take them seriously as examples of the different ways non-
Russians evaluated their prospects in the empire ...” 

Thus, as Buddhist lamas came under Russian imperial control, they faced the task of creating a religious 
community under extremely complex conditions. Though willing to function under serious state 
oversight thanks to their history of dealings with the Qing authorities, they now had to survive under 
constant, purposeful marginalization, bearing the stigma of alien others. 

*** 

Since Buddhism appeared in southern Transbaikal, Buddhist monks had their own ideas about what role 
empire should play in the life of their community. Russia, by the time it encountered the Buddhist 
civilization of Inner Asia, also had a consolidated tradition of how church and state should interact. This 
tradition assumed that even the dominant church had an inferior position to state institutions and that 
clergy occupied their own separate social category free from taxes, duties, and corporal punishment. It 
also held that the population was divided along confessional lines, but it strove to unify the principles 
shaping religious administration. Religious and ethnic differences were considered a standard part of 
political and social life. 

The 18th-century set of initiatives from government agencies and the Buddhist community examined in 
this work demonstrate that imperial Russia, in its early dealings with the Buddhist community, tried first 
and foremost to establish oversight over the process of monastic ordination, much like the rulers of 
other countries in Buddhist Asia. And much as in other traditionally Buddhist areas, this task was 
addressed via centralization of power, via the reinforcement of a monopoly on monastic vow-taking 
through a community leader (initially the Tsongol taisha, then the head lama, and starting in 1764, the 
Bandido Khambo Lama); and via the introduction of the concept of official (staff) lamas with a limited 
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quota of permitted monks. Another important task that stood before the Russian administration was 
reliably isolating Buriat Buddhists from their fellow believers abroad. The Baikal region was a frontier 
zone, and the Buddhist community naturally extended far beyond the borders of the state. Pilgrimage 
routes, monk involvement in transborder trade, Buriat Buddhists’ dependence on religious items and 
literature produced in Urga, Peking, Dolonnor, and Lhasa made this task nigh impossible. 

Almost two centuries of fighting for a truly autocephalic and organized Buriat Buddhist community on 
the part of Russian authorities yielded two paradoxical results. First, by the late 19th century, the 
empire itself began to see Buddhists’ international religious ties not as a threat, but as an opportunity to 
expand Russian interests in Asia. Secondly, by this time, Buriat Buddhist administrators began to assert 
their own interest in independence and in protecting their market for religious services from the 
intrusions of foreign lamas. 

One of the conclusions that can be drawn from the research discussed here is the idea that by the early 
19th century, both the Buddhist community and local and central authorities became convinced that 
establishing firm rules for their interaction was absolutely necessary. We have seen this in the actions of 
provincial authorities grappling with the challenges of real-life administrative practice, of imperial 
authorities striving to harmonize religious legislation, and of Buddhists themselves searching for solid 
ground in their relationships with officials. 

In 1830-1850s, central government agencies debated several pieces of draft legislation to manage the 
religious affairs of Buriat Buddhists. They stemmed from either liberal or conservative points of view. 
The foreign ministry, allied with the Ministry of Finance, examined the “lama question” in the context of 
long land borders and complex international interests, including the cross-border trade with the Qing, 
which yielded a good amount of revenue for the treasury. In 1832, Schilling, a well-known Russian 
expert in Asian studies, proposed a draft law based on proposals from Buddhists themselves. According 
to the information available, this draft proposed a partial decentralization of the community and the 
active participation of laypeople in general (via the institution of ubashis and zasak-lamas) and of Buriat 
self-government in particular. The detailed regulation of monastic ranks and duties laid out in the charter 
reflects the ongoing bureaucratization and integration of Buddhist administration into the government 
apparatus. Schilling’s charter preserved the vertical of religious power, but at the same time gave broad 
opportunities for laypeople and ordinary monks to participate in monastery affairs, even if the circle of 
laypeople involved was mostly limited to clan heads and elders. 

Analysis of archival materials reveals that provincial authorities had little enthusiasm for the first set of 
laws proposed to govern Buriat Buddhist affairs. Provincial officials tended to underestimate the risks of 
the frontier zone. It was the governor-general’s office, after all, that initiated a large-scale plan for 
Russian expansion in the Far East in the mid-19th century. Local authorities’ strict, restrictive approach 
to the “lama question” can also be explained by the closer relationships between local officials and 
Orthodox missionaries, who invariably connected the failure to convert Buriats to Christianity with the 
reinforcement of Buddhism’s position in the region. Regardless, the draft developed by the governor-
general of East Siberia A. S. Lavinskii in the 1830s can be considered the harshest in the number and 
degree of restrictions it proposed. However, despite sympathies toward the project among agencies in 
the capital, it had no chance to be implemented. 
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The interior ministry took a position between the liberal stance of the foreign ministry and the 
prohibitive strategy of East Siberian authorities. The governor-general’s office reacted with skepticism to 
the concerns of the Asiatic Department of the foreign ministry that a tough approach to the “lama 
question” was capable of doing serious harm to Russian political interests in Asia. The interior ministry 
for its part did not trust the exclusively negative judgements by officials and missionaries of the role of 
lamas in Buriat society. The investigation undertaken by Levashev in Transbaikal confirmed that 
provincial authorities had clearly distorted the situation on the ground. In 1841, Levashev proposed his 
own draft charter that under detailed inspection proves to be a slightly altered version of Schilling’s 
proposal. Nonetheless, Levashev’s version compromised between the perspectives of foreign affairs 
agencies and the provincial administration. Despite this it was also rejected by the imperial authorities in 
the end. 

In examining the formation process of state policy toward Buriat Buddhists, I was guided by the point of 
view that the object of this policy – the organized Buddhist sangha of Buriat-Mongols – should be seen 
as an agent in its own right interacting with the authorities. The documents in Tibetan and Mongolian 
languages I presented in this book demonstrate convincingly that lamas and laypeople strove to have a 
constructive dialog with authorities. From 1830 on, the Selenga and Khori lamas and clan elders 
presented their own proposals for managing Buddhist affairs on several occasions. It is worth noting that 
these proposals did not in any way reject the notion of strict limits on the number of official monks or 
the active involvement of secular agencies in the internal affairs of the sangha, from the clan 
administration to the foreign ministry. They supported the bureaucratization and formalization of their 
relationship with authorities and agreed to the significant reduction in the numbers of monks. However, 
with the exception of Schilling, not a single official involved in addressing the “lama question” showed 
any interest in working with the Buddhists themselves. The government was accustomed to seeing 
religious minorities as the passive objects, not the active subjects of imperial policy. 

In 1853, Emperor Nicholas I approved a legislation drafted by governorgeneral of East Siberia N. 
Murav’ev stipulating a set of regulations that governed the Buriat Buddhist community until the end of 
the 19th century. The Provision on the Lamaist Clergy of 1853 was an important stage in the history of 
Buddhism in the Russian Empire. Analysis of this document reveals that it was based on Levashev’s draft, 
which in turn was inspired by Schilling’s charter and thus was connected to the rules proposed by 
Buddhists themselves in 1830. Nonetheless, the 1853 Provision remained restrictive in spirit. This was 
true despite the interior ministry’s insistence that the first version’s harsher articles be removed, such as 
the introduction of corporal punishment for monks. 

During the Provision’s drafting, Murav’ev also drew on the experience of the Qing Empire and its 
interactions with Buddhist Mongolia. The government felt compelled to approve the statute. 
Preparations to expand in the Far East demanded that authorities assert increased control in the 
frontier zone. Nonetheless, the Provision did not radically change the position of Buddhists in the 
region. Officials were still unable to solve the problems of cross-border migration and of the existence 
of a substantial number of unofficial monks. Under pressure from Orthodox missionaries and the Most 
Holy Governing Synod, Murav’ev’s Provision was subject to review almost immediately after its 
implementation. However, the interior ministry did everything it could to keep the laws unchanged it 
had worked so hard to develop. 
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In the second half of the 19th century, Orthodox missionaries played a substantially greater role in the 
“lama question.” The range of commentaries, reports, essays, and letters written by Orthodox 
missionaries analyzed in this work demonstrate that they linked questions of Christianization with the 
need to promote state interests when it came to Buddhists. In other words, the mission saw its goal not 
only as inculcating Christian values, but also as strengthening the principles and foundations of Russian 
statehood as an investment in the defense of its conquered territories. When missionaries managed to 
find common cause with provincial authorities and the support of the Synod, Buddhists felt the weight of 
their status as believers in a “tolerated superstition” more acutely. 

In examining the diverse cases of conflict with the authorities in the 1860-70s and in the 1890s, the 
present research primarily focused on models of response, on the reactions of Buddhist circles to the 
challenges the state threw at them, usually represented by provincial authorities. I looked in depth at the 
remarkable failed 1859 elections of the Bandido Khambo Lama, which led the community to a crisis in 
its relations with the provincial administration. In this situation, Buddhist lamas proved willing to accept 
the appointment of an Orthodox missionary as the head of the sangha, something even the authorities 
found unexpected. In searching for a compromise with authorities, Buddhists invariably implemented a 
strategy of “skillful means” (upãya), which implied extreme flexibility and accommodation in dealings 
with authorities. 

However, even this strategy had its limits. When the Buddhists butted heads with the authorities, they 
knew how to mount a consolidated and organized response. When a campaign heated up in 1872 to 
destroy religious sites sacred to the Khori and Selenga Buriats, various clan groupings that had 
previously been competitors in religious issues united and responded, in fact achieving the resignation of 
the governor-general. 

To do this, as archival materials and sources testify, they undertook a strategy of petitions and appeals 
to authorities at various levels. It is even possible that some lobbying attempts were made via diplomatic 
channels by involving the authority of the Qing Emperor. Naturally, the Buddhist religious community 
was aided by certain objective conditions, including a fear among officials of escalating conflict and of 
ruining the empire’s international image. However, it is obvious that by the late 19th century, the Buriat 
Buddhist community began to prioritize centralizing tendencies, which became particularly clear in 1890 
when Russian authorities attempted to chop up the sangha by removing datsans in Irkutsk Province from 
the Khambo Lama’s jurisdiction. Russia’s revolution of 1905 did not lead to fundamental change in 
imperial policy toward Buddhism, but as a result of the events of that year, Buddhism was no longer a 
faith without rights, whose continued existence depended wholly on the grace of the monarch. 

The history of Buddhism in the Asian part of the Russian Empire extended for more than two centuries. 
These centuries were a time of mutual cultural enrichment and of difficult searches for models of 
coexistence, which were accompanied by mistakes and solutions, contradictions and compromises. As a 
whole, this yielded unprecedented experience. Without this experience, it is hard to imagine how the 
history of Buddhism in modern Russia would have unfolded.  <>   
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TURKIC RELATIONS by Dilnoza Duturaeva [Handbook of 
Oriental Studies, Brill, 9789004508521] 
QARAKHANID ROADS TO CHINA reconsiders the diplomacy, trade and geography of 
transcontinental networks between Central Asia and China from the 10th to the 12th centuries and 
challenges the concept of “the Silk Road crisis” in the period between the fall of the Tang Dynasty and 
the rise of the Mongols. Utilizing a broad range of Islamic and Chinese primary sources together with 
archaeological data, Dilnoza Duturaeva demonstrates the complexity of interaction along the Silk Roads 
and beyond that, revolutionizes our understanding of the Qarakhanid world and Song-era China’s 
relations with neighboring regions. 
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The publication of the book of Dilnoza Duturaeva is very good news for the ongoing elaboration of a 
longue durée history of trans-Asian trade. Many books have been written on earlier or later periods, but 
no one has dared to deal with the eleventh–twelfth centuries, which appear as a nadir in this history. 
Indeed the lack of sources is transforming the attempt in a Herculean task of collecting tiny bits of 
evidence, whose main characteristics are both dispersion and discontinuity. This book makes the most 
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of these small pieces of texts or archaeological discoveries, Liao porcelains for instance. It opens new 
venues in research, especially in the relationship of the Qarakhanids with the Tibetan Tsongkha kingdom 
in Qinghai, or the diplomatic exchanges of the various Chinese dynasties with the West, Qarakhanids or 
Seljuks. But more importantly, it provides us with a chronology of East-West contacts – although mostly 
from a Chinese point of view due to the dearth of Qarakhanid written sources. And here, I would point 
that many if not most of the testimonies gathered by Dilnoza Duturaeva belong to a brief and powerful 
burst of contacts in the last quarter of the eleventh century. Before that, in the late Samanid and early 
Qarakhanid periods, there are very limited proofs of actual contacts, although the author most 
convincingly demonstrates that some links were kept alive. From this high point of the last quarter of 
the eleventh century, and although there was a decline in the first half of the twelfth century, trade 
would flow anew. This chronology is extremely interesting for the history of globalization, and the 
reasons presiding to its development. It is as if the mental map of the Asian world created during the 
previous centuries, especially during the Sogdian period of control of international trade in Central Asia, 
was still enshrined in the texts and mentalities of the administrators and traders, only ready to renew 
long-distance links beyond periods of low-level exchanges. The wire was still there, only to be 
reanimated by a new burst of current. Usually, the Mongol period was regarded as the period of 
renewal of East-West links. Dilnoza Duturaeva demonstrates that such was not the case and that trade 
restarted in a purely diplomatic and commercial setting in the end of the eleventh century well before 
and independently from the heavily military and political context of the Mongol conquest. In a way, it 
demonstrates the autonomy of economic history in Central Asia, quite different from the theory of 
embedment. 

Étienne de la Vaissière 

*** 

By the end of the first millennium CE, a vast portion of Central Eurasia was controlled by nomadic 
powers: the Sinicized Khitans (907–1125), who were later replaced by the Jurchens (1115–1234) and the 
Tanguts (1038–1227) in North and Northwest China; and the Turko-Islamic dynasties such as the 
Qarakhanids (840–1212), the Ghaznavids (977–1163) and the Saljuqs (1037–1194, and 1077– 1308), 
whose domains stretched from Northern India to Asia Minor. This was the beginning of “the age of 
transregional nomadic empires,” as Jerry Bentley named the period in world history from 1000 to 
1500.2 Nomadic peoples established powerful empires and sponsored direct trade relations and cultural 
interactions between distant places. The Mongol Empire era (1206–1368) is the age in which the nomads 
reached their height in terms of influence on world history, as no other nomad dynasty had succeeded 
in holding such a huge Eurasian landmass: at its peak, it stretched from Korea to Hungary. This situation 
brought the two ends of the Eurasian region into sustained cultural and commercial contact. The 
Mongol Empire has therefore attracted a great deal of scholarly attention over the past few decades. 
Significant research on the Mongol Empire, highlighting the extensive cultural exchange that took place 
under its rule, was done by Thomas T. Allsen, who used Islamic and Chinese sources equally. 
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With direct access to the trade along the Silk Roads, however, the Qarakhanids shaped the largest 
nomadic polity before the Mongols, stretching their political and economic power from Western China 
to the north of Iran. Conversely, diplomacy, trade, and cultural exchange in the pre-Mongol era, 
especially the period of the Qarakhanids, is less well-documented, and for this reason, remains one of 
the least studied stages of Silk Road history. Moreover, studies of international relations in the pre-
Mongol period often give the impression that overland trade roads between China and Central Asia 
declined and lost their previous splendor. This is mainly explained by citing political instability in Central 
and North Asia and the withdrawal of the Tang dynasty (618–907) from the Western Regions, which 
caused a switch from the traditional overland trade roads to the maritime roads during the period of 
the Song dynasty (960–1279) in China. The lack of sources also often caused a “jump” from the Turks 
and Sogdians in Sui-Tang China to the Mongol globalization in works related to the history of the Silk 
Roads and Chinese-Western relations, completely skipping the Qarakhanids or giving just a short 
overview of international relations in the tenth–twelfth centuries. 

Indeed, both the lack of primary sources and the scarcity of literature make the Qarakhanid period a 
largely neglected field in the history of Central Asia and China. All researchers who have studied the 
Qarakhanids claim that their history is poorly documented and very fragmentary. The majority of 
sources were written outside of the Qarakhanid realm, and consist, for the most part, of information on 
relations with their neighbors in the Islamic and Sinitic worlds. This also explains the variety of source 
languages, mainly Arabic, Persian, and Chinese. However, due to the traditional division of academic 
fields in English- and Russian-language academia, the Qarakhanid dynasty has always been mainly the 
purview of Turkologists. Therefore, Chinese primary and secondary sources have not usually been 
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consulted. But the history of the Qarakhanid dynasty is included in the multi-volume publication 
Zhongguo lishi (History of China) published in Beijing. Moreover, Chinese historical records are usually 
consulted and well-known to historians working on ancient and early medieval Central Asia. For 
particular periods, Chinese texts are one of the most important – often the only – written sources 
related to pre-Islamic Central Asia. 

Scholars on Islamic Central Asia seldom consult Chinese primary sources. This has restricted research 
not only on the Qarakhanids, but also on the Saljuqs, the Ghaznavids and other polities in Central Asia. 
Any research on Saljuq and/or Ghaznavid history is considered a subject for Iranists and mainly based on 
Islamic sources. The history of medieval Central Asia from the tenth to the twelfth centuries has usually 
been written without consulting Chinese primary or secondary sources. However, China was one of the 
Turks’ closest neighbors and a source of luxury goods that were highly prized in the Islamic world. This 
book demonstrates that the Uyghur and Qarakhanid Khagans, as well as the Saljuq and Ghaznavid 
Sultans (although probably to a lesser extent), sought to establish direct economic contacts with China 
by sending official envoys. Chinese texts recorded data about official envoys from a vast swath of the 
Turko-Islamic world and provided information on diplomacy and trade with China that cannot be 
obtained from other sources. Furthermore, Chinese records give us an understanding of how the 
Turko-Islamic dynasties were viewed in the Sinitic world. The main accounts of these dynasties, as for 
any nomadic peoples, were written mainly by the settled people they conquered, who held an 
uncomprehending and often hostile view of these alien invaders. Chinese sources provide perceptions of 
the Turks outside their realm, which can be used to counteract these biased views. Paradoxically, these 
sources have remained largely overlooked until now and in particular cases, completely unknown in the 
contemporary scholarship of Qarakhanid Central Asia. 

Qarakhanid studies have been developed in the pioneering works of Vasily Bartold and Omeljan Pritsak, 
and their works continue to be relevant in the field. Among later works, there are monographs in 
Turkish by Resat Genç, in Russian by Omurkul Karaev, and in Chinese by Wei Liangtao. Over the last 
few years certain aspects of the Qarakhanid history have been given a fresh look using Islamic sources 
on an equal footing with Chinese ones. In particular, Qarakhanid trade with China, specifically with the 
Liao dynasty, was examined by Valerie Hansen and Michal Biran. Biran’s work on the Qara Khitai Empire 
based on Islamic and Chinese sources contains much information about the region in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries. Significant research on Song China’s foreign relations, although not focused on the 
Qarakhanids, can be found in a volume edited by Morris Rossabi. Generally, these publications do not 
include the many numismatic and archaeological materials from the Qarakhanid period that have been 
recently discovered, or the Silk Road artifacts from Liao and Song tombs that mostly appear in Russian 
and Chinese archaeological publications. 

Recent scholarly interests in Qarakhanid studies can be also observed in publication of two major works 
in English. The complete English translation of the Tazkïrah-i Bughrã Khãn has been recently published in 
the book Warrior Saints of the Silk Road: Legends of the Qarakhanids by Jeff Eden. Richard McClary’s 
Medieval Monuments of Central Asia: Qarakhanid Architecture of the 11th and 12th Centuries provides 
the first solid overview of the Qarakhanid monuments that demonstrate urban developments in Central 
Asia under their rule. Recent works from archaeological excavations in the Qarakhanid sites make equal 
mention of economic solidity and urban development in Central Asia during the tenth–twelfth 
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centuries.18 It would have been impossible without the economic growth that resulted from 
Qarakhanid international trade and policy, including their commercial activities in the East. 

This book provides a detailed study of Chinese records on the Qarakhanids and their allies in Islamic 
and non-Islamic Central Asia and includes relevant texts with translation and notes. It also incorporates 
relevant Muslim sources on China and Tibet. Additionally, it utilizes related archaeological discoveries in 
Central Asia and China that allow for deeper insight into the history of international relations in the 
tenth–twelfth centuries, supplementing information given in written sources. This book is, to my 
knowledge, the first detailed narrative history of the Silk Road during the Qarakhanid period written in 
any language. In this sense, it fills a gap in the research of the history of the Silk Roads and diplomatic 
relations of China and Central Asia in the pre-Mongol period. In addition, the book aims to prove that 
Qarakhanid international commerce and diplomacy not only maintained extant overland trade routes 
but also developed new networks. 

The main sources for the current work are official histories and encyclopedias, scholarly treatises and 
artworks, and memoirs and travelogues compiled by officials and scholars who served at Chinese and 
Central Asian courts. Documentary sources, specifically on trade commodities and foreign images, are 
supplemented by archaeological records, which are mainly available in Russian and Chinese. Central 
Asian sources on the Qarakhanid history are well known due to the lack of this type of material. These 
include the famous and the only Turkic sources of the period: the Qarakhanid dictionary Dïwãn lughãt 
al-Turk by Ma^müd al-Kãshgharï (1008–1102), which includes the Qarakhanid world map including East 
Asia; and the Qarakhanid Mirror for Princes Qutadghu Bylyg by Yüsuf Khã^^ ^ãjib (d. 1077). 
Additionally, works compiled by historians and scholars who served in the neighboring dynasties, 
particularly at the Saljuq and the Ghaznavid courts, as well as general histories and geographies of other 
Muslim authors, are also incorporated into the book. Short introductions to the sources and their 
authors are given when it is essential to understand the information. It should be mentioned that 
Central Asian sources do not provide many materials on Qarakhanid relations with China. Moreover, 
descriptions of China available in Muslim sources are very fragmentary and give only a general 
understanding on existence of contacts between China and Central Asia during the Qarakhanid period. 
However, these materials are also essential to interpreting the data given in Chinese records. 

Chinese sources that contain historical and geographical information on medieval Central Asia during 
the Qarakhanid period can be divided into several categories. These include a series of official histories 
of successive dynasties, the so-called zhengshy “Standard Histories.” This kind of history was compiled 
by the official office of a dynasty that was headed by a well-known scholar and established to write the 
history of its predecessors. The chief sources for this work, Song shy, Liao shy, and Jyn shy, were 
compiled by a group of scholars led by the Yuan official Toqto’a (Chin. Tuotuo, 1314–1356). The 
imperial annals include sections devoted to foreign countries and peoples, their rulers, and their 
relations with China. Important countries are given sections of their own while lesser ones are grouped 
together. The Qarakhanids appeared in their own section in Song shy under the name “Khotan,” which 
can be divided into two parts. The first part is devoted to the history of the ancient Khotan kingdom up 
to the beginning of the eleventh century, and the second part deals with the Qarakhanid period from 
the eleventh to the twelfth century. Song shi furthermore provides separate sections on the Ganzhou 
Uyghurs and the Uyghur Idiquts in Turfan, known as the Xizhou Uyghurs during the Song period. These 
sections contain data on commodity exchanges with the Qarakhanids. There are also sections on 
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Anatolia and India, which are essential in discussions on possible Saljuq and Ghaznavid envoys to Song 
China. Liao shi and fin shi are less informative on the contacts with the Qarakhanids compared to Song 
shi, but contain useful information not found elsewhere. 

The Chinese often shortened or omitted important information when compiling imperial histories. 
Therefore, the standard histories were used together with a type of source known as biannianti, 
“Chronological History,” compiled during the Song period, and texts called huiyao, “Collected Matters 
of Importance,” which is a compilation of imperial documents. In this term, the Song chronicle Xu Zizhi 
tongzian changbian by Li Tao (1115–1184) becomes increasingly important for this work. It covers the 
period of 960–1100 and contains essential information that is not found in other sources. For instance, 
Li Tao recorded a detailed interview between Emperor Shenzong of Song (1068– 1085) and the 
Qarakhanid envoy that appears in a shortened version in Song shi. The Song-era document collection 
Song huiyao was partly extracted from the Yongle Encyclopedia of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644) and 
compiled by the Qing official Xu Song (1781–1848) as Song huiyao jigao. This collection of Song imperial 
documents also includes edicts and memorials related to Qarakhanid trade in Song China. Other 
important Chinese sources used for this work are histories known as zashi, “Miscellaneous Histories,” 
which also include ethnographic works, travelogues, and diaries based on private observations. 

The book attempts to demonstrate the complexity of interaction and exchange during the tenth–twelfth 
centuries and introduce Chinese records on this issue. The first four chapters are devoted to 
Qarakhanid diplomacy and trade in China, discussing Qarakhanid policy in the East in general, including 
their contacts with the Uyghurs and Tibetans. The fifth chapter deals with Chinese records on 
Qarakhanid allies in the Turko-Islamic world such as the Saljuqs, Ghaznavids, and Khwarazmshahs, 
including the role of the Qarakhanids as middlemen between China and the Islamic world. The last 
chapter describes Qarakhanid activity along the Silk Roads and beyond, including their activities in the 
international amber, frankincense and tea trades. Throughout the book, I focus on three interrelated 
themes: (1) each group’s image and knowledge of each other’s societies; (2) imperial encounters and 
emissary missions; and (3) trade-cultural transfer and exchange. 

(1) The Representation of Sinitic and Turko-Islamic Worlds. This question seeks answers in works by 
medieval Chinese and Muslim historians, travelers, and geographers. The research shows that both 
Chinese and Muslim historians of the era documented the increase of knowledge in their societies about 
each other. Central Asia was a bridge between two worlds in this process and facilitated the rise of 
Chinese knowledge about the Islamic world. In the meantime, political and cultural contacts between 
Liao-Song China and Qarakhanid Central Asia transmitted knowledge about China to the Islamic world. 
Central Asian scholars of the eleventh century had access to more recent data on China. It should be 
noted that the Central Asian texts that we have at our disposal are not very informative; they contain 
general records on China. But in comparison with tenth-century geographical works that mostly utilized 
data collected during the Tang period, we can observe updates in political, commercial and cultural 
issues. For instance, al-Bïrünï provided detailed information on commodities from the Khitan (Qitãy) 
realm and Song China (al-^ïn) that are not found in earlier sources. He served at the Ghaznavid court 
and personally met with foreign envoys and merchants to obtain relevant information about distant 
places, including China.19 At the same time, Chinese texts of this period demonstrate that the term 
“Dashi,” which initially applied to the Arabs and Arabia, was mainly used to refer to the Qarakhanids in 
Khitan and Tangut sources and in Song China applied not only to the Arabs but also to non-Arab Islamic 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
267 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

dynasties and apparently, to non-Muslims under their rule as well. This study will lead to an 
understanding of the role of China in pre-Mongol Islamic Central Asia, as well as what China knew about 
Islamic Central Asia. The understanding of the Qarakhanid image in China helps to identify different 
names applied to them by Chinese authors, which may introduce more new data about them. The most 
complicated part of utilizing Chinese sources is to identify terms applied to foreign peoples and ethnic 
groups. For this reason, a significant part of data in Chinese sources on various foreign regions and 
peoples remain unknown. 

(2) Imperial Encounters and Emissary Missions. I focus on the Qarakhanid diplomacy in the East and 
specifically their relations with the Song dynasty and the Liao dynasty through the study of emissary 
exchange. Chinese records prove that the Qarakhanids sent more than forty delegations to the Song 
court, mainly using two roads via the Hexi Corridor and Tibet; the latter is also known as the Qinghai 
Road. The Qarakhanid emissary missions were mostly commercial and played a key role in promoting 
trade between Central Asia and China. 

 

The true number of commercial envoys and caravans sent by the Qarakhanids may have been much 
higher than reported in Chinese official records. I also seek to illustrate that the Qarakhanids served as 
middlemen between the Sino-Tibetan and the Turko-Islamic worlds. For instance, the Qarakhanids 
accompanied foreign missions to Tibet and China or issued special documents that allowed foreign 
delegations to travel to the region and obtain access for trade. This study contributes to the field by 
providing detailed investigation and translation of some Qarakhanid written documents sent to Chinese 
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emperors and Chinese imperial edicts on Qarakhanid trade. I also discuss official envoys from Anatolia 
and Northern India to Song China that may refer to the Saljuqs and the Ghaznavids. 

(3) Trade-Cultural Contacts and Exchange. This topic combines studies of different kinds of sources: 
official and non-official histories, chronicles, travelogues, and scientific works, as well as archaeological 
data. It seeks to explore extant and new trade networks in the Qarakhanid world. I also investigated the 
question of how far the Qarakhanid trade reached. Trade and movement of commodities between 
Qarakhanid Central Asia and China offer unique opportunity to discover Qarakhanid activities beyond 
the Silk Roads, for instance, along the amber, frankincense, and tea-horse trade. Through a basic word 
search in the Scripta Sinica database, it can be observed that some commodities that were transported 
by the Qarakhanids, such as amber, flowed to China along the overland trade roads, especially during 
the Northern Song period. Trade commodities often brought cultural patterns and aesthetics connected 
with them to new territories and later could become “local.” This research discusses some examples of 
cultural exchange through trade that are still visible. It will also lead to an understanding of how the 
Khitans, as non-Muslims, were later able to establish their authority in Islamic Central Asia and ruled the 
region for almost a century. 

This book is not only about politics and trade but also about a history of mutual understanding, cultural 
bridges, and peace between the peoples of Central Asia and China. 

In the tenth century, Turkic peoples started “the first civilizational divide in their history ”106 through 
conversion to Islam. Newcomers in the central Islamic lands via conversion quickly took leadership 
positions in military and administrative institutions. The mass Islamization process among the Turkic 
peoples in the Eurasian steppes brought about the creation of the first Turko-Islamic culture and the 
new image of the Turks spread through the Islamic world and China. 

After the rise of the first Turko-Islamic empires, the Turks, who were represented as enemies of Islam 
in the early ^Abbasid period, began to be characterized by Arab and Persian writers as “pure Muslims” 
originating from the Iranian world. Muslim historians who served Turkic rulers argued that the Turks 
were the descendants of Afrasiyab, a legendary king of Turan in ancient Iranian mythology.107 This 
contributed to the new positive image of the Turks in the Islamic world and reflected on their 
representation in China. The Turks rapidly began to be closely associated with Islamic culture in Chinese 
historiography. 

By the eleventh century, the Qarakhanids incorporated the kingdoms of Khotan and Kucha into the 
Khaganate and obtained direct access to the main trade routes of the northern and southern Silk Roads. 
Their Islamic culture served as a tool to enter and become a part of the Muslim world. At the same 
time, the Qarakhanids preserved their Turko-nomadic traditions and heritage, which facilitated their 
commercial presence in the East.  <>   
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PASSIONATE ENLIGHTENMENT: WOMEN IN TANTRIC 
BUDDHISM by Miranda Shaw [Princeton Classics, Princeton 
University Press, 9780691235592] 
The crowning cultural achievement of medieval India, Tantric Buddhism is known in the West primarily 
for the sexual practices of its adherents, who strive to transform erotic passion into spiritual ecstasy. 
Historians of religion have long held that the enlightenment thus attempted was for men only, and that 
women in the movement were at best marginal and subordinated and at worst degraded and exploited. 
Miranda Shaw argues to the contrary, presenting extensive new evidence of the outspoken and 
independent female founders of the Tantric movement and their creative role in shaping its distinctive 
vision of gender relations and sacred sexuality. 
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The path that led to PASSIONATE ENLIGHTENMENT can be traced to an exhibition of Tibetan 
paintings I attended as a sophomore in college. I was captivated by images of boldly dancing and leaping 
females with billowing hair framing supple limbs, unclad bodies draped with delicate adornments 
fashioned from flowers and bone, and intense gazes seeming to penetrate the depths of reality. They 
conveyed freedom, mastery, and spiritual power. Their portrayal was unlike any female imagery I had 
encountered in Western art, and I felt compelled to find out about the women who inspired such 
potent images. When scholarly literature provided scant answers, my interest intensified into a quest 
that set the course of my academic journey through art history, language study, Buddhist studies, and 
fieldwork in South Asia—the heartland of Buddhist Tantra, or Vajrayana, in the eighth through twelfth 
centuries CE and still host to the living tradition. 

My research was part of an emerging (and ongoing) effort across disciplines and around the globe by 
feminist scholars of many cultures and ethnicities to restore women's stories, voices, and views to the 
historical record. In many cases, such as the present volume, the discoveries revise our understanding of 
the period, movement, or tradition in question. 

I turned next to the female divinities of South Asian and Himalayan Buddhism. I traced the evolution of 
the pantheon through the twelfth century and had more scope to delve into the Vajrayana deities. 
Results of this research were published in Buddhist Goddesses of India (Princeton University Press, 
2006). Passionate Enlightenment establishes the female-affirming orientation of the tradition as one that 
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stipulates honor for women and requires reverential attitudes, behaviors, and rituals (such as stri-puja, 
ceremonial "worship of women") from male practitioners. The founding roles of female visionaries, 
gurus, and teachers evince esteem for the guiding wisdom of women. The principles and practices are 
embedded in the gynocentric metaphysical matrix of Vajrayana cosmology, ontology, epistemology, and 
soteriology. By the second century CE, Maháyána had recognized two metaphysical ultimates as 
feminine, namely, emptiness and wisdom. Emptiness (sunyata, a feminine noun) is the matrix of reality, 
the cosmic womb, the all-encompassing space wherein all phenomena arise and dissolve in endless 
stream. The maternal source of enlightenment is the liberating wisdom (^rajna, a feminine noun) that 
crowns the spiritual quest, personified as a glorious golden goddess installed at the apex of the pantheon 
as the eternal mother who gives birth to all Buddhas and the ever-flowing font of all that Buddhas teach. 

Vajrayana enlarged the female pantheon and expanded the scope of female primacy to encompass a full 
range of generative, transformative, and liberative powers. For instance, the blue female Buddha 
Nairatmya personifies emptiness. Her bodily hue evokes sky and infinite space, representing the 
universal expanse of awareness freed from the bounds of separate selfhood. She is the root source of 
mantras, the essential element of all Vajrayana practice. Mantras activate the power of sound to 
transform consciousness and attune practitioners to the deities and sacred realities. In the esoteric yogic 
method of karmic purification at the subtle anatomical level, the transforming power is a feminine force, 
the inner heat or fire (candali) that is kindled in the navel chakra and spread through the body, 
incinerating karmic dross. The inner flame is personified by the fiery red goddess Candali, whose 
ferocity heralds that she can burn through any karmic obstacle in her path. Although primary source as 
female finds many expressions in the Vajrayana domain, Buddhism has never held that what is real and 
true is fully expressible or definable. The Vajrayana imaginaire is evocative rather than literally 
descriptive on grounds that all verbal and visual renderings are offered to inspire practitioners for whom 
they are meaningful and liberating. 

An issue frequently raised since the book was published is whether Vajrayana is hetero-normative. The 
question arises because of the pervasive use of male-female pairing (of deities, doctrines, ritual 
components, and visual and symbolic motifs) throughout the system. Moreover, instructions for sexual 
yogic practices describe the differing anatomy and roles of male and female partners. To assess the 
import of the focus on male-female coupling, it is helpful to consider cultural perspectives on gender 
identity, sexual identity, and same-sex relations that were in place well before and during the centuries 
when Vajrayana emerged, as attested in scriptures, mythic narratives, erotic manuals, and religious arts. 
In the South Asian purview, there is no "gender identity" in the Western sense. Across the religious 
spectrum, personal traits are considered adventitious, fluctuating over a lifetime and across multiple 
lives, while identity resides in a deeper, enduring core, such as the soul (atman) in Hindu contexts and 
Buddha-nature (tathagata-garbha) in Buddhism. 

Absent belief in stable gender identity, gender fluidity wends through the cultural terrain in many 
variations of gender changes, transvestism, and androgyny, both human and divine. Instances of all these 
phenomena in the stories and images of supreme deities provide divine exemplars and a hallowed 
template for the human realm. Nor was South  

Asian thinking bound to a binary gender system. For at least two millennia, the Sanskrit vocabulary has 
included a third gender, "neither man nor woman" (napumsaka), a capacious category with no pejorative 
connotation. Myriad constellations of third gender persons and directions of sexual desire were 
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recognized. Same-sex attractions, desires, and acts were included on the sexual spectrum as "male-male" 
and "female-female" without evaluative comment or placement in a distinct category. The concept of 
"sexual identity" would be misplaced in this setting and entered Western discourse only when 
"homosexual" came into the lexicon to designate a kind of person (rather than a behavior) in the late 
nineteenth century and "heterosexual" acquired its current meaning in the mid-twentieth century. 

Considering the cultural landscape in which Vajrayana took root, we can better assess whether the 
focus on male-female coupling intentionally prescribes heterosexuality or prohibits or excludes 
homoerotic relations. There was no salient homophobia with which to contend and no controversy 
surrounding homoeroticism on which the founders of Vajrayana might be prompted to take a stand. 
Vajrayana did renounce the prevalent form of sexual discrimination, which was based on a hierarchy of 
social class (four main castes and their subdivisions) and strictures designed to safeguard the purity of 
members of the highest, priestly class from pollution by the lower classes. Close bodily contact and 
exchange of bodily fluids posed the greatest dangers. Therefore, sexual misconduct revolved around 
cross-caste relationships, which are minutely catalogued by combinations of castes and subcastes and 
considerations of which partner was male and female, the level of contact (from kissing to coition), 
whether it happened once or more, whether it was done knowingly, and the seriousness of each 
violation and attendant penalty. Cross-caste marriage and ensuing progeny are classified to a similar 
degree. Male-male and female-female relations find rare mention and do not in themselves constitute 
sexual misconduct. Vajrayana scriptures reject caste discrimination and pollution taboos, exhorting 
practitioners to refrain from making distinctions based on social categories and norms. When 
practitioners gather for a ritual, feast and drink together, or select Tantric partners, they are enjoined to 
give no thought to purity or impurity and who is highborn or low. Tantric partners are to be chosen on 
the basis of spiritual compatibility, such as commensurate advancement on the path or a karmic 
connection developed over lifetimes, regardless of suitability by social standards. From the standpoint of 
nondual wisdom, all conceptual and verbal constructs are context-specific and not ultimately applicable. 
The equality that reigns in Tantric circles and ceremonial life reflects the ontological view that reality is 
an indivisible whole and that all beings are enlightened in essence. The equality and sacredness of all 
living beings is revealed when seen truly, with the purified vision of enlightened awareness. 

The central Tantric practice is deity yoga, a process of envisioning oneself as a deity in order to awaken 
the divine qualities and powers that are present but latent. Men and women can visualize themselves as 
a male or female deity, and there are many among which to choose, from luminously peaceful to 
blazingly ferocious. The gender of the deities is fluidic; they manifest different bodies to serve different 
persons, populations, and purposes. In a conversation that unfolded between a Buddha couple in sexual 
embrace, the male Buddha declared that he is woman, man, and "neither man nor woman" (napumsaka) 
and that the same is true of his female partner. A distinctive contribution of Tantra to the Buddhist 
historical stream was to integrate intimate relationships and erotic experience into practices on the path 
to enlightenment. Vajrayana was expanding the repertoire of spiritual disciplines to include sexuality, not 
foreclosing on what forms of sexuality are allowed or acceptable. The purpose of sexual yoga is to 
elevate the pleasures of erotic communion to higher octaves of bliss, while meditative focus on 
lovemaking is a portal to nondual wisdom. According to Tantric embryology, a drop of pure bliss joins 
the egg and sperm at the moment of conception and settles in the heart, ready to be awakened. 
Therefore, the experience of bliss depends on having a body, not a body of a particular gender. If a 
Tantric scripture or treatise describing sexual yoga for same-sex partners has survived, it has not yet 
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been discovered, but one may yet be written. Tantra is a tradition of ongoing revelation, allowing for 
adaptation to different settings and historical moments. 

Even in the known texts and published materials, however, most of the methods to heighten pleasure, 
direct energy through the subtle yogic anatomy, and share energy to accelerate the process do not vary 
according to the gender(s) of the partners and can be applied in homoerotic context, as Tibetologist 
Jeffrey Hopkins has illustrated for male couples. (Jeffrey Hopkins, SEX, ORGASM, AND THE MIND 
OF CLEAR LIGHT: THE SIXTY-FOUR ARTS OF GAY MALE LOVE (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic 
Books, 1998).)To do so is fully in the spirit, if not the letter, of Tantra. A necessary element of the 
practice is to relinquish ordinary perceptions and conceptions of one's partner as a separate "self" with 
definable traits in favor of seeing their sacred core. Relating to one another as divinities, the partners 
leave the illusions of conventional reality behind, merge in oneness, and reach a state of transcendent 
bliss and nondual awareness. 

The male-female pairing is a metaphor, not a prescriptive or proscriptive view of sexual partnering. 
Buddhism has perennially recognized the myriad methods and teachings of the tradition as conventional. 
The goal of full awakening is singular, but ways to express and attain it are ever evolving and limitless. 
Any duality invoked in a visual or verbal teaching is intended to point beyond itself and serve as a means 
of transport to an experiential realization, like a raft that is abandoned on the shore once the river has 
been crossed. Therefore, the imagery of male and female is conventional, not descriptive in an ultimate 
or essentialist way. Dual pairs are provided to signal the differences and separations that dissolve in the 
nondual state of enlightened awareness.  <>   

 

THE MONGOLS by Timothy May [Past Imperfect, Arc 
Humanities Press, 9781641890946] 
The Mongols emerged from obscurity to establish the largest contiguous empire in history. Although 
they are now no longer viewed as simply an unbridled force of destruction, it remains unclear as to how 
they succeeded in ruling a empire that stretched from the Sea of Japan to the Black Sea. This book 
investigates how the Mongol adopted and adapted different ruling strategies from previous Inner Asian 
empires as well as Chinese and Islamic Empires to rule an empire in which they were a distinct minority, 
and also investigates the processes by which this empire fragmented into an increasing number of states, 
many of which lasted into the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
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It was a dark and stormy night when the Mongol fleets anchored off the coast of Japan at Hakata Bay and 
Imari Bay in 1281. With their fleet arranged as a floating fortress, the Mongols waited for a dawn that 
never came as a tsunami struck the Mongol fleet, destroying much of the fleet and scattering the 
remainder. The failure at Japan marked a tipping point for the Mongols. No longer did their armies 
march inexorably across Eurasia defeating all who opposed them, creating an empire that stretched from 
the shores of Korea to Bulgaria. Even after the dissolution of the empire in 1260, each of the successor 
states would be considered a superpower in modern terminology. Yet, the Mongols soon found 
themselves engaged in desultory civil wars rather than new conquests. How did it reach this point? 
Considering that the Mongols began their empire as a rather inconsequential power in the steppes of 
Mongolia, among a half dozen similar groups, another question comes to mind: Why were the Mongols 
successful in the first place? 

Much of the Mongols' success had to do with the appearance of Temujin, the man who became Chinggis 
Khan. Before his appearance on the historical stage, the Mongols were but a minor tribe at a time when 
the Jin Empire (1125-1234) in northern China and Manchuria defeated an ascending Mongol khanate in 
the 1160s. Temujin’s father, Yesugei died in 1171, poisoned by Tatars, rivals of the Mongols.' With the 
defeat of the Mongols, the Tatars dominated eastern Mongolia. The Tatars were a powerful 
confederation bordering the Jin Empire, providing better access to trade and wealth. In the past, 
confederations like the Tatars rose to regional dominance and sometimes even held sway over all of the 
Mongolian steppes. Yet, the Tatars were not the only powerful tribe in the Mongolian steppes. 

In Central Mongolia, the Kereit held sway. Ruled by Toghril Khan, the Kereit had close ties with the 
Mongols. Toghril had been ands or blood brother to Yesugei and became the suzerain of Temujin. The 
Kereit, however, controlled the Orkhon Valley, which historically conveyed legitimacy to previous 
steppe empires. Missionaries from the Church of the East, also known as Nestorians, exerted influence 
upon the Kereit. Although not all of the Kereit were Nestorians, many of the aristocracy converted. 
Their conversion to a world religion gave them entry to a wider network through connections along the 
Silk Road as well as relations with other tribes influenced by the Church of the East such as the Onggid 
to the south and the Naiman to the west. Additionally, the Kereit maintained ties with regional powers 
such as Xi Xia to the south and Qara Khitai to the west, as did the Naiman who were former subjects 
of Qara Khitai. 

Further west and situated on both sides of the Altai Mountains were the Naiman, a Turkic 
confederation. Through their association with the empire of Qara Khitai, the Naiman also had access to 
other Nestorians in Central Asia, broadening their cultural vision. Indeed, the Naiman adopted literacy 
by using the script used by the Uighurs, who were also ruled by Qara Khitai. Unlike the Naiman, the 
Uighurs were predominantly Buddhists and tended to dwell in the oasis towns of modern Xinjiang. With 
literacy, contacts to other civilizations and trade routes, the Naiman were positioned to rise in 
importance. Other smaller tribes such as the Merkit and Onggid also played a role in the steppes, but 
the Naiman, Kereit, and Tatars were all better placed to influence history than the Mongols. Yet, larger 
and well-organized states also existed who were situated to prevent the rise of Khe Mongols. 
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Mongolia in three hundred years to threaten the status quo, much less establish an empire. Even the 
Tatars and Kereit lacked the gravitas and unity to exert dominion over others. 

So what made the Mongols successful? Recently, scientists have argued that wet and cool weather 
facilitated the rise of the Mongol Empire." The weather was perfect for the steppes, allowing the nomads 
of Mongolia to flourish. With ample grass, the flocks and herds of the Mongols thrived, permitting them 
to expand beyond Mongolia. This hypothesis, however, does not explain how the Mongols dominated 
Mongolia, as other nomads must have benefited from the lush pastures as well. Again, the Mongols were 
not a significant power at the time of Temujin’s (the man who became Chinggis Khan) birth. While the 
lush pastures may have aided their outward expansion, climatic reasons fail to explain their initial 
success. 

There are a number of approaches to study the past. One that has fallen out of favour is the Great Man 
Theory. In this idea, which originated in the nineteenth century, history is explained through reference 
to the rise and fall of remarkable individuals who possessed sufficient charisma and ability to influence 
events in a significant and lasting mannered The counter-argument is that all people are shaped by their 
society; thus social conditions influence events. There is no denying this argument, first formally 
expressed by Herbert Spencer. Yet Spencer's Social Darwinism or "survival of the fittest" does not 
adequately explain Chinggis Khan's success.' Of course, Herbert Spencer, with his Victorian sensibilities, 
would not have viewed Chinggis Khan positively in his scheme of progress.' Nonetheless, the Great Man 
(or Woman) Theory still has application. It took a Great Man to propel the Mongols to the forefront of 
history. Chinggis Khan, however, was not alone in his actions; his generals and advisors were attracted 
by his personal charisma and seemingly divine favour. There were a number of individuals on the steppe 
who had similar opportunities to Chinggis Khan, but only he emerged to be remembered as the greatest 
conqueror in history and the father of Mongolia, while other steppe leaders are only known readily to 
scholars of the Mongol Empire. Yet we must also restrain our enthusiasm for the Great Man Theory. 
Menopausal explanations rarely explain anything. While the Great Man Theory helps explain the rise of 
Chinggis Khan and the early Mongol Empire, it does not necessarily explain the success of the Mongols 
after Chinggis Khan's death. 

Undoubtedly, the military machine Chinggis Khan created assisted in the expansion of the Mongol 
Empire. Yet, while he initially organized the army as well as introducing new tactics, the military 
continued to evolve after his death. It is safe to say that the Mongol Empire could not have succeeded 
without the military. Numerous steppe empires existed prior to the Mongol, but none enjoyed the 
extent of conquests and the successes that the Mongol military did. While popularly conceived as a mob 
of horse-archers and sabre-wielding barbarians, the Mongol military was much more complex than this 
stereotyped 

As many empires have learned, however, it is much easier to conquer than to rule. The fact that the 
Mongols provided stable rule over most of their territories indicates that their governmental style also 
contributed to their success. In the past, it was thought that the Mongols largely left the actual running 
of the government to personnel they recruited from their conquered territories, particularly Uighurs, 
Whitens, and Persians who had a long history of running empires and kingdoms. Recent scholarship, 
however, has demonstrated that this is not true and the Mongols took great interest in administration. 
Indeed, one could argue that the empire was not just an empire but also a family business of the altan 
urugh or the Golden Kin (the family of Chinggis Khan). Furthermore, the Mongols created a dual system 
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of military and civil administration consisting of Mongol and non-Mongol personnel and techniques. This 
apparatus, staffed through a system of meritocracy, provided them with the flexibility required to run a 
transcontinental empire. 

While bureaucracies are able to run without a particular idea other than to sustain itself as well as the 
government which it serves, government ultimately implement policies in order to effect change or to 
guide it. The Mongols were no different. As their goal was to rule the world as indicated in their 
ideology, the Mongols also implemented policies to assist in that effort which included creating stability 
and order to their empire. Two policies in particular helped this aim. The first was the Mongols' policy 
of religious tolerance. 

In an era in which religious driven warfare and discrimination was common, the Mongols' approach was 
startling to outsiders. Indeed, most had difficulty believing that the Mongols did not prefer one religion 
over another and most faiths tried to sway them to their particular belief system. The Mongols however 
remained neutral and favoured none. The second policy that contributed to their success was their 
promotion of commerce. As former American President Bill Clinton once famously said, "It's the 
economy, stupid." While the economy does not drive all aspects of a state, it plays an important role in 
any society. The Mongols instituted policies that assisted the expansion of trade not only within the 
Mongol Empire but ultimately had long lasting effects even after their demise. Due to their policies, 
some have given the Mongols credit for the first appearance of globalism. While it may be a stretch to 
apply a twenty-first century concept to a thirteenth-century empire, like all myths, there is some truth 
to it. The Mongol court's embracing of commerce helped fund their empire, yet it, along with their 
religious policy, also triggered other changes, which will be explored in detail later. 

The factors listed above all contributed to the Mongol success, but to fully understand how the aspects 
of the empire contributed to the success of the Mongol Empire they must be examined separately. This 
examination is all the more important as all of the factors that contributed to their success also 
contributed to the demise of the empire. As with so many things, we must begin with the rise of 
Chinggis Khan.  <>   

THE MONGOLS' MIDDLE EAST: CONTINUITY AND 
TRANSFORMATION IN ILKHANID IRAN edited by Bruno De 
Nicola and Charles Melville [Series: Islamic History and 
Civilization, Brill, ISBN: 9789004311992] 
Editors:  

THE MONGOLS’ MIDDLE EAST: CONTINUITY AND TRANSFORMATION IN ILKHANID IRAN 
offers a collection of academic articles that investigate different aspects of Mongol rule in 13th- and 
14th-century Iran. Sometimes treated only as part of the larger Mongol Empire, the volume focuses on 
the Ilkhanate (1258-1335) with particular reference to its relations with its immediate neighbours. It is 
divided into four parts, looking at the establishment, the internal and external dynamics of the realm, 
and its end. The different chapters, covering several topics that have received little attention before, aim 
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to contribute to a better understanding of Mongol rule in the Middle East and its role in the broader 
medieval Eurasian world and its links with China. 

With contributions by: Reuven Amitai, Michal Biran, Bayarsaikhan Dashdondog, Bruno De Nicola, 
Florence Hodous, Boris James, Aptin Khanbaghi, Judith Kolbas, George Lane, Timothy May, Charles 
Melville, Esther Ravalde, Karin Rührdanz 

CONTENTS 
Introduction Authors: Bruno De Nicola and Charles Melville 
1 Mongol Conquest Strategy in the Middle East Author: Timothy May 
2 Continuity and Change in the Mongol Army of the Ilkhanate Author: Reuven Amitai 
3 Shams al-Dīn Juwaynī, Vizier and Patron: Mediation between Ruler and Ruled in the Ilkhanate 
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4 The Economic Role of Mongol Women: Continuity and Transformation from Mongolia to Iran 
Author: Bruno De Nicola 
5 Faith and the Law: Religious Beliefs and the Death Penalty in the Ilkhanate Author: Florence 
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6 Music in the Mongol Conquest of Baghdad: Ṣafī al-Dīn Urmawī and the Ilkhanid Circle of 
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The Mongol Empire, c. 1294. 

The Ilkhanate is the name by which historians refer to the political entity that governed present-day Iran, 
Azerbaijan and Eastern Anatolia between 1260 and 1335, with a short afterlife until 1353. It is defined by 
the establishment of a dynasty of Mongol rulers descended from Chinggis Khan (d. 1227) by his son 
Tolui (d. 1232) and especially by the descendants of Hülegü (d. 1265). The origin and meaning of the 
term ‘Ilkhan’ (or ïl-Khãn) has been subject of some academic discussion over time. The title Ilkhan had 
been used among the Great Seljuqs in the eleventh century and appeared in a Uyghur translation of a 
seventh-century Chinese biography of a Buddhist pilgrim. Although the particle ‘Il’ originally meant 
‘country,’ it seems that it became used as a term to refer to ‘subservient’ or ‘submissive’ in the Mongol 
period. This has raised discussions about the legitimacy of the establishment of the Ilkhanate as a 
separate ulus of the Mongol Empire, suggesting that the Mongols of Iran were seen as the guardians of 
the western lands of the Empire under the rule of the Great Khan living in China rather than a realm in 
its own right. Despite this, the term ‘Ilkhan’ seems to have been in use among the Mongols of Iran and 
the people they conquered since at least 1259, when numismatic evidence confirms the use of the term, 
but also finds earlier references in other Middle Eastern sources. 

The arrival of the Mongols in the Middle East has been interpreted from very different angles by 
historians of the region since the early twentieth century. The initial approach was to see it as an 
example of a confrontation between Civilization and Barbarism, where the former was represented by 
the high culture of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate and the latter by the infidel and predatory Mongols. This 
historiographical approach saw the Mongol-dominated Middle East merely as a dark period in Islamic 
history, which would gloriously revive with the rise of the Ottoman and Safavid Empires. This reading 
was based on the accounts of some Islamic (mostly Arabic) sources that saw the Mongol invasions as a 
divine punishment for the sins of the Muslims in the Middle East and as a purely destructive interlude. 
Throughout the second half of the twentieth century, this idea lost ground and the period of Mongol 
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domination of Iran and the Levant was re-examined in a new light that identified it as a remarkable 
period that offered unique opportunities for historical enquiry. It is in this context that new studies on 
the political history of the Mongols of Iran were followed by research on their economic impact, their 
religious transformation and gender relationships between conqueror and conquered people. 

Studies in the second half of the twentieth century contributed to breaking the paradigm that viewed the 
Mongols as mere barbarians and prepared the field for a new understanding of the Mongol Empire as a 
period when East and West were connected and in which the Mongols were not only the military elite 
of this vast territory, but acted as cultural brokers, facilitating the exchange of goods, people and ideas 
from the Mediterranean to China. This approach drew attention onto the variety of political, economic, 
social and cultural processes that were unleashed in the Middle East by the specific circumstances 
created by the conquest and settlement of the Mongols. For example, the Iranian region was under a 
non-Muslim sovereign for the first time since the Arab conquest, offering a new religious scenario in the 
Middle East. Further, Iran’s integration into the main overland trade networks from the Mediterranean 
to China, freshly stimulated by the Mongols’ interest in trade, offered a new economic paradigm for the 
region. And finally, the interaction between nomadic rulers and sedentary subjects generated specific 
sociopolitical dynamics between conquerors and conquered that shaped institutions and traditions in the 
area. These special characteristics and many others have contributed to the expansion of the historical 
enquiry on the Mongols in the Middle East in the last few decades. 

It is in this context that this book aims to contribute to the history of the period. It addresses various 
aspects of continuity and transformation in Mongol and local society in Iran in particular and the Middle 
East in general. The different contributions explore long- and short-term continuities and discontinuities 
in different layers of Iranian society. A previous attempt to explore these issues was made by A. K. S. 
Lambton more than a quarter of a century ago.8 This pioneering work had a more comparative 
approach as it included sociopolitical developments in Persia during the pre-Mongol period. Lambton 
saw the Seljuq rulers as continuators of Islamic traditions and institutions while the Mongols represented 
in her view “a break with the past: the nomads [Mongols] were the state and political rule was in the 
hands of their leaders, who formed a kind of military aristocracy. They were hostile to settled life and 
exploited the townspeople and the peasants.” Over 25 years since this observation, the research 
produced on the Mongol domination of the Middle East has shown that the Mongol invasions did not 
create such a clear-cut break with the past. Recent work by David Durand-Guédy, in particular, 
emphasizes ways in which Seljuq practice anticipated the Mongols. In fact, as much of the research 
presented here shows, continuity prevailed in some areas while in others transformations appear clearly. 
Further, the present works also look at elements of continuity and transformation not only among the 
Persian population or Islamic institutions but also among the Mongols who came from the Far East and 
settled in the Middle East. We hope that this dual approach will produce a more complex and coherent 
view of the Ilkhanid period. 

This book is the result of a joint endeavour between a mentor and his disciple. It represents, to some 
extent, both a beginning and an end of an academic journey into the Mongol Empire for both editors of 
this volume. For one it represents the closure of a fascinating period of academic activity as a graduate 
student at the University of Cambridge and for the other, it is something of a valedictory engagement 
with the Mongols while he looks ahead to exploring more fully other periods of Persian culture, history 
and the arts. The idea of this book began back in 2009 with the possibility of proposing a symposium on 
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the Mongols’ Middle East for the World Congress for Middle East Studies (WOCMES) in Barcelona in 
2010. It took a good number of years to put together the original papers presented in the Conference 
and complement them with other contributions from colleagues and friends. But after an arduous 
strategy, maintaining the nomadic elements that characterize the Mongol campaigns of the thirteenth 
century into the fourteenth century. 

The second part moves the centre of the analysis to the establishment of a Mongol-controlled Middle 
East with chapters dealing with politics, economy and religious issues in the Ilkhanate. In chapter 3, 
Esther Ravalde investigates the role of the famous Iranian vizier Shams al-Dïn Juwaynï (d. 1284) in the 
Mongol court. She explores the way in which the Ilkhanate was governed by looking at the role of 
patronage that the vizier used to establish his authority across the Mongol territories. Through patron-
client relationships, Ravalde claims that Juwaynï managed to “collect taxes, strengthen Ilkhan rule in 
Anatolia, mediate between the ruler and the ruled, and develop alliances with the religious classes.” She 
suggests that although there is a continuity in the institution of the vizierate under the Mongols, the case 
of Juwaynï shows that this position had limitations if compared with previous dynasties that ruled the 
area. In this view, the Ilkhanid vizier was not as powerful as before and had to negotiate with Mongol 
elites and the Ilkhanid government to administer the realm. The transformation of a political institution 
such as the vizierate is followed by Bruno De Nicola’s chapter on patterns of continuity and 
transformation in the economic status of Mongol women. He observes both continuity and 
transformation in the way women acquired and accumulated wealth. By exploring the different ways in 
which women received and used their resources, he traces the evolution of these practices as the 
Mongols moved into the Middle East. He suggests that the economic status of women mutated and 
adapted when they reached Iran to the point of expanding the areas of these women’s economic activity 
as the resources at their disposal increased. However, he points out that faced with this economic 
success of Mongol women, change was triggered by Ghazan Khan, who identified the resources in 
female hands and appropriated them for his own political benefit. Finally in this section, Florence Horus 
deals with how religious beliefs affected the implementation of the death penalty in Mongol territory in 
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method of artistic representation that developed during the Mongol period. Karin Rührdanz explores 
the development in the illustration of manuscripts that occurred from the Mongol into the Timurid 
period. She notices that in the fifteenth century there was an increasing preference for illustrating works 
that expressed mythical ideas in the form of poetry, but also a continuity with the Mongol period in the 
illustration of classical Persian works such as the Sha^hna^ma and Kalila wa Dimna. However, the more 
popular genres that she discusses, depicting subjects still not entirely identified, seem to have fallen out 
of the repertoire after the Jalayirid period. 

The fourth section contains chapters dedicated to the interaction of the Mongols’ Middle East with its 
neighbours. The first chapter by Aptin Khanbaghi focuses mostly on Anatolia to explore the role played 
by the Mongols in ‘changing the fate’ of the Persian language. By looking back at the status of Persian in 
the pre-Mongol period and comparing it with the impact of the Mongol conquest, Khanbaghi suggests 
that the Mongols provided the umbrella under which a Persianized Turkish population that was already 
present in Iran could expand Persian language and literature to territories further afield such as Anatolia, 
southern Khurasan and India. Continuing with territories subject to the Mongols but with a certain 
degree of autonomy, Dashdondog Bayarsaikhan’s contribution looks at the Mongol implementation of 
the military and administrative institution of the darughachi in Armenia. The institution served as a 
means to collect taxes and control the region newly conquered by the Mongols. Yet, in doing so, it not 
only fundamentally changed the status of Armenia in the Mongol Empire by directly incorporating the 
region into the Ilkhanate after its formation in the late 1250s but also helped the local rulers (in this case 
Armenians) to adapt to Mongol command. The establishment of the Ilkhanate had a clear impact on life 
and institutions of regions bordering Iran such as Armenia and Anatolia. However, less intuitive is the 
influence that Ilkhanid subjects had in areas far beyond the Ilkhanid borders such as Eastern China. The 
case discussed in the chapter by George Lane included in this section focuses our attention on the city 
of Hangzhou in the heart of Mongol China. Through the evidence provided mostly by inscriptions in 
steles and Chinese sources, the chapter explores the cultural, economic and religious activity of the 
Phoenix Mosque of Hangzhou, which played an important role as the place that brought together Iranian 
and Central Asian Muslims coming from the western parts of the Empire to China. Closing this section, 
the contribution of Boris James covers the relations between the Ilkhanate and the Mamluks by looking 
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society both among the Mongol conquerors and the native populations. The conclusion that seems to 
emerge from the research presented here is that patterns of both continuity and transformation can be 
observed depending on where we focus our attention. The interaction between the Mongols and the 
people of the Middle East was a dynamic and complex one which cannot be covered fully in this one 
volume. The editors hope, nonetheless, that these contributions will contribute to maintaining interest 
in this fascinating period in the history of the Middle East and encourage further research into the 
history of the Ilkhanid dynasty of Iran.  <>   

KOREA AND THE FALL OF THE MONGOL EMPIRE: 
ALLIANCE, UPHEAVAL, AND THE RISE OF A NEW EAST 
ASIAN ORDER by David M. Robinson [Cambridge University 
Press, 9781009098960] 
KOREA AND THE FALL OF THE MONGOL EMPIRE explores the experiences of the enigmatic and 
controversial King Gongmin of Goryeo, Wang Gi, as he navigated the upheavals of the mid-fourteenth 
century, including the collapse of the Mongol Empire and the rise of its successors in West, Central, and 
East Asia. Drawing on a wealth of Korean and Chinese sources and integrating East Asian and Western 
scholarship on the topic, David Robinson considers the single greatest geopolitical transformation of the 
fourteenth century through the experiences of this one East Asian ruler. He focuses on the motives of 
Wang Gi, rather than the major contemporary powers, to understand the rise and fall of empire, 
offering a fresh perspective on this period of history. The result is a more nuanced and accessible 
appreciation of Korean, Mongolian, and Chinese history, which sharpens our understanding of alliances 
across Eurasia. 

Review 
'With Korea and the Fall of the Mongol Empire, Robinson achieves something few can do―write an 
interesting, engaging, and illuminating study of the Koryŏ-Mongol relationship. The writer is one of a few 
scholars in any language working on broader issues of empire in premodern Northeast Asia through a 
transnational lens. His work is a major scholarly achievement.' George Kallander, Syracuse University 
 
'The late 14th century in East Asia was a chaotic time. Korea and the Fall of the Mongol Empire brings 
this period into sharp focus better than any other work in English. By focusing on Korea’s King 
Kongmin, Robinson adroitly weaves the upheavals of the age that witnessed the rise of the Ming, the 
collapse of the Yuan, and the changes in Korea. King Kongmin is controversial but through Robinson’s 
skillful use of Chinese, Yuan, and Korean sources, both primary and secondary, this work emerges 
foundational in exploring this age.' Edward Shultz, University of Hawaii 
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"Being so unruly and depraved, how could he have hoped to be spared his end?" 

Goryeo History 
What went through the Goryeo king's mind on October 10, 1374, as his mangled body collapsed to the 
palace's smooth cool stone floor? Perhaps the forty-four-year-old Wang Gi pondered the cruel irony of 
dying at the hands of the same royal eunuch who cared for his intimate needs and members of his 
personal bodyguard who guaranteed his safety. Perhaps he wondered who had ordered his assassination 
and how they would explain his sudden death to subjects at home and allies abroad. If his life flashed 
before his eyes, he would have seen dizzying personal and political change, an unexpected rise to the 
throne, abortive coups, bloody purges, the fall of the mighty Mongols, and the rise of a new Eurasian 
order. Little could he have foreseen how government chroniclers would sum up the span of his 
existence. After praising his promising beginnings, they condemned his abdication of royal 
responsibilities and his rapid descent into drinking and depravity. The final line (noted above) of their 
account of Wang Gi's reign in Goryeo History, one of most important surviving sources for 
understanding the king and his times, was less question than judgment. But how do we assess his 
significance today? 

From 1351 to 1374, Wang Gi, posthumously known as King Gongmin, ruled the kingdom of Goryeo 
(today's Korea). There are many ways to tell Wang Gi's tale. He was a devout Buddhist who generously 
patronized religious activities and enlisted learned monks as advisers. Confronting foreign incursions and 
a massive surge in coastal piracy — so potent that the capital itself was repeatedly put on high alert — 
he reformed Goryeo's military. He tried to implement structural change to his kingdom's socioeconomic 
foundations, including land tenure and human chattel. A man of refined sensibilities, he abhorred the 
hunt for its brutality but adored hunting raptors for their ferocity. His Mongolian queen's death in 
childbirth midway through his reign plunged him into prolonged depression. His identity as a 
homosexual or bisexual man has fascinated contemporary Korean audiences in recent decades. Religion, 
military reform, socioeconomic change, emotions, and sexual identity are all important and promising 
lenses through which to examine Wang Gi. 

Although touching on all those issues, this book explores Wang Gi's life and times through a different 
prism, that of the single greatest geopolitical transformation of the fourteenth century and one of the 
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most consequential developments of early modem Eurasia: the collapse of Mongol power and rise of its 
successors in West, Central, and East Asia. In 1330, Wang Gi was born a scion of the Goryeo dynasty, a 
family that had ruled the Korean peninsula since 918. In 1351, he took the throne with the full support 
of the Mongols, with whom his family had allied and intermarried for nearly a century. For the first 
eighteen years of his reign, he held investiture as King of Goryeo from the Mongol Great Khan, and 
Wang Gi understood himself as a privileged member of the Mongol empire's ruling elite. In 1368, 
Mongol control collapsed, the Great Khan abandoned his capital at today's Beijing for the relative safety 
of the steppe, and the newly founded Ming dynasty (1368-1644) in today's Nanjing claimed to be China's 
sole legitimate government. In 1369, Wang Gi abandoned his formal ties to the Great Khan, and in 1370 
he accepted investiture as King of Goryeo from the Ming emperor. Seen in this light, Wang Gi's story 
seems complete and successful. He had deftly directed the perilous transition from the Mongol empire 
to its principal successor in eastern Eurasia, shifting his allegiance from the Great Khan to the Ming 
emperor and securing the place of the Goryeo dynasty (918-1392) in a new regional order dominated 
by the Ming dynasty, which would reign until the mid-seventeenth century. 

Reality was messier and more interesting than a simple one-and-done transfer of loyalty, swapping one 
regional superpower for another. Throughout his entire reign, Wang Gi's relations with the Great Khan, 
a descendant of Genghis (here spelled Chinggis) Khan named Toghan-Temur (1320-1370), were 
tumultuous. He sent troops to help Toghan-Temur crush spreading rebellion in China, later attacked the 
Great Khan's border outposts, and still later raised an army to prevent the Great Khan from dethroning 
him. Despite severing formal ties with the Great Khan and accepting investiture from the Ming throne, 
Wang Gi maintained informal links to the Mongols, while his relationship with the Ming founder, Zhu 
Yuanzhang (1328-1398) was deeply fraught, and the Ming emperor repeatedly accused him of betrayal 
and openly threatened to rain down destruction on the Goryeo dynasty. Following Wang Gi's murder in 
1374, the Goryeo court quickly reversed course, restoring formal ties with the Great Khan, which 
prompted even more bellicose threats from Zhu Yuanzhang.  

The drama of Wang Gi's life is best understood in a wider historical context. As the Mongol polity 
across Eurasia faced mounting challenges in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries — from floods, 
droughts, epidemics, and starvation to corruption, poor leadership, court intrigue, and insurrection — 
Wang Gi and other thoughtful observers throughout Eurasia began to reconsider, first, their place in the 
empire and, later, potential alternatives to the Mongol order. In contrast to Wang Gi, a Goryeo royal 
who married a Chinggisid noblewoman and who took the throne with Mongol backing, the Ming 
founding emperor, Zhu Yuanzhang, had clawed his way to power from the bottom of Chinese society. 
Born into a family of tenant farmers, Zhu Yuanzhang was orphaned as a teen, briefly became a 
mendicant monk, and as a young man joined a millenarian rebel movement, where his charisma, 
leadership, and brutality won him growing numbers of supporters. Both Wang Gi and Zhu Yuanzhang 
were products of the Mongol empire, which deeply shaped their understanding of the world, but — and 
this is a key point — they also saw that change was possible and that through skill and determination 
they might shape the future. 

It is impossible to understand the Mongols without close attention to their allies. The Mongol empire 
was an extraordinarily complex composite, including four main branches of the Chinggisid family, dozens 
of smaller courts of Mongol aristocrats, and hundreds of allied houses, ranging from mid-sized dynasties 
such as Goryeo to smaller, local polities and individual leaders. The Mongols' story is as much about the 
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formation and dissolution of those hundreds of alliances across Eurasia as it is about the rise and fall of 
Chinggis Khan and his descendants. To live in an age of a faltering Mongol empire was to confront rapid 
change, unexpected reversals, and uncertainty with incornplete knowledge and unreliable allies. All 
leaders — and no small number of local elites and even common people — scrambled to reassess their 
interests, their friends and allies, their rivals and foes. As they built new alliances, sometimes they drew 
from practices and expectations developed during the Mongol age, sometimes they invoked classical 
native precedents, and sometimes they hammered out relationships that differed significantly from the 
past. 

This book explores the experiences of one East Asian ruler — Wang Gi, King of Goryeo — as he 
navigated the upheavals of the mid-fourteenth century. The details of his tale not only yield a more 
nuanced appreciation of Korean, Mongolian, and Chinese history, but also sharpen understanding of 
alliances across Eurasia. The Mongol empire was unprecedentedly large, and its deterioration directly 
touched most of Eurasia, from today's Eastern Europe, Turkey, Russia, Iran, and Iraq, across today's 
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Mongolia, China, Korea, and Vietnam, and indirectly exercised an even broader 
influence. For a generation and more, polities and peoples in West, Central, and East Asia created, with 
many false starts, much uncertainty, and repeated clashes, a series of new alliances in the wake of the 
Mongol empire's eclipse. The fortunes of the great powers — the Ming dynasty, Muscovite Russia, the 
Ottoman empire, among others — during that anarchic age have been recounted often and ably, but the 
fate of their smaller allies is much less known and far too underappreciated. Here, for the first time ever 
in English is the story of Wang Gi and his struggle for allies in chaos. 

*** 

Thinking about Mongol Decline 
Historians offer a wide variety of explanations for the Mongol empire's fall. Effective control over vast 
and varied territory for an extended period of time poses daunting organizational challenges, and long-
lived empires are the exception rather than the rule. The Mongols are regularly faulted for their failure 
to adapt effectively to local political institutions, such as routinized succession mechanisms and 
acceptance of bureaucratic administration, which would have ameliorated the disruptive potential of 
succession struggles. One historian draws attention to the Yuan state's debilitating size and costliness, 
with altogether too much time spent traveling between capitals with enormous entourages, translating 
paperwork across multiple languages, and satiating the demands of a privileged Inner Asian elite, while 
many have highlighted the Mongols' exploitative, disruptive tax collection policies. Others suggest that 
abandoning a shared nomadic warrior ethos in favor of more local traditions of rulership undermined 
the Mongol ruling stratum's unity and reduced the steppe to peripheral status. Similarly stressing 
structural issues, one study explains fragile political control as a result of Mongol nobles consuming 
alcohol and meat to excess, which led to short-lived rulers and rapid political turnover at the top, which 
in turn exacerbated instability. Some scholars fault the Mongols for their preferential treatment of fellow 
steppe people and close allies, which resulted in the alienation and resentment of highly qualified locals. 
This formed one element of a systemic pattern of racial or ethnic prejudice that fed resentment against 
an exploitative foreign ruling house, some historians suggest. The personal incompetence of individual 
Mongol rulers in the fourteenth century is often said to have hastened decline, while many scholars 
foreground epidemiological and environmental factors in the Mongols' fall, including the disastrous 
spread of the Black Death (and other epidemics), floods, droughts, and famine. All contributed to social 
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instability, pervasive fear, and a broad desire for solace and support beyond the state. In search of 
protection in the present and salvation in the next life, people turned to religious communities that not 
only promised both but also actively worked to topple the Mongols. 

We often speak of the collapse of the Mongol empire as a whole, but more important to people of the 
time was the deterioration of regional houses such the Jochid/Golden Horde, the Ilkhanate, the 
Chaghadaid, and the Yuan dynasty. These individual houses, strongly associated with one or another of 
Chinggis Khan's prodigious progeny, grew out of the "dissolution" of a united empire under the 
undisputed rule of a single sovereign that occurred in the mid-thirteenth century. Perhaps even more 
relevant was that by the earl fourteenth century (and sometimes earlier), each house had developed an 
identity that local populations found more comprehensible than when the Mongols first irrupted into 
their world. In some cases, this perception arose from Chinggisid ruling houses' apparent embrace of 
venerable local practices and beliefs. The Ilkhanate became a generous patron of Islam and Persian high 
culture, while the Yuan dynasty commissioned the publication of Confucian works and vernacular 
literature, patronized the Confucian cult, and periodically revived the civil service examinations, a 
hallowed institution in the eyes of Chinese elites  By the late thirteenth century, Persian and Chinese 
scholars and officials effusively praised the prosperous, stable rule of the Ilkhanate and Yuan ruling 
houses  Golden Horde rulers converted to Islam rather than to the majority population's Christianity, 
but they granted tax exemptions to the Orthodox Church and protected its local standing. No regional 
Mongol ruling house "went native" in the sense of rejecting its Chinggisid pedigree, and none severed 
ties to the Mongol imperial enterprise or completely abandoned Mongolian lifeways in favor of local 
customs. Tightly linked to regional houses' cultural support was their military and political patronage. As 
noted above, Rus princes depended on Golden Horde rulers for protection and confirmation. This was 
part of a wider pattern, and by the fourteenth century, the power of Armenian princes, Kart rulers, 
Turkic kings, and elite Jurchen lineage heads were far more deeply rooted in their ties to regional 
Mongol houses than in the "Mongol empire" writ large. 

Most people experienced Mongol rule's collapse as the fall of a regional Chinggisid house rather than of 
a continent-spanning empire. As a consequence, few elites, whether on the rise or in decline, whether 
Mongols, Russian, Persian, or Chinese, dreamt of restoring the Mongol empire in its entirety or 
reconstituting its alliances unchanged. Sometimes they might use such open-ended rhetoric, but their 
vision and goals were almost always more modest. They generally sought to restore the territory of the 
local Chinggisid house, whether in entirety or in part, and revive links to errant allies. In East Asia, Zhu 
Yuanzhang seized regions like Yunnan and Liaodong, which most past Chinese dynasties had not 
governed but had been under Mongol rule, but he did not make a serious effort to take control of the 
Mongolian steppe, Central Asian oasis cities like Hami, or the distant northeastern lands of the Jurchens. 
The Ming founder's plans for the Yuan throne's allies among Goryeo, Jurchen, Tibetan, and other leaders 
emerged only in the context of his interaction with those men in an uncertain age. 

In a word, through a century or more of rule, regional Chinggisid houses had done much to create an 
initial set of expectations of what "should be," including the size of territory, the composition of peoples 
of the realm, the powers of the sovereign, and finally the identity and obligations of allies. Even in polities 
like the Ming dynasty that vociferously rejected failed Mongol leadership, emphasis was often on how 
later Yuan emperors had fallen short of the standards established by exemplary rulers like Qubilai. 
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Chinggis Khan won praise, but it was Qubilai, whose historical memory was tied to China, who served 
as the standard. Their descendants forfeited their patrimony by abandoning their forefathers' virtues. 

Finally, we often speak of the Mongol empire's collapse, but in fact, there was no single event or 
moment that marked "the end." "More similar to a long agony than to a sudden death" is how one 
scholar puts it. Well-intentioned historians later erected misleadingly clear signposts. The Great Yuan 
collapsed, we are told, in 1368 or 1388; the Ilkhanate drew to a close in 1335; and the Golden Horde 
ended in 1502. For contemporaries, however, deterioration lasted for decades, and there was little 
sense that it was inevitable or irreversible. Both Mongols and others expected partial or full revivals. Put 
in different terms, the decades of Mongol rule's deterioration were defined by uncertainty. Even if 
Mongol decline seemed obvious (through comparison with memories of past glories), no one knew how 
long the decline might last or what road it might take. In the same way, no one knew which — if any — 
of the new regimes would last for how long or in what form. Uncertainty and changeability, precisely the 
factors that alliance was meant to offset, meant that choosing and cultivating allies would be a daunting 
task with a high probability of misstep, even outright failure. 

Uncertainty infused the late fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries, and when men like Tamerlane 
(1336-1405) in Central Asia and Zhu Yuanzhang offered confident proclamations about their heroic 
achievements and audacious plans, they were making promises about the future rather than describing 
the present. With the passage of time, it is easy to confuse contemporary propaganda for historical 
truth. Our knowledge that the Ming dynasty lasted until 1644 obscures the precariousness of the 
regime's early decades. One consequence of this pervasive uncertainty was that most actors attempted 
to maintain a range of options as long as possible. The Goryeo's ruling stratum simultaneously cultivated 
ties not only with the new Ming regime in Nanjing and the Yuan court on the Mongolian steppe but also 
with Yuan commanders in both nearby Liaodong and distant Shaanxi for decades. Similarly, the Ming 
court negotiated with the Goryeo throne, the Yuan court, and a wide range of Mongol nobles from 
Liaodong to Central Asia. Post facto historical overwriting tends to erase contemporary multiplicity; 
that is, the full range of actions taken in light of what seemed possible, even likely, in the eyes of men 
and women at the time. This overwriting has two major origins. First, chroniclers of the day or soon 
after, who were often dynastic historians, wanted to legitimate their rulers, and thus they told a story 
where their sovereign's rise was foreordained, the inevitable and correct outcome of past and future 
ruler's choices and policies. Second, to make a messy, even chaotic, past comprehensible, later historians 
— in fact, most historians most of the time — tend to push aside the byroads not taken and instead 
offer the reader a neat path leading to the present. 

In sum, Mongol rule in Eurasia had established (a) modes of rulership, including its horizons, legitimation, 
and representation, and (b) a vast array of alliances from East Europe to East Asia. As Mongol power 
deteriorated, past expectations about what was proper or preferred came under close scrutiny. 
Practices and perceptions developed during the Chinggisid age, however, remained widely shared points 
of reference for contemporaries. Second, whether they were members of the Mongol establishment or 
outsiders, local leaders faced the common challenge of a rapidly changing political landscape. Old 
allegiances were called into question, and new vistas emerged with disorienting speed. The decline of 
Chinggisid power may have been obvious, but its end was not. "Fallen houses" remained important 
actors in regional politics for decades. Third, and finally, uncertainty shaped leaders' choices. In 
retrospect, the winners and losers might appear obvious and inevitable, but for contemporaries hedging 
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bets seemed prudent. To that end, they pursued multiple allegiances, and they formed, broke, and 
reformed political ties. 

Organization of the Book 
Wang Gi's experiences as ally to the Yuan and Ming thrones are presented chronologically, with 
individual chapters focusing on periods of time as long as a decade and as short as a single year. To 
convey a sense of the wider developments that did much to structure Wang Gi's life, descriptions are 
included of places that Wang Gi never visited and people he never met. No evidence suggests, for 
instance, that Wang Gi ever went to Suzhou, but as a major source of essential tax revenue for the 
Yuan dynasty and later as the base of a powerful warlord with whom he cultivated ties, the city was 
important for Wang Gi. Likewise, he likely never sailed China's eastern coast, but as a sea route for the 
delivery of grain to Daidu and as an integral part of the expansive maritime world that included both 
Goryeo and Japan, developments along that coast figured in Wang Gi's decisions about alliances. The 
details of Wang Gi's interior world — his thoughts, his emotions, his close personal relations with 
family, friends, and foes — are poorly recorded in surviving sources, and often we must extrapolate 
from what is known about the time, what was going on around him, to assess his likely perceptions and 
motivations. 

Chapter 1 recounts key developments at the Goryeo court during Wang Gi's childhood, c. 1330-1341, 
and provides an overview of his family's diplomatic, military, and cultural ties with the Chinggisids. 
Chapters 2 and 3 explore the period from 1341 to 1351, the decade of Wang Gi's service in the Great 
Yuan's personal guard from two interrelated perspectives. Chapter 2 foregrounds events within the 
Yuan realm, including the Goryeo community in Daidu, while Chapter 3 turns to political developments 
at the Goryeo court up to the eve of Wang Gi's enthronement. Chapter 4 explores Wang Gi's first two 
years as King of Goryeo when he secured power as a fledgling ruler who had spent the previous decade 
far away at the Yuan court. Chapter 5 considers Wang Gi's decision in 1354 to contribute troops to a 
major Yuan campaign to suppress rebel insurgents in southeast China, an event that crystalized the 
gravity of the Great Khan's difficulties and inspired the king to envision a new Goryeo—Yuan 
relationship. Chapter 6 narrows to the summer of 1356, when, in an effort to redefine his alliance with 
the Great Khan, Wang Gi took dramatic action, executing the Yuan empress's brother, attacking Yuan 
border forts, and abolishing a key emblem of Yuan dynastic authority, the reign name of the current 
emperor. Chapter 7 pulls back to consider 1357-1367, a decade that saw Chinese rebel armies invade 
Goryeo territory, Wang Gi lose his capital cities, the Yuan court try to depose Wang Gi, and finally 
Wang Gi rapidly expand ties to a wide variety of regional leaders as a way to hedge his bets with an 
increasingly beleaguered Great Khan. Chapter 8 shifts to Wang Gi's difficult decisions about alliance in 
the years 1368-1370. In the wake of the Mongols' withdrawal to the steppe in 1368, would Wang Gi 
recognize the abrasive and demanding Ming founder as his liege lord and what would be the fate of his 
family's century-long alliance with the Chinggisids? Chapter 9 examines Wang Gi's efforts to pursue his 
personal and dynastic interests as the form and substance of his alliances haltingly emerged during what 
turned out to be the last four years of his life, 1371-1374. The conclusion first turns to Wang Gi's 
murder and the Goryeo court's abrupt reversal of its allegiance, and then considers a few points of 
wider significance that emerge from the story of Wang Gi in an age of profound geopolitical 
transformation across Eurasia.  <>   
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ZEN PATHWAYS: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE 
PHILOSOPHY AND PRACTICE OF ZEN BUDDHISM by Bret 
W. Davis [Oxford University Press, 9780197573686] 
This book offers an in-depth introduction to the philosophy and practice of Zen Buddhism. Bret Davis 
explores the philosophical implications of Zen teachings and koans, comparing and contrasting these 
with other Asian as well as Western religions and philosophies. He relates traditional Zen teachings and 
practices to our twenty-first century lives. 
 
In addition to being a scholarly and philosophical introduction to Zen, the book provides concrete 
instructions for beginning a practice of Zen meditation. Its twenty-four chapters treat such philosophical 
topics as the self, nature, art, morality, and language, as well as basic Buddhist teachings such as the 
middle way and karma. Davis introduces the Zen based philosophies of the Kyoto School and also 
engages in interreligious dialogue with Christianity and other religions, as well as with other schools of 
Buddhism. The concluding chapter reviews the path of Zen practice and enlightenment by way of 
commenting on the beloved Zen classic, The Ten Oxherding Pictures. The book can be read in its 
entirety as a coherently organized introduction to the philosophy and practice of Zen, or chapters can 
be read independently according to the reader's specific interests. 

Review 
 
"In Zen Pathways, Bret W. Davis pours several decades of personal experience, cultivated expertise, and 
diverse teaching skills that reflect his astute enthusiasm into a fascinating investigation of many different 
aspects of Zen theory and practice that are covered in two dozen concise chapters. The topics range 
from providing instructions and guidelines for concrete behavior to philosophical reflections on wide-
ranging metaphysical and ethical issues informed by traditional sources and applied to contemporary 
situations in Japan and the West. Davis consistently enhances discussions with references to other 
spiritual traditions as well as various relevant cultural and intellectual resources." -- Steven Heine, 
Professor of Asian Studies at Florida International University, author of From Chinese Chan to Japanese 
Zen and Dogen: Japan's Original Zen Teacher 

 
"This refreshing book brings together authentic insight, reliable scholarship, and much-needed clarity 
about the teachings and practices of Zen Buddhism. Based on the decades-long engagement of a 
practicing philosopher and authorized meditation teacher, this work not only elucidates classical themes 
like koans and the ten oxherding pictures; it also shows what Zen has to teachâand how it 
teachesâabout matters of ethics and art, individuality and social responsibility, and our everyday living 
and learning to die." -- John C. Maraldo, Distinguished Professor Emeritus at University of North Florida, 
author of The Saga of Zen History and the Power of Legend 

 
"This is a comprehensive introduction to Zen teachings and practice by someone who is both an 
academic scholar of Zen and a long-term Zen practitioner. It is a personable and engaging overview of 
the tradition, and I'm pleased to recommend it highly." -- David Loy, Professor of Buddhist and 

https://www.amazon.com/Zen-Pathways-Introduction-Philosophy-Practice/dp/0197573681/
https://www.amazon.com/Zen-Pathways-Introduction-Philosophy-Practice/dp/0197573681/
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comparative philosophy, Zen teacher, and author of A New Buddhist Path and Ecodharma: Buddhist 
Teachings for the Ecological Crisis 

 
"Bret W. Davis combines a rare expertise in both the theory and practice of Zen Buddhism. He brings 
together the skillful wisdom of the Kyoto school with the best spiritual insights of both eastern and 
western philosophy and religion. The book is keenly intercultural in its scope and reads like a river of 
deep thought. Pensive, passionate and persuasive, it invites us to change not only our minds but our 
lives." -- Richard Kearney, Charles B. Seelig Chair in Philosophy at Boston College, author of Anatheism: 
Returning to God After God and Reimagining the Sacred 

 
"This remarkable book succeeds in making Zen practice, Zen teaching, and Zen's vast cultural heritage 
accessible to audiences of diverse backgrounds today. But that's not all. It is no exaggeration to say 
that Zen Pathways marks a turn in comparative philosophy. With the nuance of a scholar-practitioner 
and the warmth of a good friend, Bret W. Davis makes the last hundred years of cross-cultural 
philosophy inside and outside of Japan relevant to our personal lives, our meditation practices, our 
spiritual striving and our public discourse." -- Leah Kalmanson, Associate Professor of Philosophy at 
University of North Texas, author of Cross-Cultural Existentialism 

 
"Bret W. Davis has crafted a rich and engaging introduction to Zen. Drawing from his scholarly 
expertise and many years of Zen practice, Davis strikes, as he puts it, "a middle way between Orientalist 
fantasy and ruthless debunking." Students and practitioners have needed this book for a long time, and 
they will benefit from his skillful presentation of complex Zen teachings and his situating Zen within the 
larger Buddhist tradition and in conversation with Western philosophy." -- Christopher Ives, Professor 
of Religious Studies at Stonehill College, author of Zen on the Trail and Imperial-Way Zen: Ichikawa 
Hakugen's Critique and Lingering Questions for Buddhist Ethics 

 
"Davis provides much more than a typical introductory work. Through a multifaceted treatment of 
theoretical and practical themes, he provides an overview of what a Zen life entails, drawing on the 
breadth of his historical understanding, depth of philosophical acumen, and rich personal experience. 
Davis brings to life the overall framework of Zen philosophy and a concrete sense of Buddhist practice 
in a manner that speaks to the engaged student in the West. He brings into relief what is invaluable yet 
often overlooked of Asian tradition, what can or needs to be adapted to the West, as well as 
innovations that continue to evolve the tradition. Highly recommended." -- Mark Unno, University of 
Oregon, author of Shingon Refraction 

 
"Equally skilled as a teacher about Zen and a teacher of Zen, Bret W. Davis introduces readers to Zen 
and its Buddhist origins with artisanal thoroughness and disarming directness. Turning skillfully away 
from the admitted pleasures of spiritual tourism and academic archeology, Zen Pathways draws readers 
into sharing conversations of sincerely liberating intent, orchestrating topical encounters with Zen 
exemplars―often in the company of Western philosophers and religious traditions―that reward 
readers with much more than a "glimpse" of Zen. Like the best intercultural cuisine, Zen Pathways offers 
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a "taste" of Zen that brings out enlivening depths of flavor in the ever-evolving ordinariness of sentient 
presence." -- Peter Hershock, Director of the Asian Studies Development Program at the East-West 
Center, author of Public Zen, Personal Zen and Buddhism and Intelligent Technology 

 
"A rarity among those who write on Zen, Bret Davis is qualified to authoritatively explain the practice 
and philosophy as well as the history and culture of Zen. His insights draw on his deep roots in both 
Zen practice and academic erudition, nourished by the rich soil of both the Japanese and Western 
heritage. Yet, he focuses steadily on our concerns in the here and now. Remarkably accessible and 
captivating, while remaining uncompromisingly accurate, Zen Pathways sets a 21st-century standard for 
what a serious introductory text on Zen should be." -- Thomas P. Kasulis, Ohio State University, author 
of Zen Action/Zen Person and Engaging Japanese Philosophy 

CONTENTS 
Preface: Why Write or Read This Book? 
Acknowledgments 
1. What Really Is Zen? Recovering the Beginner's Open Mind 
2. Previewing the Path of Zen: Know Thyself, Forget Thyself, Open Thyself 
3. Zen Meditation as a Practice of Clearing the Heart-Mind 
4. How to Practice Zen Meditation: Attending to Place, Body, Breath, and Mind 
5. The Buddha's First and Last Lesson: The Middle Way of Knowing What Suffices 
6. The Buddha's Strong Medicine: Embracing Impermanence 
7. The True Self Is Egoless 
8. We Are One: Loving Others as Yourself 
9. But We Are Not the Same: Taking Turns as the Center of the Universe 
10. Who or What Is the Buddha? 
11. Mind Is Buddha: So, If You Encounter the Buddha, Kill Him! 
12. Dying to Live: Zen, Pure Land Buddhism, and Christianity 
13. Zen as Trans-Mysticism: Everyday Even Mind Is the Way 
14. Engaged Zen: From Inner to Outer Peace 
15. The Dharma of Karma: We Reap What We Sow 
16. Zen and Morality: Following Rules to Where There Are No Rules 
17. Being in the Zone of Zen: The Natural Freedom of No-Mind 
18. Zen Lessons from Nature: Samu and the Giving Leaves 
19. Zen and Art: Cultivating Naturalness 
20. Zen and Language: The Middle Way Between Silence and Speech 
21. Between Zen and Philosophy: Commuting with the Kyoto School 
22. Soto and Rinzai Zen Practice: Just Sitting and Working with ^oans 
23. Death and Rebirth—Or, Nirvana Here and Now 
24. Reviewing the Path of Zen: The Ten Oxherding Pictures 
Discussion Questions 
Notes 
Index 

Why Write or Read This Book? 
Why write or read a book on Zen when it is claimed that Zen is "not based on words and letters"? 
Well, since there is no first word in Zen, there can be no last word. Precisely because, for Zen, it is not 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
293 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

the case that in the beginning was the Word, there can be no book or collection of sayings that says it 
all. That is why every new Zen teacher leaves a record of his or her teachings. That is why every new 
encounter can become a new koan. Every new context calls for a new text, a text that tries to leave 
some life in the printed words, to leave at least a vivid trace of the living words that areas Zen master 
Dogen puts it—"expressive attainments of the Way" (dotoku). The reader is invited to revive the 
verbiage. 

For more than a century now, Zen Buddhism has been in the process of transmission from Japan and 
other parts of East Asia to the United States and other Western countries. The modern Western 
recontextualization of this age-old tradition has, appropriately, called forth many new texts—as did the 
eastward transmission of Buddhism from India to China in ancient times. 

But do we really need yet another introduction to Zen? After all, there already exist many shelves of 
books on Zen, more than a few of which are written by authors who are—either as scholars or as 
teachers—more qualified than I am to write about Zen. Nevertheless, as a philosophy professor who 
studied with the contemporary representatives of the Kyoto School in Japan for many years, as a scholar 
who is fluent in Japanese and proficient in reading Classical Chinese, and most importantly as a longtime 
lay practitioner who has been authorized to teach Rinzai Zen, I hope that this book makes a unique 
contribution, one that will be welcomed especially by readers who are interested in both the philosophy 
and practice of Zen. 

Toni Morrison famously said, "If there's a book you really want to read but it hasn't been written yet, 
then you must write it." I hope that there are some students, scholars, lifelong learners, and 
philosophically minded Zen practitioners who will appreciate my attempt to write the book that I wish 
had been there for me to read more than thirty years ago, when I started down the parallel pathways of 
Zen and philosophy. Now, I wish someone else had written this hook so that I could Buse it in my 
college courses on Asian and comparative philosophy and religion. 

I should mention that my Zen training has for the most part been undertaken in Japan, where I resided 
for thirteen years, and where I continue to spend much time during sabbaticals as well as summer and 
winter breaks. Since I have not been affiliated with any of the Zen establishments in North America or 
Europe, I feel somewhat "outside the loop" when I read accounts—such as Rick Fields's How the Swans 
Came to the Lake: A Narrative History of Buddhism in America, Helen Tworkov's Zen in America: Five 
Teachers and the Search for an American Buddhism, and James Ishmael Ford's Zen Master Who? A 
Guide to the People and Stories of Zen—of the incredible efforts that have been made over the last half 
century to transmit Zen to North America. When I read such books, or articles in such magazines as 
Tricycle: The Buddhist Review, and when I visit the established Zen centers in the United States, I feel 
like I've arrived unfashionably late to a party that is already in full swing; perhaps a bit like a Japanese 
monk who returned to Japan after spending years in China learning Zen in the fourteenth century, only 
to find that a couple of earlier generations of Chinese and Japanese monks had already done the heavy 
lifting of transmitting Zen from China to Japan. In any case, I hope that my unusual mixture of academic 
and Zen training has enabled me to belatedly add a minor new voice to the booming cross-cultural 
chorus involved in the ongoing movement of Zen Buddhism around the world: in the past from India to 
China to Japan, and onward in the present to the United States, Europe, and elsewhere. 
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Allow me to introduce myself in just a little more detail, so that readers have a better sense of whose 
voice is speaking through the printed words of this book. While living in Japan for much of my twenties 
and thirties, and during numerous stays since returning to the United States in 2005 to begin my career 
as a philosophy professor, I have endeavored to follow in the giant footsteps of Kyoto School 
philosophers and lay Zen masters Nishitani Keiji and Ueda Shizuteru, who spent their lives commuting 
between the academic study of philosophy and religion at Kyoto University and the holistic practice of 
Zen at the nearby Rinzai Zen monastery of Shokukuji. After graduating from college in 1989,I spent half 
of the next seven years studying philosophy in a PhD program at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, 
Tennessee, and half studying Japanese, practicing Zen and karate, and teaching English mainly at a 
Buddhist university in the vicinity of Osaka, Japan. After going back to the States for a couple of years to 
finish my coursework at Vanderbilt, in 1996 I returned to Japan to live for eight and a half more years, 
this time in Kyoto. There, I studied Buddhism at Otani University for a couple of years, and then 
undertook doctoral studies and postdoctoral research in Japanese philosophy at Kyoto University. I also 
taught philosophy, religion, and ethics courses at universities in the area. All of this study and teaching 
was done entirely in Japanese, which is also the language I have spoken at home for the past three 
decades. Alongside my academic activities in Kyoto, I commuted  

regularly to, and sometimes lived in, the monastery at Shokokuji in order to practice Zen. For a decade I 
worked on koans under the direction of Tanaka Joju Roshi, and after he passed away in 2008, I have 
continued this practice under the direction of Kobayashi Gentoku Roshi. In 2010, I was officially 
authorized by Kobayashi Roshi as a teacher (sensei) and director of a Zen center (dojocho). In fact, with 
Tanaka Roshi's permission and encouragement, in 2005 I founded, and since then have directed, The 
Heart of Zen Meditation Group, which meets in a remodeled "meditation chapel" at my home 
institution in Baltimore, Loyola University Maryland. 

This book is the hybrid fruit of, on the one hand, more than three decades of practicing and more than a 
decade of teaching Zen, and, on the other hand, more than three decades of studying and two decades 
of teaching Western, Asian, and cross-cultural philosophy. The bridge builders between these two 
disciplines, in whose footsteps 1 have tried to follow—albeit starting from the Far West rather than 
from the Far East—are those Kyoto School philosophers who have both practiced and reflected on Zen. 
Especially important for me have been the central figures of the first three generations of the Kyoto 
School: Nishida Kitaro (1870-1945), Nishitani Keiji (1900-1990), and Ueda Shizuteru (1926-2019). 

Nishida understood the essence of religion to be the direct self-awareness obtained through delving 
deeply into the basic fact of existence. And he understood the essence of philosophy to be an 
intellectual reflection on that self-awareness? Human beings, Nishida thought, need both. 

Another prominent Kyoto School philosopher and influential lay Zen teacher, Hisamatsu Shinichi (1889-
1980), expressed the relation between philosophy and religion as follows: 

Philosophy seeks to know the ultimate; religion seeks to live it. Yet for the whole human being, 
the two must be nondualistically of one body, and cannot be divided. If religion is isolated from 
philosophy, it falls into ignorance, superstition, fanaticism, or dogmatics. If philosophy is alienated 
from religion, it loses nothing less than its life.... Religion without philosophy is blind; philosophy 
without religion is vacuous. 
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When Hisamatsu says "religion," he mainly means Zen practice and the experience of awakening to the 
"formless self." In fact, he was quite scathing in his critiques of Christianity, Pure Land Buddhism, and 
other religions that preach salvation based on faith in a higher power outside the self. By contrast, D. T. 
Suzuki (1870-1976), along with many Kyoto School philosophers—including Suzuki's lifelong friend 
Nishida, and also Nishitani, Ueda, and Hisamatsu's student Abe Masao were interested not only in 
pointing out various differences but also in pursuing parallels between Zen and the profoundest 
theological, buddhological, and mystical teachings of Christianity and Pure Land Buddhism. 

Some readers may wish to think of Zen teachings and practices in terms of "spirituality" rather than 
"religion," insofar as "religion" connotes for them institutional establishments and dogmatic creeds more 
than liberating and enlightening personal experience. Yet if we think of "religion' etymologically as re-
ligio, and if we understand this to imply a way of reuniting with the ground and source—or source-
field—of our being, then perhaps they might feel more comfortable with the term. In any case, the 
present book is less concerned with the history and sociology of Zen as an institutional religion and 
more concerned with elucidating and philosophically interpreting its most enlightening and liberating 
teachings and practices. 

To be sure, a lot of mischief, hypocrisy, and abuse has also gone on in Zen institutions, as is sadly the 
case with other religious traditions. One can and should read books that investigate such matters. 
Although this book is written more for philosophically minded spiritual seekers than for critically minded 
sociologists and historians, I do make an effort to take the latter kind of research into consideration, and 
also to point out what 1 see as certain potential shortcomings and pitfalls of Zen practice and 
philosophy (such as those involving erroneous anti-intellectualism or harmful antinomianism) that must 
be heeded and avoided. 

The word "spirituality" it should be remarked, has its own problems. It cannot be applied to Zen if it 
indicates a concern with the spirit as opposed to, or as separable from, the body and the material world. 
Yet if "spirit" is used—as it sometimes is—as a holistic word for what encompasses and pervades our 
whole body, heart, and mind, then Zen can indeed be understood in terms of spirituality. Zen practice is 
holistic. It engages the whole psychosomatic person, which, moreover, it does not dualistically separate 
from the whole universe. 

Buddhism has always been an exceptionally philosophical religion. Indeed, it is for this reason that Zen 
masters have often felt the need to push back against what they saw as an overemphasis on intellectual 
reasoning and textual study in the Buddhist tradition. Their counterbalancing stress on embodied-
spiritual practice over merely cerebral intellection remains an important lesson for many of us today. 
However, the counterbalancing pendulum has sometimes swung too far in the opposite direction, with 
some teachers and especially their epigones suggesting that philosophical thinking and scholarly studies 
are not only unnecessary but even antithetical to Zen. Especially in some of his early writings, the 
pioneer Zen spokesperson in the West, D. T. Suzuki—himself, ironically, an avid and prolific scholar—at 
times left readers with that impression. However, as will be discussed in Chapter 21, in his later work 
Suzuki increasingly stressed the need to articulate a "Zen thought" and even a "Zen logic" rather than 
resting content with only "Zen experience." It is important to bear in mind that those past Zen masters 
who tried to wean their students from an overreliance on the intellect were often themselves learned 
and sharp thinkers. The thirteenth-century Japanese Zen master Dogen, for example, was an ingenious 
philosopher and erudite scholar. At the same time, as will be discussed in Chapters 20 and 22, Dogen 
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too stressed the importance of regularly putting aside texts, putting on hold intellectual reasoning, and 
wholeheartedly engaging in embodied-spiritual practices, especially the silent practice of seated 
meditation. 

Those Kyoto School philosophers who were also dedicated Zen practitioners—Nishida, Hisamatsu, 
Nishitani, Abe, Ueda, and so on—have done the Zen tradition, and the world at large, an indelible 
service in reconnecting the embodied-spiritual practice of Zen with rigorous philosophical thinking, and 
also with pioneering a dialogue between Buddhist and Western philosophy and religion. That is why, as a 
student who was committed to philosophy yet not wholly satisfied with its exclusively intellectual 
approach, and who thus took up a parallel practice of Zen, I was drawn to follow in their footsteps and 
to commute between the university and the monastery. What I offer in this book is the fruit of that 
commute: an introduction to Zen that pays due attention to both its practical roots and its philosophical 
leaves.  <>   

ZEN BUDDHIST RHETORIC IN CHINA, KOREA, AND 
JAPAN edited by Christoph Anderl [Conceptual History and 
Chinese Linguistics, Brill, 9789004206281] 
One of the key factors for the success of the Chán/Sǒn/Zen schools in East Asia was the creativity of 
their adherents concerning the development of innovative literary genres and the skillful application of 
linguistic and rhetorical devices in their textual products. From the very beginning, Zen Buddhists used 
literature in order to attract the attention and support of influential lay Buddhists, such as literati, 
officials, and members of the aristocracy. Consequently, Zen Buddhist texts had a deep and lasting 
impact on the development of East Asian languages, literary genres, and rhetorical devices, and more 
generally, on East Asian culture. 
In this volume, leading specialists in East Asian Buddhism and linguistics analyze the interplay of language 
and doctrine/ideology in Chinese Chán, Korean Sŏn, and Japanese Zen, as well as tracing developments 
triggered by changes in the respective sociopolitical and socio-religious contexts. 
As a special focus, Zen rhetoric will be related to pre-Chán Buddhist literary developments in India and 
China, in order to trace continuities and changes in the application of rhetorical strategies in the overall 
framework of Buddhist literary production. 
Through this diachronic and comparative approach, the great complexity and the multifaceted features 
of Chán/Sŏn/Zen literature is revealed. 

CONTENTS 
PREFACE  
CONTRIBUTORS  
CHRISTOPH ANDERL: Chán Rhetoric: An Introduction 
JENS BRAARVIG: Rhetoric of Emptiness 
BART DESSEIN: ‘Thus Have I Heard’ and Other Claims to Authenticity: Development of 
Rhetorical Devices in the Sarvástivada Satpádábhidharma Texts   
CHRISTOPH HARBSMEIER: Reading the One Hundred Parables Sútra: The Dialogue Preface 
and the Gáthá Postface  

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004206281
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004206281
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CHRISTOPH ANDERL: Coming to Terms with Terms: The Rhetorical Function of Technical 
Terms in Chán Buddhist Texts  
HALVOR EIFRING: Beyond Perfection: The Rhetoric of Chán Poetry in Wáng Wéi’s Wing 
Stream Collection    
CHRISTIAN WITTERN: Some Preliminary Remarks to a Study of Rhetorical Devices in Chán 
Yulu Encounter Dialogues    
WILLIAM M. BODIFORD: The Rhetoric of Chinese Language in Japanese Zen  
STEVEN HEINE:Dogen’s Appropriation of Chinese Chán Sources: Sectarian and Non-Sectarian 
Rhetorical Perspectives  
ROBERT BUSWELL: Pojo Chinul and Kanhwa Son: Reconciling the Language of Moderate and 
Radical Subitism . 
JÖRG PLASSEN: From Apologetics to Subversion: Some Initial Observations on Socham’s 
Chodong owi yohae. 
JONGMYUNG KIM: Hyujong’s Sin’ga kwigam and its Historical Setting and Soteriological 
Strategies . 
VLADIMIR TIKHONOV: Manhae Han Yongun’s Attempt at Producing an All-Inclusive Modern 
Buddhist Compendium – Pulgyo Taejin . 
THERESE SOLLIEN: Sermons by Xú Yún – A Special Transmission Within the Scriptures. 
INDEX  

What Kind of Rhetoric...and Why? 
The division between ‘China,’ ‘Korea,’ and ‘Japan’ (expediently used in the very title of this publication) is 
to a certain degree artificial, and especially in the early stages of Chinese Chán ^ and Korean Son, these 
regional divisions only make limited sense. Korean monks, for example, took a very active part already 
during the formative period of Chán development (as far as in the distant area of nowadays Sìchuan), 
and there was by no means a one-way transmission from China to Korea, but rather a constant 
exchange between regions. In the same way that there are no clear divisions along state borders in 
terms of the characteristics of Buddhist practices and doctrines, Chán is no unified phenomenon but 
there have been many kinds of Chán, Son, and Japanese Zen. Especially in the formative period of the 
Táng  Dynasty (618-907), impulses and ideas were emerging from and pulsating between cultural and 
religious ‘hubs,’ for example in the form of important centers of Buddhist practice and culture, e.g., large 
cities such as Cháng’an , Luòyáng or regions at the periphery of or beyond the influence of Chinese 
control (e.g. Dunhuang , the region of nowadays Sìchuan, and Southeast China), or in the form of 
Buddhist communities living in secluded monasteries. In accordance with sociopolitical, geographical, 
sectarian, and many other settings and conditions, ideas, practices, and doctrines would at times be 
contained within limited spatial borders, and during other periods they would spread with great speed 
throughout large areas. During their journey to other areas, ideas or sets of doctrines could undergo 
significant modifications (e.g., in the form of the selection of texts which were circulating, or by 
incorporating influences absorbed during their journey, or based on the personal preferences by the 
human agents transmitting these ideas). In addition, having spread to specific areas, these ideas, 
doctrines, or practices would undergo adjustments and modifications, and be adapted to local religious 
and cultural contexts. Although the study of the historical and doctrinal developments of early Chán has 
progressed immensely during the last decades, research of these important questions of regional variety 
is still in its initial phase. 
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This volume does not focus on theoretical discussions on rhetoric, or on the interpretation of Zen 
doctrines. Rather, it is an attempt to identify concrete linguistic and rhetorical devices and ‘rhetorical 
modes’ that have been used in Chán, S6n, and Zen texts at specific times and occasions, and relate them 
to sociopolitical, doctrinal, and sectarian contexts; as well as pursuing questions concerning motives, 
continuities or changes of rhetorical strategies, and target-audiences. 

It suffices to note that in China—as in the case of ancient Greece—the relationship between 
language/rhetoric and ‘truth’ was a question of ardent discussion among Buddhists, especially from the 
6th century onwards. As will be discussed below—despite the predominant negative attitude towards 
words frequently expressed in Zen texts, stressing their incapability to express the ultimate truth—we 
find ample reference in late Táng and Sòng 5 (960-1279) sources, for example, that enlightenment was 
triggered/conditioned exactly by words. Linguistically, this is not indicated by constructions with 
coverbs/prepositions indicating ‘cause’ or ‘dependence’ (such as yin 1 or yi K), as we would expect, but 
it is idiomatically expressed by using an extended meaning of the relative place word xià ^ ‘under’ 
(typically, yán-xià dà wù , ‘he was greatly enlightened based on these words’). To my knowledge this 
construction yán-xià is not current in other text-types, and seems to be specific ‘Chán/Zen language’ 
(‘UNDER > AT THE OCCASION OF (?) > caused by, triggered by words’). Why was this unusual 
construction chosen? As will be demonstrated below, in ‘Chán/Zen language’ the semantics of common 
words are frequently manipulated or metaphorically extended, rare words are introduced or ‘revived,’ 
and even grammatical constructions are used in unusual ways. Thus we can speculate that xià in this 
usage is meant to indicate that the words that triggered the insight were not ‘common’ words, or words 
based on the canonical scriptures, 3 but rather the ‘live words’ (recorded in vernacular language in 
encounter dialogues) of the masters. 

Posing the question concerning the relation of rhetoric vis-à-vis ‘truth’ in Western philosophy, it is 
probably more appropriate to focus on rhetoric and its relation to the Two Truths paradigma (i.e., a 
‘relative’ vs. an ‘ultimate’ truth) in the context of East Asian Buddhism. How did Chán adepts navigate 
between a feeling of deep distrust towards the capabilities of language concerning its capacity to express 
the ultimate truth on the one hand, and a huge literary output and great creativity concerning the 
invention of genres and the use of language on the other hand? The following factors seemed to have 
played an important role: the application of multilayered literary structures and heterogeneous genre 
features within single texts, the introduction of written representations of the colloquial language(s) 
(representing the ‘live words’ of the masters of old), an extensive use of metaphorical, non-referential 
and poetic language, as well as the inclusion of non-linguistic signs. These were creative strategies to 
solve the underlying paradox between the conviction concerning the limitations of linguistic expression, 
and the necessity of using language to express one’s views and to spread the message of Chán, as well as 
attracting the attention of supporters and potential consumers of Chán/Zen/Son literature. 

Concerning the topic of ‘persuasion,’ Dale Wright notes: 

“Two basic features place this discursive practice in contrast to the rhetorical tradition of 
Western thought. First, we notice that the political or polis-oriented character of early Greek 
rhetoric and the forensic or legal context of Roman rhetoric shape this tradition toward a 
discourse of persuasion. Indeed, rhetoric comes to be defined and constituted as the ‘art of 
persuasive communication’ [...]. By contrast we have seen that the particular way in which 
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Buddhist principles come to be manifest in medieval Chán practice renders persuasion, by 
rational or emotive means, irrelevant to their concern.” 

I think that there is still a very strong element of persuasion in many Chán records—based on their 
‘public’ nature and the aim to attract the attention of the potential readers and supporters.5 The 
element of ‘persuasion’ is, thus, frequently directed towards an external readership. However, the 
persuasion does not necessarily concern a doctrinal issue or specific argument (although these features 
are also present in Chán texts), but the persuasion—in the Recorded Sayings, for example, embedded in 
sequences of dialogues—is often of a more fundamental kind: it concerns the question of the general 
superiority of the Chán master and by extension the Chán faction or ‘school’ he is representing. This 
form of persuasion often creates a two-fold rhetorical structure in the text, ‘persuading’ or defeating the 
opponent, and at the same time hoping to persuade the reader, as well. The matter of right or wrong 
concerning a specific doctrinal issue often ends with a judgment on a specific person (the oppenent 
being defined as ‘ignorant’ and incapable of formulating the truth). As is amply illustrated in this volume, 
this device reminds us of the procedures of a court trial. Although this approach predates the 
appearance of gongan(J. koan) literature, in the gongan genre of the Sòng this aspect of Chán rhetoric 
becomes prominent and embedded in specific literary structures. Even though this remains somewhat 
hypothetical at this point, it is tempting to reflect on the roots of this aspect of Chán literature in the 
broader context of Táng Buddhism and medieval Chinese culture.6 Also on the level of ‘popular’ 
Buddhism, the procedures and power structures of the Chinese legal system had a profound impact. 
Most prominently, it is reflected in the depiction and description of ‘legal’ procedures which the 
deceased (the ‘culprit’) had to undergo in his meetings with the ten kings/judges (shíwáng, among them 
King Yama) of the underworld (directly mirroring the procedures of the secular legal system). The 
question of ‘guilt’ or ‘innocence’ and the subsequent judgment (for example, to rebirth in one of the 
hells, or to one of the other forms of existence within the Six Destinies, liùdao), is usually beyond the 
influence of the culprit and the power rests ultimately in the hands of the judges. Similarly, the status of 
the Chán master guarantees him the judgment on ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ regardless of the arguments brought 
forth by his opponent or disciples. He is empowered by his participation in the Chán lineage (in the 
same way as the judge or official is empowered by his appointment through the imperial court) and the 
‘superior wisdom’ implied by this position. 

I also think that Chán’s silence concerning questions of ethics in a traditional Buddhist sense and the 
appearance of many ‘short-cut’ approaches to salvation or enlightenment that appeared in the context 
of medieval Chinese Buddhism indirectly played an important role in this development. These issues 
became very significant for the development of Buddhist traditions in East Asia. Traditional Buddhists 
ethics was firmly rooted in the assumption that unwholesome actions, speech acts, and thoughts would 
necessarily entail unfavorable results, and vice versa good actions, etc. would eventually lead (at least 
theoretically after countless life times of spiritual practice or the performance of good deeds) to 
liberation/ enlightenment. There was a definite theoretical ‘logical’ connection and chain of causation 
between the actions of an individual and the ensuing results. However, as can be evidenced by many 
(often non-canonical but very popular) texts of medieval Chinese Buddhism, the reality of Buddhist 
practice and ritual developed in a different direction. 

Internal vs. External Functions of Chán Texts 
A special focus in this book will be on the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ aspects of Chán/S!n/Zen rhetoric, i.e., 
the question to what audience and readership Chán discourse was directed during specific periods and 
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circumstances, and to what degree Chán texts constituted ‘public documents’ as opposed to texts 
primarily directed towards an internal readership of Chán monks and practitioners (or simultaneously to 
several target audiences). Of great interest is also the question how the Chán clergy reacted and 
adapted to sociopolitical changes, sectarian and doctrinal challenges and paradigmatic shifts in the 
relationship to supporters, target audiences or institutional settings. How did Chán/Zen/Son react to 
these factors in terms of literary production, the invention or use of genres, as well as the range of 
linguistic and rhetorical means deployed in texts? 

Structure as Rhetorical Device 
Many Chán texts have a heterogeneous structure and this ‘multi-genre’ approach serves several 
purposes. Chinese Chán scriptures often use layers of different language styles (e.g., Literary, Buddhist 
Hybrid, and colloquial Chinese), possibly as an attempt to implement the ‘Two Truths’-model on the 
linguistic and literary level, trying to bridge the paradox that is implied in the claim of being independent 
of the scriptural teachings (since the ultimate truth is beyond the realm of linguistic signs) and the 
necessity of literary production. The implementing of the ‘spoken word’ in written form was maybe an 
attempt to solve this dilemma. Using the vernacular as means of expression tries to go beyond the 
‘teachings based on (written) words,’ and the ‘live words’ of the master were meant to reflect an 
‘ultimate truth.’ 

Seeking new forms of literary expression was probably also motivated by the fierce sectarian 
competition between Buddhists factions during the time of the emergence of the Chán School. After 
intense discussions and adaptations concerning Buddhist doctrines and practices during the 6th and early 
7th centuries, many aspects of doctrine, practice, and ritual had become more or less common ground 
for the majority of Buddhist factions. Since doctrinal aspects were often difficult to distinguish, the focus 
shifted partially away from these discussions to the question of how the religious message should be 
conveyed and by what means support from the public could be attracted. 

The Development of the Narrative and Chán Literature 
One of the key events in the development of Chán Buddhist literature was the gradual 
adoption/adaptation of the narrative as means of transporting religious messages. Whereas many key 
texts of early Chán literature were written in the form of treatises using a language which occasionally is 
referred to as Buddhist Hybrid Chinese (i.e., a language based on literary Chinese intermixed with 
Buddhist terminology and syntactic constructions typically used in translation literature, in addition to a 
few vernacular elements), from the middle of the Táng Dynasty onwards the use of dialogues and ‘story 
telling’ became one of the prominent features of Chán texts. The first peak of this new development was 
reached during the Five Dynasties period (907-960) and the early Sòng, and the typical Chán genres, 
such as the Transmission of the Lamp Texts (Transmission Texts) and Recorded Sayings literature, 
started to enjoy tremendous popularity well beyond the limits of a strictly Chán Buddhist context. The 
exact circumstances concerning the emergence of these genres centered around the historiographic 
narratives are still not quite clear, but it seems to be grounded in the broader context of Buddhist 
literary production (such as the highly colloquial Transformation Texts) and the gradual transformation 
of the vernacular language into a legitimate means of expression. However, the roots for this 
development seem to go back to pre-Táng times and are grounded in the increasing interest in texts in 
which Buddhist doctrines and ethical issues are wrapped in instructive and didactic stories. 
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In his contribution ‘Thus Have I Heard’ and Other Claims to Authenticity, Bart Dessein addresses the 
setting of canonical Buddhist texts within a literary context and tradition. As an important feature the 
scriptural tradition is rooted in the oral tradition of Indian literature. He points out that early Indian 
prose usually does not aim at convincing the listener/reader of a specific truth. With the appearance of 
Buddhist texts the situation changed drastically, aiming at converting the audience to the truth of 
Buddha’s teachings. This shift also entailed the appearance of new rhetorical devices which Dessein 
labels ‘inter-textual’ and ‘intra-textual.’ The process of committing Buddhist texts to a written form 
probably started in the 1st century BC. Not being in the possession of a long tradition of oral 
transmission the adherents of Mahayana seem to have concentrated on the written tradition, an 
example which eventually was followed by the Theravadins. Writings began to serve the function of 
defining specific doctrinal standpoints in an increasingly sectarian environment. In addition, this entailed a 
dual form of transmission, one based on written texts, and the other one on oral versions, each 
employing different rhetorical devices. Dessein provides ample evidence of the development of this 
sectarian aspect within the Sarvastivada School, and illustrates the rhetorical strategies used to attract 
and convince an ‘external’ audience. By using the concepts of ‘intra-’ and ‘inter-textual’ devices, the 
gradual development of these strategies is shown. 

Concerning the popularization of Buddhist messages in the form of entertaining and didactic 
stories, two of the most popular works in this respect are the One Hundred Parables Stra (Biy^' 
jng ) and the Stra of the Talented and the Stupid (Xiány^' jng). 

As Christoph Harbsmeier points out in his contribution Reading the One Hundred Parables Stra, it is all 
about “entering nirv&a with a smile.” Narrative works like the Biy^' jng avoid any sophisticated doctrinal 
and ethical discussions but rather illustrate Buddhist key issues in the form of witty and entertaining 
stories, which were understandable also for less educated people. Harbsmeier provides a detailed 
linguistic and rhetorical analysis of the preface to the text, illustrating in detail the typical mix of styles 
and linguistic devices, combining Literary Chinese with the lexical and syntactic items typical for the 
Chinese used in translation literature, as well as including vulgar expressions and colloquialisms. 
Harbsmeier shows that many linguistic and rhetorical features found later in Chán texts have their origin 
in this kind of Buddhist narrative literature. The analysis of such narrative texts also shows how much 
they have been adapted to a Chinese audience, rather than being directly translated from Sanskrit. 
Buddhists at that time were keenly aware of the fact that purely doctrinal texts had limitations for 
spreading the Buddhist message to a broader audience and rather ‘packed’ these messages into 
entertaining narratives, or ‘playful sutras,’ as Harbsmeier refers to them. 

The Sutra of the Wise and the Stupid was so popular and widely read that many depictions of avadánas 
and játakas (i.e., dramatic stories about Buddha’s previous rebirths) were based on these texts, rather 
than on more canonical versions of the stories. This tendency is exemplified by the wall-paintings of the 
Mogao ^ = Caves at Dunhuang. 

Curiously, one of the earliest references to the didactic stories in the Chan Buddhist context was 
precisely ‘avadána’ (yunyuan 1/4^), a term usually used for certain types of Buddhist narratives.14 
However, in the traditional avadána accounts the seed and ‘cause’ for the future career as bodhisattva 
or Buddha is laid by extreme deeds of selflessness and virtue (typically, the virtues of giving, patience and 
perseverance, including the sacrifice of one’s body),15 illustrated in the numerous játaka stories which 
give an account of Buddha’s former lives. These accounts had on the one hand clearly didactic purposes; 
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on the other hand they explained why Sakyamuni became a Buddha and how he created the foundation 
for his career as enlightened being and saviour. As the term y^nyuan suggests, there is a clear causal 
connection between his countless good deeds and his rebirth as Buddha. Játaka stories enjoyed 
enormous popularity especially at the beginning of the Tang dynasty, and there was a revival of the genre 
at the end of the Tang and the early Song. 

*** 

The Contextualization of Chan Literature 
In recent scholarship, more comprehensive approaches have been pursued in order to study the 
emergence of specific Chan genres such as the Recorded Sayings and gongan literature. Traditionally, 
scholars concentrated on Buddhist literature and precedents, ignoring the fact that the emergence of 
these genres is as much a phenomenon within the field of literary studies and linguistics as it is in the 
context of East Asian religions. Recently, Albert Welter 136 has focused on the chuanqí (‘miraculous 
tales’) as possible influence, while Victor Sogen Hori has studied the possible influence of Chinese 
literary games on gongan literature. One of the future important tasks will be the study of these Chan 
genres in even a broader context (also including the Neo-Confucian and Daoist yulu, for example). It 
will be also necessary to contextualize Chan literature within the larger field of narrative traditions 
(primarily the immensely popular avadana literature, including their visual ‘transformations;’138 see also 
the discussion on the term yinyuan above), and focus on performative presentations of the Buddhist 
teachings during the Tang Dynasty. Important for the study of the adaptation of the written vernacular 
in Chan literature is also what Victor Mair refers to as the ‘Second Vernacular Revolution,’ and the oral 
culture prevailing in the Buddhist context, especially from the mid-Tang onwards. 

Remarks on the Literary Structure of Gongan/Koan Literature 
“The kian—a brief, enigmatic anecdote or dialogue between two contesting parties—defines the heart 
of Zen Buddhism and is the single most distinctive feature in the thought and practice of the Zen 
sect.”139 

Many of the utterances of the masters developed into ‘cases of the masters of old,’ which were used 
again and again for pedagogical and rhetoric purposes, amassing multiple layers of commentaries in the 
course of time. During the Song, these ‘cases’ were often condensed into the famous ‘gongan’ (J. koan) 
collections, which are still among the most important primary texts in Japanese Zen Buddhism today.1 
From these and the Recorded Sayings collections ‘essential/key phrases’ (huatóu 1/2 ^) and ‘catch 
phrases’ (zhuóyu J. jakugo) were extracted, developing into important soteriological devices in the 
context of kanhua  meditation. 

Even more so than the Recorded Sayings, gongan literature is highly constructed and adapted to the 
literary taste of the educated reader. Below is a short analysis of the rhetorical structure of one of the 
cases of the famous collection Chanzong Wúmen guin (J. Zenshu Mumonkan),  complied by the monk 
Huìkai n (1183-1260). 

Preceptor Shoushan took up the bamboo staff and instructed the assembly, saying: “All you people, if 
you call [this] a bamboo staff then this is ‘attachment/clinging,’ [?] if you do not call this a bamboo staff 
than this is ‘turning against;’ [?] all you people, tell me: what do you call it?” 
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{The gongan concludes with a short stanza of 4x4 characters, the last character of the second line 
rhyming with the last character of the fourth line, /lìng :/ /mìng ©/. In the first line, the central topic of 
the gongan, the ‘lifting of the staff’ is repeated; followed by a phrase referring to legal procedures, i.e., 
dramatically and metaphorically comparing Shóushan to a judge deciding over the release of the accused 
or the execution of a ‘death’ sentence;148 the dynamic and urgent mood is maintained in the third 
phrase, resuming the two central verbs chù and bei (which indicate the possible reactions to Shoushan’s 
raising the staff): the two (nominalized) abstract verbs are put in relation with a verb usually associated 
with concrete motion: they are actually racing with each other.149 In the fourth line the link to the 
founders of the tradition/the authorative lineage is established—and at the same time challenged: the 
tradition is actualized and revived by actions of the master.} 

On Some Rhetorical Moods and Modes Rhetoric of Urgency 
The ‘rhetoric of urgency,’ the ‘rhetoric of pending threats,’ and the ‘rhetoric of control’ are often 
encountered in Chan historiographic works, including the accounts of immanent threats to the 
adherents of Chan, often by ‘enemies’ or rivals of the school. Note the following example of a 
rhetorically very terse passage from the LDFBJ, from the section on the first Patriarch Bodhidharma. In 
this short passage several central themes and rhetorical devices are compressed. It includes an account 
of the (fictive) poisoning attempts by the monk Bodhiruci (i.e., a polemical attack against somebody who 
is perceived as a rival of the Chan School). Bodhidharma is also described as possessing the powers of 
knowing the thoughts of others (i.e., the intentions of Bodhiruci) as well as knowledge of the past151 
(he knows the reason why he is poisoned, expressed by the statement wó yuan ci dú, and of predicting 
future events (i.e., the pending troubles for the Second Patriarch in spe Huìke  and the future line of 
transmission). In addition, the crucial topics of the patriarchical transmission (until the sixth generation, 
i.e., Huìnéng), the symbol of transmission in the form of the monk’s robe (in many other Chan 
hagiographies also the monk’s bowl is mentioned), and the relative understanding of his successors (i.e., 
until the Sixth Patriarch there can be only one main successor who caries on the lineage, in this case, 
Huìke). The topic of transmission is further dramatized through metaphorical expressions, his disciples 
actually receiving parts of the body of Bodhidharma (an act of ‘metaphorical cannibalism,’ so to say, 
Huìke receives the ‘marrow’ of Bodhidharma, i.e., the very essence o his teaching, thus qualifying him for 
the succession). As additiona rhetorical elements, the notion of urgency and the great danger involved in 
transmitting the dharma are emphasized. Besides the description of the wicked attempts by Bodhiruci of 
poisoning Bodhidharma, it is also stressed that even these events are fundamentally caused by 
Bodhidharma himself, who, thus, remains in complete control of the situation. 

Now it happened that in the Wèi the Trepitaka Bodhiruci and the Vinaya Master Guángtong put poison 
in some food which they offered [to Bodhidharma]. When the Great Master had finished eating he 
asked for a dish and vomited up a pint of snakes. Once again they offered him poisoned food. When the 
Great Master had taken the food and eaten it, he sat atop a massive boulder, and when the poison came 
out the boulder cracked. Altogether they tried to poison him six times. The Great Master informed his 
disciples, “I originally came in order to pass on the Dharma. Now that I’ve gotten someone, what’s the 
good of lingering?” Then he transmitted the kasaya robe as a verification of the Dharma transmission. 
He said to Huìke, “My destiny is this poison; you also will not escape these tribulations. Until the sixth 
generation, the life of the Dharma heir will be as a dangling thread.” He finished speaking and 
immediately died of the poison. He himself used to say, “I am one hundred and fifty years old,” but it 
was not known how old he actually was. 
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Rhetoric of Persuasion, Defeat and Submission 
As Jens Braarvig in his contribution Rhetoric of Emptiness points out, rhetoric aims at persuading the 
listener or reader to adopt a particular view, or—specifically in the Buddhist context—to bring about 
the realization of a particular truth. Ideally, this realization aims at achieving liberation from ignorance, 
the cycle of life and death, or any other goal in the context of the Buddhist márga. However, especially 
in Mahayana Buddhism there is an inherent ambivalence towards the use of words in the pursuit of the 
truth. They are unavoidable in spreading the message of Buddhism, on the other hand they are by 
definition limited in their capacity to express the truth, since the ultimate truth is beyond any linguistic 
expression. As such they belong to the realm of expedient means, often used not to establish a 
proposition but rather to refute any particular view and demonstrate the insubstantiality of all material 
or mental phenomena. 

By comparing Buddhist and Greek rhetorical practices, Braarvig demonstrates that this ambiguity exists 
for both traditions. In the Greek context, rhetoric was criticized of being a practice similar to magic 
since it intentionally projects certain opinions and views into the mind of the listener, at its worst it is 
used as a skillful tool by tyrants in the controlling of their subjects. However, whereas the Greek 
discussed rhetoric mostly in a political and juridical context, the Buddhists would refer to it concerning 
the realization of an ultimate truth or a truth enabling personal liberation. Eloquence has to serve a 
higher purpose of furthering progression towards the ultimate goal of Buddhahood. Otherwise, rhetoric 
will be empty words and the source of false views and discursive thinking. As such, rhetoric skills in the 
form of memory (dharani) and eloquence (pratibhána) have to be part of the repertoire of skillful means, 
which the Bodhisattva ideally possesses. Braarvig also investigates the relationship of the frequently 
blurred borders between rhetoric and logic. He argues that a system of logic applied in the Mahayana 
context aims at refuting any view without establishing another view, and can therefore easily slide into 
the realm of rhetoric. Another important element in the rhetorical structure of certain Mahayana texts 
is the inclusion of lay persons who surpass even the direct students of Buddha in their realization of 
wisdom. Their superior insight is often described through their great abilities in using rhetorical devices, 
by ridiculing the religious specialist, the srávaka. As Braarvig shows, as a crucial device the opponent is 
defined before he is able to define himself. 

Another important aspect highlighted by Braarvig are specific features of many Mahayana scriptures, 
which place them in the vicinity of genres associated with fiction and fantasy, boundaries of time and 
place are constantly transcended and the mind of the reader is bombarded with the imagery of 
phenomena in infinite worlds at infinite times. However, this grandeur of style is often interrupted by 
repetitive and tedious enumerations of concepts. By analyzing aspects of the Vimalakfrtinirdesa and 
Bodhisattva-caryánirdesa Braarvig illustrates another feature which is also of central importance for 
Chán genres, i.e., the dialectical and logical form of dialogues. Already in Mahayana scriptures, these 
dialogues often feature clearly ‘extra-doctrinal’ aspects, such as the humiliation of the opponent and the 
assignment of inferior views and modes of understanding to him. 

This ability to defeat the opponent by displaying greater wits and superior eloquence is of course also 
important in the context of the interaction with the broader public and worldly supporters of the 
Buddhist clergy. The public humiliation of the opponent in front of large audiences (often including the 
ruler) is a popular topic in the religious literature of both India and China. It is the ultimate test of the 
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spiritual insight and powers of a famous religious figure, and—maybe most importantly—his worthiness 
of receiving financial and institutional support by the secular powers. 

For an example, see the rhetorically sophisticated passage on Chan master Huìzhong and his interaction 
with the Chan guest from the South (probably hinting at his rival Shénhuì).157 Huìzhong does not 
persuade exclusively with arguments (although he uses semi-logical chains of persuasion, too), but by 
convincing the interlocutor that his spiritual attainment was inferior. Typically, the interlocutor will 
finally ritually signal his submission and defeat. Here, we clearly witness a shift from using convincing 
arguments or chains of (pseudo-) logical sequences of doctrinal statements towards the authority of the 
master generated by his alleged enlightenment. The Chan master may say A, B, or C, it does not matter, 
he always will be right based on his superior status derived from his ‘insight’ and The ‘protection of the 
state’ (huguó J. gokoku; K. hoguk) was an important concept in the evolution of the Chan/S!n/Zen 
schools, originally based on a number of stras and Chinese apocryphal texts which had been composed 
for the purpose of dealing with the relation between Buddhism and the state. 

“The importance of Buddhism for affairs of state in Japan was reaffirmed in the Nara (710-794) and 
Heian periods (794-1185), when three Buddhist scriptures provided the cornerstones of state Buddhist 
ideology in Japan: the Myh renge ky(Stra of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma, better known simply 
as the Hokke ky, the Lotus Stra), the Konkmy ky(Stra of the Golden Light), and the Ninn gokoku hannya 
ky (the PrajñpramitStra Explaining how Benevolent Kings Protect Their Countries, or simply, the Ninn 
ky). These three scriptures became collectively known in Japan as the ‘three stra for the protection of 
the country’ (chingo kokka no sambuky).” (Welter 2006: 68) 

Eisai (1141-1215) played an important role in establishing Zen as an independent institution.162 One of 
his major concerns was the relation between Zen and the Japanese state, as, for example, dealt with in 
his work Kzen gokokuron (The Promotion of Zen for the Protection of the Country). He based this 
relation on the above set of texts, most importantly the Ninn. In the The ‘protection of the state’ 
(huguó J. gokoku; K. hoguk) was an important concept in the evolution of the Chan/S!n/Zen schools, 
originally based on a number of stras and Chinese apocryphal texts which had been composed for the 
purpose of dealing with the relation between Buddhism and the state. 

“The importance of Buddhism for affairs of state in Japan was reaffirmed in the Nara (710-794) and 
Heian periods (794-1185), when three Buddhist scriptures provided the cornerstones of state Buddhist 
ideology in Japan: the Myh renge ky(Stra of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma, better known simply 
as the Hokke ky, the Lotus Stra), the Konkmy ky(Stra of the Golden Light), and the Ninn gokoku hannya 
ky (the PrajñpramitStra Explaining how Benevolent Kings Protect Their Countries, or simply, the Ninn 
ky). These three scriptures became collectively known in Japan as the ‘three stra for the protection of 
the country’ (chingo kokka no sambuky).” (Welter 2006: 68) 

Eisai -- (1141-1215) played an important role in establishing Zen as an independent institution. One of 
his major concerns was the relation between Zen and the Japanese state, as, for example, dealt with in 
his work Kzen gokokuron (The Promotion of Zen for the Protection of the Country). He based this 
relation on the above set of texts, most importantly the Ninn ky5^^^. In the view of Eisai, Zen should 
play a prominent role in the protection of the state, and according to the Ninno kyo “the preservation 
of Buddhism is inextricably bound to the preservation of their own country.”  It is also interesting to 
note that according to this ideology the ruler has the main responsibility for protecting Buddhism, as 
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opposed to the sañgha.164 As Welter points out, in contrast to China, medieval Buddhism in Japan was 
not regarded as ‘foreign’ and did not constantly justify its position among other religions and ideologies: 

“As a result, ideological debates in Japan tended to be sectarian, that is, between different 
factions that shared a common vision, rather than cutting across fundamental ideological 
boundaries. [...] many Buddhist sectarian debates were politically inspired” (Welter 2006:73) 

As in the case of Chan and Zen, the reaction of Korean Son to unfavorable sociopolitical circumstances, 
and the interaction of Son and Confucianism led to specific rhetorical responses. In this volume, three 
contributions are devoted to this aspect of Son rhetoric: 

In his article Hyujong’s Son’ga Kwigam and its Historical Setting and Soteriological Strategies, 
Jongmyung Kim deals with Hyujong’s Compendium dating from the 16th century, focusing on 
soteriological and rhetorical issues as response to historical and intellectual developments 
during his time, characterized by a dominating position of Confucianism. One of the important 
aspects of Hyujong’s approach concerns the attempt to harmonize Son and canonical Buddhism, 
as well as making Son compatible with issues important for Confucian audiences. The structure 
and organization of Hyujong’s work provides important information on his main interests: 
although it is divided into three sections (‘ontology,’ ‘phenomenology,’ and ‘soteriology’), the last 
part is the most elaborate and clearly his main concern. In this part he focuses on persons on 
‘medium and lower spiritual capacity’ and recommends practices usually not directly associated 
with Chán/Zen/Son, namely the recitation of Buddha’s name and the use of dháran^. In addition, 
there is a strong concern with ethical issues, clearly a response to a discourse dominated by 
Confucian scholars. Through this device of dividing the text into several sections dealing with 
practitioners of different capacities and practices suited for them, Hyujong manages to be faithful 
to tradional Zen tenets such as sudden awakening, as well as providing a useful response to the 
contemporary religious and sociopolitical framework, i.e., pleading for a harmony between the 
teachings as well as a ‘moderate’ approach to Buddhism suited for people of lower capacities. 

In his contribution From Apologetics to Subversion, Jörg Plassen deals with Buddhist literary production 
when Son was increasingly suppressed by Neo-Confucian state ideology. Although Buddhism generally 
was marginalized between the 15th and the late 19th centuries, as compared to Neo-Confucian 
ideology, Plassen provides a more nuanced description of the relationship and interactions between 
Buddhist monks and the state authorities and the literati. Despite widespread anti-Buddhist sentiments 
many important printing projects of Buddhist literature were conducted during that period. As in the 
case of Sòng China, influential Chán/Son Buddhist monks were often recruited among the literati, 
resulting in a natural relationship between classical and Buddhist literary production. There is also a shift 
in the linguistic and stylistic features of Son works, a move towards literati-style writings and the 
spreading influence of the Chinese movement of wenzì Chán u ç^ (Literary Chán or ‘Letters’ Chán), the 
Sòng colloquial style becoming frozen as a ‘sacred’ language of the Recorded Sayings. Plassen specifically 
analyzes the hermeneutical and ‘subversive’ rhetorical devices through which a synthesis between Son 
and Confucianism was achieved. In his Chodong owi yohae, the Son monk Solcham ultimately claims the 
identity between the two teachings. In his approach, Solcham uses one of the most important concepts 
of the Cáodòng tradition of Chán, the Five Positions (wuwei), weaving Buddhist and Confucian 
terminology together. In addition, these combinations are illustrated in the form of diagrams. Through 
these subtle rhetorical devices Solcham evokes in the reader the notion of the identity between the 
Two Teachings. 
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The adaptation of Buddhism and Son to changing sociopolitical environments can be also demonstrated 
in a more recent context, as shown by Vladimir Tikhonov’s case study of Han Yongun: 

In his contribution Manhae Han Yongun’s Attempt at Producing an All-inclusive Modern 
Buddhist Compendium: Pulgyo Taejon, Vladimir Tikhonov deals with Han Yongun, an innovative 
Buddhist thinker of the early 20th century who tried to reform Buddhism and produce a 
modernist Buddhist discourse. He conducted his project during a time when the suppression of 
Buddhism by the Neo-Confucian state ideology had come to an end (although state control 
tightened again considerably from ca. 1910 onwards), and in competition with his Christian 
rivals. Han’s ambition was directed towards producing a compendium of scriptural sources that 
would fit into the reemergence and modernization of Buddhism. Although his Great Buddhist 
Compendium consists of traditional sources it is rearranged and restructured in accordance 
with Han’s intentions of picturing Buddhism as a universal religion, compatible with Confucian 
values as well as fitting into modern times. Linguistically, he slightly changed the original “Text-
Bausteine” by inserting Korean vernacular grammatical particles. He also used words relating to 
state and society that were newly coined in the course of Japan’s modernization and imported 
to Korea. As another rhetorical device, religious terms are related to and re-interpreted in 
terms of socio-political concepts and ‘patriotic’ ideas and the responsibilities of the individual 
vis-à-vis the state. In addition, he uses this structural arrangement for addressing traditional 
Confucian domains such as the relationship between different strata of society as well as the 
relationship between the sexes (listing 14 ways of how a wife should serve her husband, as well 
as the ideal of the ‘slave-like wife’). Through the technique of restructuring and ‘cross-
interpretation’ (transferring an interpretation from one domain to another) Han tries to address 
several key issues and at the same time attempts to adjust them for several strata of audiences, 
in addition to countering Confucian and Christian rivals. 

Sectarian Disputes: Confrontational Rhetoric and the Rhetoric of 
Accommodation 
The ranking of teachings has a long tradition in Chinese Buddhism and was an important hermeneutical 
tool for linking specific doctrines and practices to stages on the path (marga) or adapting them to the 
capacities of the listeners. These sequential listings were often done in the form of hierarchical 
taxonomies and were essential in handling the diverse and often even contradictory teachings 
encountered in the numerous translations of Buddhist sitras and treatises. 

“For example, Buddhist schools often sought to associate particular stages along the márga, 
usually lower ones, with various of their sectarian rivals, while holding the higher stages to 
correspond to their own doctrinal positions. [...] The purpose of such rankings was not purely 
interpretive; if often had an implicit polemic thrust.” 

Also in Chan Buddhism, this approach became an important hermeneutical tool, often having an 
important rhetorical and polemic dimension. Attacks on rivals usually prospered during periods when 
there were shifts in the sociopolitical and institutional settings, during struggles for material support or 
for the favours of the respective elites, and during times of pending crisis or persecution. Disputes often 
developed along well-known complementary and contrastive paradigms, typically the ‘sudden-gradual’ 
axis, teachings based on words, or the rejection of any Buddhist scriptures. Examples are the attacks by 
Shénhuì on the members of the ‘Northern School’ (initiated in the 730s), disputes concerning the right 
lineage or other sectarian issues, such as the competition between the Línjì and Caodong factions during 
the Song Dynasty. Morten Schlütter has shown that these rivalries were conducted on the level of 
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disputes concerning different approaches to meditation (mòzhao chin ^ ^^ ‘Silent Illumination Chan’ and 
kanhua chin *^^ ‘Introspection Chan,’ respectively); however, on a deeper level these attacks were also 
motivated by the competition for support from the lay patronage. 

Besides these ‘factors’ in the form of competition or sectarian disputes, and confrontational rhetoric, 
there is also an ‘internal’ dimension in terms of the formulation of the self-identity of Chan factions (i.e., 
by defining the ‘other’ one is defining oneself). One frequent claim vis-a-vis other Buddhist factions is the 
one that Buddhism culminates in Chan and rhetorical devices are used to defend this position: 

“Chán hermeneutics developed in direct response to pressures from polemics in the scholastic 
schools, and by examining the interaction between these rivals, we may adduce much about the 
ways in which the Chán school selectively employed sacred texts in order, first, to uphold its 
own sectarian position and, second, to counter aspersions cast on it by its rivals.” 

Often, different hermeneutical and rhetorical devices are used for different stages of development of the 
student; as such rhetorical devices are distinctively used as expedient means. Buswell exemplifies this 
based on the concept of the ‘Three Mysterious Gates’ (K. samhyón-mun, Ch. sanxuin men) teachings 
used by Chinese Chan masters, and later more systematically described by Chinul (1158-1210).171 

In his contribution Pojo Chinul  and Kanhwa Son, Robert E. Buswell Jr. examines the doctrinal and 
rhetorical context of the introduction of kanhwa practice to Korea. The interpretation of the 
sudden/gradual paradigm (K. tono chomsu) in relation to enlightenment and spiritual cultivation was of 
crucial significance in this process, thus interpreting it differently as compared to the Chinese Línjì (K. 
Imje) tradition. Buswell labels this approach ‘moderate subitism’ as compared to the ‘radical subitism’ 
propagated in the Chinese context, and analyzes how Chinul achieves his goal by balancing the moderate 
and inclusive language of Guifeng Zongmì with the radical iconoclastic rhetoric of the Recorded Sayings 
of Línjì. Chinul also presupposes a thorough knowledge of the canonical Buddhist scriptures and 
develops his system based on Z ngmì’s. Central in his system is the term ‘understanding-awakening’ (K. 
haeo), an initial enlightenment experience which has to be cultivated subsequently, as contrasted to the 
more radical approach of sudden awakening/sudden cultivation. Rhetorically, the paradigms of 
sudden/gradual and sets of complementary and contrastive concepts are used to formulate and argue for 
Chinul’s own position. In the Chinese context kànhuà was also referred to as a ‘short-cut’ approach to 
enlightenment and Chinul was not exposed to this subitist technique before late in his life. Buswell 
analyzes how this concept was eventually integrated into and synthesized with Chinul’s soteriological 
system. Using the method of establishing a taxonomical system grading the capacity of practitioners, he 
differentiates two approaches to hwadu: Investigation of its meaning and investigation of the word (the 
culmination of this practice), in addition to applying a threefold hermeneutical system of the ‘three 
mysterious gates,’ a system progressing from a conceptual understanding of scriptures, to hwadu 
practice, and finally to an understanding free of all conceptualizations. This device allows Chinul to fully 
integrate the ‘radical’ subitism as represented by the kanhwa approach with his system of moderate 
subitism. This approach of a rhetoric of reconciliation and integration was short-lived, however, and 
Chinul’s successors nearly exclusively favoured the radical kanhwa technique and an iconoclastic 
approach to language.  <>   
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GARLAND OF VISIONS: COLOR, TANTRA, AND A 
MATERIAL HISTORY OF INDIAN PAINTING by Jinah Kim 
[University of California Press, 9780520343214] 
GARLAND OF VISIONS explores the generative relationships between artistic intelligence and tantric 
vision practices in the construction and circulation of visual knowledge in medieval South Asia. Shifting 
away from the traditional connoisseur approach, Jinah Kim instead focuses on the materiality of painting: 
its mediums, its visions, and especially its colors. She argues that the adoption of a special type of 
manuscript called pothi enabled the material translation of a private and internal experience of "seeing" 
into a portable device. These mobile and intimate objects then became important conveyors of many 
forms of knowledge—ritual, artistic, social, scientific, and religious—and spurred the spread of visual 
knowledge of Indic Buddhism to distant lands. By taking color as the material link between a vision and 
its artistic output, Garland of Visions presents a fresh approach to the history of Indian painting. 

About the Author: Jinah Kim is George P. Bickford Professor of Indian and South Asian Art at 
Harvard University. She is the author of Receptacle of the Sacred: Illustrated Manuscripts and the 
Buddhist Book Cult in South Asia. 

Reviews 
"I am in awe of this book. Jinah Kim controls a stunning range of information, both verbal and visual, that 
she uses as the basis for her brilliant insights. Elegantly written, entirely pioneering, and fully persuasive, 
this is a book of enormous importance."—Frederick M. Asher, Professor Emeritus, University of 
Minnesota 

"This is a paradigm-changing work. By linking together a dizzying array of concerns in this exploration of 
visionary practice and color, Jinah Kim complicates long-held assumptions about religious imagery in 
India and produces remarkable insights. The book is sure to create new paths of scholarly inquiry in a 
wide range of fields."—Janice Leoshko, Associate Professor, University of Texas at Austin 
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In the twelfth regnal year of Gopala (IV)—a Pãla king who ruled parts of India in what is now Bihar and 
West Bengal during the first half of the twelfth century—a lay woman named An.aghãkã commissioned a 
sumptuously painted palm-leaf manuscript of an important Mahãyãna scripture, the Perfection of 
Wisdom in Eight Thousand Verses (Astasãhasrikã Prajñãpãramitã, henceforth Perfection of Wisdom). 
The commission was intended to benefit her “priest, teacher, parents, and all sentient beings in attaining 
supreme knowledge.” Only six out of the 206 folios of the manuscript were subject to painting. In these 
six folios, the unnamed miniaturist executed every given space with dexterity and finesse. On each folio, 
surrounding the two pre-bored holes for binding, were placed decorative bands filled with swirling 
vegetal patterns emerging from a monster’s mouth: the dark green tendrils are accentuated with light 
yellow highlighting and shaded with deep blue against a vibrant red backdrop with yellow borders (figure 
0.1). Each band measures about 2 cm in width, and it would have required a brush that was about 2/100 
mm in diameter to execute the fine lines. 

 

FIGURE 1 DECORATIVE PATTERN ON THE BAND AROUND THE STRING HOLE. DETAIL OF FIGURE 
2. 
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The vibrancy of color is absolutely stunning nearly nine hundred years after its production. On the last 
folio of the manuscript, three painted panels contain a red goddess flanked by blue and yellow 
bodhisattvas (figure 2). Kurukullã, the red goddess in the center panel, is adorned with intricate jewelry 
and an ornate crown. She is seated within a golden yellow shrine-like frame decorated with a swirly 
motif and a hamsa (swan) on either end, supported by two vyãlas (mythical lions). The large cushion 
behind her displays an intricate textile pattern in organic blue and red (most likely indigo and lac)—the 
same colors that would have dyed contemporary textiles. The lotus seat where she sits cross-legged, 
drawing a flower bow, is rendered with blue, red, and green petals with yellow outlines. This acme of 
color pops even more brilliantly against the light brown palm leaf whose veins and suppleness still retain 
their organic character. The Sanskrit text in black ink is written in an ornamental kutila (hooked) script, 
a calligraphic variety of the cosmopolitan siddhamatrka script. Its flamboyance supports the brilliance of 
the painting. 

 

FIGURE 2 FOLIO 206R, PERFECTION OF WISDOM MANUSCRIPT, DATE: CA. 1143 CE (TWELFTH 
REGNAL YEAR OF GOPÃLA [IV]), PATRON: LAYWOMAN ANAGHÃKÃ, WEST BENGAL. ORGANIC 
AND MINERAL PIGMENTS AND SOOT INK ON PALM LEAF, SIZE: 6.7 × 48.6 CM. PHILADELPHIA 
MUSEUM OF ART, 1987-52-14. PHOTO COURTESY OF PHILADELPHIA MUSEUM OF ART. 

Although this folio (along with a fragment of folio 101) was separated from the original manuscript, and 
now resides in a museum, it is worth remembering that it once belonged to location—from a store 
room to a pedestal, for instance—and at times change hands, sometimes over great distances. The 
geographic area explored in this study is extensive, connecting Silk Road sites like Khotan and Dunhuang 
with centers of manuscript production in the South Asian subcontinent. A southern limit to its scope is 
provided by the Narmada River, since most of the manuscripts I discuss hail from regions north of the 
traditional boundary between north and south India.4 Its temporal field is the period between 1000 and 
1500 CE—within a “medieval” time frame in global reckoning. A final caveat: although this study 
proposes alternative ways to approach the history of Indian painting, it is not an exhaustive survey of 
medieval Indian manuscript painting. Instead, it focuses on the many guises that pothi-format manuscripts 
assumed while functioning as archives, envoys, teachers, and translators of various forms of knowledge 
across time and space. 

To answer the question of why primary colors dominated the palette of Indian miniature painting, we 
must turn to what Ananda K. Coomaraswamy—the first curator of Indian art in North America and its 
preeminent savant—called the “blank” period, a time in India when there was “no one great religious 
inspiration.” In the early decades of the twentieth century, when Coomaraswamy was active, the 
prevailing assessment of Indian tantric traditions was that they were degenerate and corrupt forms of 
religion; hence, the view that the religious landscape of medieval South Asia provided no great 
inspiration for artistic activity. As we will see, however, tantric communities made substantial 
contributions to the art of painting in at least two areas: color theory and material culture. By devising 
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procedures for seeing transcendent objects in a specific set of colors, tantric visionary practice provided 
a color scheme, based on primary colors, that could be harnessed for artistic purposes, namely, the 
translation of visionary experience into paintings that would circulate beyond the immediate locus of 
their productions. In certain tantric communities, there also were seekers (siddhas) pursuing 
transmutation through alchemical tantras who experimented with the ritual use of cinnabar (mercuric 
sulfide), the mineral source of vermilion. Since the main ores for mineral cinnabar were outside the 
South Asian subcontinent, vermilion was an exceedingly precious commodity when it was introduced to 
artisanal practice in medieval South Asia. 

The skills required to produce a miniature were intimately tied to the art of the book. Manuscripts in 
South Asia were traditionally prepared with birch bark and palm leaves cut to uniform size and strung 
together through one or two prebored holes. Wooden book covers were provided to protect the 
folios. A pothi-format manuscript was normally oblong, a shape determined by the source material, 
usually palm leaves measuring 5–6 cm in width (in the case of the so-called talipot palm, Corypha 
umbraculifera, the most common type of palm used in the material examined for this study). With this 
material, the maximum available space on a given page does not exceed 6 × 55 cm. Given the limited 
space available to painters, each painted panel on a folio typically measured around 5 × 5.5 cm. 

A miniaheure painting on a page in a Buddhist manuscript, such as the goddess Kurukullã in figure 0.2, 
rarely finds mention in most narratives of the history of Indian painting, especially after the arrival of the 
Mughals. The nominally Buddhist subject matter might prompt us to look for more ready comparisons in 
Buddhist communities nearby. In fact, most early examples of manuscript painting from South Asia come 
from Buddhist circles, with some exceptional examples hailing from Nepal. We remember that 
Anaghãkã’s manuscript was taken to Bhaktapur in the Kathmandu valley, where it remained in ritual use, 
and the iconography of a four-armed red goddess holding a red lotus and drawing a flower bow finds a 
close parallel in a painting in another manuscript prepared in Nepal (dated 1071), now in the Asiaheic 
Society, Kolkata (A15, folio 152v). The goddess Kurukullã also appears in a number of later Tibetan 
thangkas, suggesting that a Himalayan connection in the development of manuscript painting in South 
Asia might reward exploration. A sectarian transregional model, however, provides little room to 
consider the legacy and the contributions of Buddhist manuscript painters in the later history of Indian 
painting. Here, let us consider an alternative transregional model. 

Transregional and Transtemporal Connections 
As portable objects traveling across different regions, South Asian manuscripts have survived many 
ceneuries of use, opening windows to distant connections across time and space. The painting in figure 
0.3 was prepared on a vertically oriented sheet of paper. The top register occupying about one-eighth of 
the page contains a vernacular text (most likely a form of Braj) written in black ink. In comparison to the 
Sanskrit script in figure 0.2, the scribing seems less controlled, even casual, coinciding with the 
conversational tone of the text. The text is a cajoling message from Krsna that the sakhi (the go-
between and confidante) delivers to Rãdhã, telling her how Krsna is love stricken and longing to see her 
and urging her “come, go and meet Krsna struck by Kãma’s arrow!” Below this text the scene unfolds in 
three compartments: the top section shows Rãdhã in her apartment being swarmed by bees and 
addressed by the sakhi, whose standing position and lowered left hand connect Rãdhã’s space to the 
dense forest where Krsna dejectedly longs for his lover; opposite Krsna’s forest is an inverted U-shaped 
bower, in which a female figure seated on a fully opened lotus draws a flower bow with a lotus stem as 
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an arrow. This figure is commonly taken to be Kãma, or his female consort, Ratï. The accompanying text 
tells us that Krsna is struck by Kãma’s arrow. The comparison to Kurukullã’s bow and arrow is 
inevitable. 

As the goddess of desire, Kurukullã was regarded in tantric Buddhist communities as a personal deity of 
some importance.9 It is unlikely that Krsna’s painter, identified as Sãhib Dïn (Sahib al-Din), a Muslim 
painter who served the Hindu Mewar court in seventeenthcentury Rajasthan, would have been aware of 
any recondite Buddhist iconography. Yet images of Kurukullã continued to be made in central Tibet and 
remained popular from the sixteenth century on. Indrani Chatterjee suggests that through “monastic 
geographicity” the Himalayan and trans-Himalayan regions remained connected to the rest of the South 
Asian subcontinent from the thirteenth through nineteenth centuries. Tibetan tantric and Mahãyãna 
Buddhist lineages “occupied the same terrain” as “the Sufi, Vaishnava, and Šaiva lineages of the fifteenth 
to nineteenth centuries,” yet are forgotten in colonial and postcolonial scholarship.11 The earliest 
surviving miniature painting of Kurukullã places her on the Kurukullã peak in present-day Gujarat, and 
the iconography of the goddess may in fact have had a non-Buddhist origin. A potential connection 
between this small detail in a seventeenth-century Rajput painting and earlier Buddhist exemplars may 
seem inconsequential, but it is worth keeping in mind when we consider the genesis of the Indic 
manuscript-painting tradition. 

The vertical format of the painting is unlike the horizontal pothi-format of the manuscript, but the 
choice of yellow as a backdrop for the band of text at the top of the page invites us to remember the 
color of a seasoned palm-leaf folio, poeticized as golden. The yellow backdrop is commonly seen in 
other Rajput court paintings with accompanying texts, and it is close to the color of contemporary 
Nepalese paper manuscripts. As seen in figure 0.4, the yellow paper folios with text written in black ink 
in a vernacular, informal hand of a painted manuscript of the Karandavyuha, dated 1631, resemble the 
text band in Sahib Din's painting. The materials are different: the Nepalese paper was probably prepared 
with pulp from the bark of certain bushes or shrubs (for example, Daphne papyracea),' and its color was 
produced by an application of arsenic (orpiment) to the surface of the page in the final stage of 
preparation before scribing. In the Rajput folios, in contrast, the color is the result of a pigment called 
Indian yellow, said to have been produced from the urine of cows that were only fed mango leaves The 
Indian yellow pigment does not seem to have insect repelling properties, unlike the orpiment used on 
the Nepalese paper. In any case, formal affinities such as carefully produced color and the proportions of 
text pages do not necessitate direct contact between artistic traditions, and more historical research is 
needed before a hypothetical interaction between the seventeenth-century courts of the Rajput rulers 
and the Malla rulers of the Kathmandu valley can be confirmed. 

Recent studies of transregional movements agree that the colonial-era model of Himalayan insularity, 
which held that Nepal and other kingdoms across the Himalayan foothills were sealed off from the rest 
of the world, has long been overdue for serious revision. Transregional connections between the Indian 
plain and a number of Himalayan sites, together with those across the Himalayas, are presently being 
reconstrued in various fields, including architecture. As mobile objects, manuscripts may sometimes 
constitute the only traces of long-ago travels across a network of connectivity now lost to us. Can they 
be fruitfully engaged to expand our understanding of the premodern era? In one instance, we can see 
that a sixteenth-century Bengali scribe was employed, in the area of present-day Delhi, in writing out a 
fully illustrated paper manuscript of the Aranyaka Parvan. According to the colophon on folio 362r, the 
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scribe (kaydstha) named Bhavanidasa, son of Lakhanasi of the Ganda lineage, wrote the manuscript in 
1516 (samvat 1573) in Yoginipura (today's Delhi) during the reign of the Sultan Sikandar. Where in 
Gauda his family may have hailed from is difficult to ascertain, but the manuscript bears witness to a 
scribal family's migration from eastern India to Delhi in the fifteenth century. 

Overview of the Chapters 
In three parts, this book is concerned with the manuscript as an artistic medium, vision, and color. Part 
1 examines the development of the pothi-format manuscript as a painterly medium that uniquely 
encompasses textuality, visuality, and materiality. Chapter 1 challenges the common scholarly 
assumption that treats paintings in all mediums as if they belonged to a single artistic tradition—even 
despite evidence to the contrary. The adoption of the manuscript as a medium for painting is a relatively 
late phenomenon; and this chapter ex plains the circumstances that may have inspired such a move and 
discusses the subsequent impact of this development. It also highlights the importance of a trans-
Himalayan manuscript culture where the practice of making painted manuscripts flourished. 

Chapter 2 proposes that religious architecture was an inspiration and a potential model for the 
development of the art of the book. The regulated placement of painted panels containing images of 
deities within the three-dimensional space of a manuscript turned them into miniature temples that 
were not only portable but also potent cultic objects. The chapter concludes with a transsectarian 
comparison of images and textual sources documenting how the pothi-format manuscript became a 
fitting vehicle for the transmission of knowledge and authority in medieval South Asia. 

Part 2 delves into the world of tantric vision, its associated practices, and the role of painted 
manuscripts in the dissemination of esoteric visual knowledge. Chapter 3 examines the process by which 
painted palm-leaf manuscripts became vessels for circulating images of visionary practice. Painted 
manuscripts, in particular, were embraced as an important medium for the transmission of esoteric 
visual knowledge. Passages relating to the art of the book in the Vajravali (lit. "garland of vajras") by 
Abhayakaragupta conclude the chapter by situating painted manuscripts within the world of Esoteric 
Buddhist rituals. 

Chapter 4 identifies the ma/a, or garland, as a distinctly Indic model for the design of painted 
manuscripts. As a case study, it focuses on a late twelfth-century manuscript of the Perfection of 
Wisdom, now in the Varendra Research Museum (VRM), Rajshahi, Bangladesh, which demonstrates how 
the inherent seriality and spatial ordering of images accommodated by the pothi format can help record, 
compile, and circulate tantric visual knowledge tied to initiation linages. It explores the iconographic 
structure of the VRM manuscript and explains in detail some of the unusual Esoteric Buddhist 
iconography in it. 

Part 3 turns to one of the central questions of the study and explores why primary colors dominate the 
palette of Indian painting by examining how primary colors became prominent features of the art of 
painting in India during the second millennium. I seek answers to this question in patterns of historical 
change: the adoption of color as an encoding tool for systematization of esoteric visual knowledge by 
medieval tantric groups, especially in Buddhist circles, and increased interest in the potency of certain 
materials generated by tantric practitioners. This is especially evident among those seeking 
transmutations of matter, such as siddhas seeking mercury, which is deeply tied to vermilion, the 
pigment responsible for the brightest, most powerful color in many paintings. Chapter 5 examines the 
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history of the five-color system developed in Indian Esoteric Buddhism as a tool for encoding visual 
knowledge. This investigation uncovers changing attitudes toward color and provides clues to why 
primary colors in high opacity became important in painting in medieval South Asia, a development that 
presaged the spread of painted manuscripts. This chapter also discusses color theory as articulated in 
medieval Indic religious traditions to explore the symbolic meaning and function of color in medieval 
South Asia. 

Chapter 6 discusses the material evidence of color use in manuscript painting in addition to close 
readings of texts, including artistic treatises and ritual manuals like the Natyasastra, the Citrasütra, and 
the Vajravalti that can help explain the Indic theory of color. Through laboratory research conducted in 
Boston and Cambridge, Massachusetts, we have new information on the material composition of 
pigments used in Indic manuscript paintings, especially in the period before 1500. Identifying these 
pigments in conjunction with a close study of contemporary treatises explaining Indic theories of color 
affords us a glimpse into the artists' intimate, embodied knowledge of each color's material properties. 

The book ends with an epilogue that discusses the methodological and historiographic implication of the 
book's analytical focus on color. The question of why primary colors dominate Indian miniature painting 
is thus addressed by examining the centrality of color in tantric visionary practice that was intimately 
tied to the development of the art of manuscript painting in India. Through an art-historical reading of 
material analysis of colorants, we get a glimpse of the artistic intelligence that shaped the color 
experience in painting.  <>   

Thomé H. Fang, Tang Junyi and Huayan Thought: A Confucian Appropriation of Buddhist Ideas in 
Response to Scientism in Twentieth-Century China by King Pong Chiu [Series: Modern Chinese 
Philosophy, Brill, 9789004313873] 

In Thomé H. Fang, Tang Junyi and Huayan Thought, King Pong Chiu discusses Thomé H. Fang and Tang 
Junyi, two of the most important Confucian thinkers in twentieth-century China, who appropriated 
aspects of the medieval Chinese Buddhist school of Huayan to develop a response to the challenges of 
‘scientism’, the belief that quantitative natural science is the only valuable part of human learning and the 
only source of truth. 

As Chiu argues, Fang’s and Tang’s selective appropriations of Huayan thought paid heed to the 
hermeneutical importance of studying ancient texts in order to be more responsive to modern issues, 
and helped confirm the values of Confucianism under the challenge of ‘scientism’, a topic widely ignored 
in academia. 
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Research Questions and Methodology 
Research Questions 
This study discusses two modern Chinese thinkers, Thomé H. Fang (Fang Dongmei, 1899–1977) and 
Tang Junyi (1909–1978), who sought to appropriate aspects of the medieval Chinese Buddhist school of 
Huayan ^^ to develop a response to the challenges posed by ‘scientism’ (Chi. kexue zhuyi), an issue 
widely discussed in twentieth-century China. As the thinkers who are often categorised as the members 
of ‘Contemporary NeoConfucianism’ (Chi. dangdai xin rujia), their Confucian ideas have been the focus 
of studies about them. However, the contribution made to their thought by Huayan Buddhist ideas and 
methods has rarely been studied. In fact, Fang’s and Tang’s potential appropriations of Huayan thought 
help constitute a phenomenon found among many contemporary Chinese thinkers, which is to ‘go back 
to the origin and develop new elements’ (Chi. fanben kaixin). I shall address three related research 
questions in this study, helping critically to discuss this issue: first, why ‘scientism’ became a problem in 
twentieth-century China; second, why Chinese thinkers at that time inclined to go back to ancient 
Chinese thought to develop their ideas; and third, why Fang and Tang appropriated Huayan thought in 
particular to develop the response to ‘scientism’. 

Although how modern Confucian thinkers appropriated Buddhist ideas to develop their thought has 
been well studied in recent years, the foci of study have been Liang Shuming (1893–1988), Xiong Shili 
(1885–1968) and Mou Zongsan (1909–1995). In a talk commemorating the first anniversary of Tang’s 
death, Lao Sze-kwang (Lao Siguang, 1927–2012) said that Tang’s philosophical method is actually 
Huayan’s idea of ‘All is One, One is All’, though Tang has commonly been considered a Hegelian 
idealist5 and a loyal Confucian thinker. Since then, the view that Tang was influenced by Huayan thought 
appears to have been increasingly accepted in Chinese academia, although detailed studies on the topic 
are rarely seen. In 2009, Lao raised this issue again in a conference, recounting that once in a private 
conversation with Tang, he was asked by the latter whether it is possible to explain Confucianism using 
Huayan thought.8 Lao’s recollection reminds us that Huayan thought may play an important role in 
Tang’s thought. 

In fact, Tang’s probable appropriation of Huayan thought is not exceptional among thinkers in his time, 
as Thomé H. Fang also makes much of this Buddhist tradition. Regardless of the controversy over his 
identity as a ‘pure’ Confucian thinker,9 the huge effort Fang paid in interpretating Huayan thought is 
unusual among his contemporaries, even compared with Ma Yifu (1883–1967), who is famous for using 
Huayan ideas to explain Confucian canons such as Xiao jing (Classic of Filial Piety). Together, Fang and 
Tang and the other above-mentioned Confucian thinkers helped create ‘one of the great moments in 
world intellectual history’, which was to use non-Confucian ideas to develop new theories to meet 
current needs, a principal characteristic of fanben kaixin. Buddhist ideas, among various non-Confucian 
traditions, play a particularly important role here. 

Amongst the modern Chinese thinkers who employed Buddhist ideas to develop their theories, there 
are several reasons to study Fang and Tang in particular. First, serious studies about Fang and Tang are 
few compared with their contemporaries, despite the great reputation they enjoyed in the field of 
Chinese philosophy. As a thinker who consciously wrote in English, Fang enjoyed an international 
reputation as illustrated in the admiration of D. T. Suzuki (1870–1966), Friedrich Hayek (1899–1992), 
Charles Moore (1901–1967), Chan Wing-tsit (1901–1994) and Lewis E. Hahn (1908–2004).12 His 
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English book Chinese Philosophy: Its Spirit and Its Development is considered more philosophical than 
such classics as Chan Wing-tsit’s A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy, Fung Yu-lan’s (Feng Youlan, 
1895–1990) A Short History of Chinese Philosophy and H. G. Greel’s (1905–1994) Chinese Thought 
from Confucius to Mao Tsê-tung, that it would be a ‘worthy addition to any philosophical library’. 
Probably the first person who taught Chinese philosophy in Hong Kong, where Chinese thought could 
be discussed freely in the midtwentieth century, Tang is even considered the most remarkable 
Confucian thinker since Zhu Xi (1130–1200) and Wang Yangming (1472–1529). 

His Shengming cunzai yu xinling jingjie (The Existence of Life and Horizons of Mind) was viewed as 
comparable to Plato’s Republic, Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Heidegger’s Being and Time and 
Whitehead’s Process and Reality. Due to his contribution to contemporary Chinese thought, Tang was 
described by Mou Zongsan as a ‘giant in the universe of cultural consciousness’ (Chi. wenhua yishi 
yuzhou de juren), similar to Isaac Newton (1643–1727) and Albert Einstein (1879–1955) as giants in the 
field of science, and to Plato (424 BC–347 BC) and Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) as giants in the field of 
philosophy. As Li Runsheng (1936–), a student of Tang and a leading Buddhist scholar in the Chinese 
academy, notes, though Tang was widely considered a Confucian thinker, his scholarship in Buddhist 
thought is comparable to that of an expert in the field. Astonishingly, not only are Fang’s and Tang’s 
appropriations of Buddhist ideas rarely studied20 but even their own theories are seldom critically 
discussed, a phenomenon certainly worthy of closer attention. 

In fact, there is a close relationship between Thomé H. Fang and Tang Junyi, though this point is largely 
overlooked in academia. When Tang completed his undergraduate degree in the 1920s, Fang was one of 
his teachers and both of them seem to consider this teacher-student relationship lifetime. Once, chatting 
with an anonymous Western scholar in the 1960s, Tang said, in English, ‘Fang is my teacher’. The scholar 
wondered if Tang had said, ‘Fang was my teacher’ but Tang emphasized that even though a long time 
may have passed, in the Chinese tradition, the relationship between a teacher and a student continues. 
Fang also appointed Tang as one of the people to manage his personal effects and unpublished 
manuscripts after his death. Instead of the relationship between Fang and Tang, however, it is the so-
called teacher-student relationship between Xiong Shili and Tang Junyi that academia tends to discuss. 
Although I agree that Xiong cannot be neglected when discussing the thought of Tang, in my view, the 
relationship between Fang and Tang may be more important to our understanding of the thought of the 
latter. Since this study appears to be the first attempt in academia to put these two thinkers together, 
reviewing their appropriations of Huayan thought and the relationship between their own ideas, I argue 
that, in terms of both quantity and quality, this study helps deepen the research on Fang and Tang. 

Second, both Fang’s and Tang’s appropriations of Huayan thought play an unusual role in Huayan studies 
in twentieth-century China and are valuable to modern Chinese Buddhist study. As a medieval Buddhist 
school which mainly prevailed in the Tang ^ Dynasty (618–907), the Huayan School has been 
inconsistently regarded in Chinese history. Although there was a ‘Huayan University’ established in 
Shanghai in the early 1910s by the monk Yuexia (1858–1917), its method of study was criticized as ‘old-
fashioned’. In other words, it has not ‘contributed much to the philosophical current in contemporary 
Buddhism’. In fact, philological study alone cannot make Huayan thought live, a modern interpretation of 
the thought is required. In Haichaoyin, a famous 

Buddhist journal primarily edited by the influential monk Taixu (1890– 1947) in the early twentieth 
century, for example, modern issues such as ‘scientism’ have been discussed amongst many Chinese 
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Buddhists. In my view, both Fang’s and Tang’s appropriations of Huayan thought are a modern 
interpretation of the thought that makes this Buddhist tradition more responsive to the issues of their 
times, similar to what their Buddhist counterparts as set out in Haichaoyin achieved during the same 
period. It explains why their appropriations of Huayan thought should not be ignored. 

Third, ‘scientism’ has long been and still is a problem facing China and therefore, Fang’s and Tang’s 
responses to it are worth further consideration. As I will suggest in Chapter 2, many Chinese 
intellectuals in the last century considered ‘scientism’ a threat to Chinese traditions, as ‘scientism’ 
appeared to negate the value of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. In fact, there was a ‘polemic on 
science and metaphysics’ (Chi. ke xuan dazhan) about ‘scientism’ in early twentieth-century China, 
discussing the relevance of science in many aspects of human life. Instead of coming to an end, debate 
about and problems indicated by ‘scientism’ continue in present-day China, as ‘scientism’ is a main 
characteristic of Marxism-Leninism, the leading ideology of the Chinese Government. In this sense, 
Fang’s and Tang’s thought can be regarded as a Chinese way of dealing with the issue of modernity. 

Fourth, the cases of Fang and Tang inevitably raise a live issue in current Chinese philosophical study, 
which is the development of ‘Chinese hermeneutics’, an issue about interpreting ancient Chinese texts 
from a modern perspective. As the Huayan thought Fang and Tang discussed is restricted to that of the 
medieval period, there is a huge historical gap facing their modern appropriations of it. The ultimate 
concerns, approaches and even languages of Huayan’s patriarchs and Fang and Tang are so different that 
it is important to stress that the latter certainly interpreted Huayan thought from their own 
perspectives. In this sense, I argue that Fang and Tang are significant to the discussion of ‘Chinese 
hermeneutics’, though very few studies pay attention to this. 

To sum up, this study will contribute to the discussion of modern Chinese thought in general and to 
both Fang’s and Tang’s thought in particular. All such issues as the historical context facing Fang and 
Tang, the characterisitcs of ‘scientism’, the key concepts of classical Huayan thought, and the current 
discussion of ‘Chinese hermeneutics’ will be covered in Chapter 2. By now I turn to discuss the 
methodology I use in this study and how it helps shape my findings. 

Methodology 
Throughout this study, I will mainly employ textual and conceptual analyses, which help construct the 
historical context in which Fang and Tang wrote and indicate the characteristics of their appropriations 
of Huayan thought. In my view, many misunderstandings of Fang and Tang are due to incomplete 
readings of their original works. On the one hand, some scholars focus on their theories and pay little 
attention to the historical context in which they were writing. As a result, the discussion tends to be 
purely theoretical but not responsive to their real-life situations. As I will discuss later, their 
appropriations of Huayan thought relate to their belief that this Buddhist tradition helped them solve the 
intellectual challenges they faced. To a large extent, their appropriations of Huayan thought have had 
impact on these issues. Since works in an autobiographical style usually reveal the intentions of the 
authors and the socio-cultural situations facing them,32 I focus not only on their philosophical works but 
also on their autobiographical writings. All of these, together with other studies about the intellectual 
environment in early twentiet century China, constitute the historical context that I will discuss in 
Chapter 2. On the other hand, some scholars tend to discuss Fang’s and Tang’s lives but ignore the 
relationships between their lives and theories. These kinds of study miss the point that both their roles 
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as thinkers make them significant in the field of Chinese philosophy. The stories related to their lives are 
only supplementary to our understanding of their thought but they cannot be regarded as a replacement 
for their theories. In consideration of the limitations of the studies as mentioned above, all Fang’s and 
Tang’s published works will be reviewed thoroughly in this study though some will be examined more 
critically in detail. 

However, as this study is to examine the relationships of different forms of thought, conceptual analysis 
is necessary and it will therefore be employed throughout the study. By doing this I will be in a better 
position to assess the characteristics, strengths and limitations of Fang’s and Tang’s appropriations of 
Huayan thought. Furthermore, I shall show why it was that some aspects of Huayan thought were 
appropriated by them, whilst other aspects of it were ignored. In a sense, this helps explain why some 
intellectual traditions were not favoured in their own thought. In addition to employing conceptual 
analysis in reading Fang’s and Tang’s works, I also use the concepts of ‘ti’ and ‘yong’, two traditional 
Chinese terms which play essential roles in almost all of the modern Chinese thought, to discuss the 
historical context facing Fang and Tang, and the characteristics of their appropriations of Huayan 
thought. As I argue in the study, their tasks were to re-define the meaning of the ‘ti’ and ‘yong’ of 
Chinese culture, including that of Confucianism. Since the concepts are closely related to the content of 
Chapter 2, I will continue the discussion of them there. 

In brief, while textual analysis helps provide the necessary foundation for this study, conceptual analysis 
is needed to probe deeply and provide evidence for the comments I make about their works. However, 
in consideration of the large corpus of texts relating to Fang and Tang, it is necessary to define the 
scope of the study in order to be able to have a sustained discussion. 

Fang’s and Tang’s ideas are so extensive that many intellectual traditions of the West, China and even 
India are covered in their works. In this study, I will focus on their most important writings, though 
others will also be discussed when necessary. For Fang, his last work Chinese Philosophy: Its Spirit and 
Its Development34 is important as it shows his general view on different Chinese intellectual traditions 
and reveals the characteristics of his idea of ‘comprehensive harmony’. However, his ideas on Huayan 
are mainly found in the two volumes of Huayanzong zhexue (The Huayan Philosophy). All these works 
will be reviewed thoroughly in Chapter 3 where I will discuss Fang’s interpretation of Huayan thought. 

Tang stated explicitly that some of his books are representative of his thought, such as his early works 
Rensheng zhi tiyan (The Experience of Life), Daode ziwo zhi jianli (The Formation of Moral Self ), Xin 
wu yu rensheng (Minds, Material and Life), Renwen jingshen zhi chongjian (The Reconstruction of 
Humanistic Spirit) and his final work Shengming cunzai yu xinling jingjie. In his own words, Tang 
considered that the early works mentioned above cover such vital topics as the characteristics of Mind 
(Chi. Xin) and the value of human beings, while his final work is a further response to these issues. 
Although Shengming cunzai yu xinling jingjie covers some of Tang’s ideas on Buddhism, his comments on 
Huayan are mainly discussed in Zhongguo zhexue yuanlun. Yuanxing pian (The Original Discourse on 
Chinese Philosophy— Original Nature) and the third volume of Zhongguo zhexue yuanlun. Yuandao 
pian (The Original Discourse on Chinese Philosophy— Original Way). All these works will be further 
reviewed in Chapter 4 where I will discuss Tang’s interpretation of Huayan. 

Since this study is about Fang’s and Tang’s appropriations of Huayan thought but not a study of Huayan 
thought itself, the discussion of this Buddhist tradition will be mainly restricted to the scope of their 
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interpretation of it. In consideration of this point, I will discuss the Huayan thought in the Tang Dynasty, 
as Fang and Tang only paid attention to the thought in this period. 

All of the key concepts relevant to the thought of Fang, Tang and their use of Huayan will be discussed 
in the respective chapters below. However, two concepts need more clarification here, which are 
‘zhexue’or ‘philosophy’ and ‘dangdai xin rujia’ or ‘Contemporary Neo-Confucianism’. As I will discuss in 
the following chapters, both Fang and Tang considered their thought ‘philosophy’ and this word will 
appear very often throughout this study. However, Lao Sze-kwang reminds us that the characteristic of 
‘philosophy’ in the Chinese tradition is somewhat different from that in the West, as the former mainly 
aims at achieving ‘self-transformation’ and ‘transformation of the world’. In his view, the meaning of 
‘philosophy’ in China is closer to that of ‘religion’ in the West. Fang’s and Tang’s employments of the 
word obviously follow this suggestion of Lao. 

The term ‘Contemporary Neo-Confucianism’ is crucial in almost all of the modern Chinese 
philosophical studies. The term ‘xin rujia’ or NeoConfucianism was probably first suggested in Fung Yu-
lan’s Zhongguo zhexue shi (A History of Chinese Philosophy) published in 1934, in which he used the 
term to refer to the Confucianism of the Song (960–1279) and Ming ^ (1368–1644) dynasties. After 
Fung’s book was translated from Chinese into English by Derk Bodde in 1937, the term ‘Neo-
Confucianism’ became better known in academia.46 In order to distinguish the thought of modern 
thinkers from those in the dynasties, ‘Contemporary’ is usually added to the former, signifying modern 
thought.47 Most studies consider that the appearance of the thought of ‘Contemporary Neo-
Confucianism’ is traced back to Liang Shuming and Xiong Shili. However, its development is mainly the 
contribution of Tang Junyi, Mou Zongsan and Xu Fuguan (1903–1982).48 

In fact, although the Chinese Nationalist Party or Kuomintang ended the civil conflicts amongst warlords 
in China and established a central government in 1928, the political difficulties facing the country did not 
change much. Domestically, there was a serious disagreement between the Nationalist Government and 
the Chinese Communist Party. Externally, there was the threat of Japanese invasion. After the Second 
Sino-Japanese War (1937–1945) and the Nationalist-Communist Civil War (1945–1949), the Chinese 
Nationalist Party retreated to Taiwan and the People’s Republic of China ^^^^^^^ run by the 
Communist Party was established in 1949, a turning point for the country both politically and culturally. 
In order to escape the Communist Party, many scholars fled from mainland China to Hong Kong and 
Taiwan from the late 1940s. Facing the Party’s total denial of Chinese culture, many exiled scholars 
considered it a life-and-death moment for the Chinese tradition. Hong Kong and Taiwan were therefore 
regarded as the last places to preserve the tradition. In Hong Kong, Qian Mu(1895–1990), Tang Junyi 
and Zhang Pijie(1905–1970) established the New Asia College in 1949, arguing that it followed the 
private schooling tradition of the Song Dynasty. On the other hand, Xu Fuguan and Mou Zongsan taught 
Chinese philosophy in Tunghai University in Taiwan in the 1950s. Both New Asia College and Tunghai 
University are considered centres of ‘Contemporary Neo-Confucianism’ by some scholars. 

Two events helped establish the identity of ‘Contemporary NeoConfucianism’. First, in 1958, ‘A 
Manifesto on [the] Reappraisal of Chinese Culture—Our Joint Understanding of the Sinological Study 
Relating to [the] World Cultural Outlook’ (Chi. Zhongguo wenhua yu shijie: women dui Zhongguo 
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1969), drafted by Tang and jointly signed by Mou and Xu, was published. In the Manifesto, the four 
thinkers argued that ‘Heart-Mind and Nature’ (Chi. Xinxing) was the core spirit of Chinese thought and 
that Confucian orthodoxy was also based on it. These four thinkers, Tang, Mou and Xu in particular, are 
widely considered the representative figures in the camp of ‘Contemporary Neo-Confucianism’. Second, 
after the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), theChinese Government began to think of the relationship 
between modernization and traditional Chinese culture, which were observed to co-exist in some 
Chinese societies such as Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore. A national project entitled ‘The 
Investigation of Contemporary Neo-Confucianism and the Trend of Thought’ (Chi. Xiandai xin rujia yu 
sichao yanjiu was therefore established in 1986, aiming at examining the thought of ten twentieth-
century pro-Confucianism thinkers: Liang Shuming, Xiong Shili, Carsun Chang, Fung Yu-lan, He Lin, Qian 
Mu, Thomé H. Fang, Tang Junyi, Mou Zongsan and Xu Fuguan.55 Since then, the term ‘Contemporary 
NeoConfucianism’ has been dominant in Chinese academia. 

Despite its prevalence, and unlike most other scholars, I will not use this term to describe the thought 
of Thomé H. Fang and Tang Junyi in this study because the term causes fierce controversy. First, even 
some thinkers listed as ‘Contemporary Neo-Confucian’ did not accept such identification. In fact, in the 
1958 declaration, Qian Mu refused to sign since he argued that the declaration could lead to different 
‘factions’ or ‘sects’ (Chi. menhu ^^) in academia, a phenomenon he deplored throughout his life. 
Although Thomé H. Fang gave his opinion as the document was drafted, he did not sign it. As Yu 
Yingshih argues in his famous article ‘Qian Mu yu xin rujia (Qian Mu and Neo-Confucianism), the 
meaning of the term ‘Contemporary NeoConfucianism’, on the one hand, is so broad that it tends to 
include all thinkers who show sympathy for Confucianism. In this sense, the term becomes meaningless. 
On the other hand, the meaning of it may be so narrow that it only refers to those who stress the study 
of ‘Heart-Mind and Nature’. The term, therefore, appears exclusively to refer to Xiong, Tang, Mou and 
Xu. Other thinkers outside this academic line, including Yu himself, cannot be included within it. 

Second, the approaches to and conclusions about the study of Confucianism in the figures as listed in the 
national project are so different that it is difficult, if not impossible, to classify them as part of the same 
group. Since there is little consensus about the definition of ‘Contemporary Neo-Confucianism’, the use 
of the term is seen as somewhat arbitrary. To some extent, the usage of the term becomes a political 
rather than an academic issue. Since the employment of the term is so controversial, I will avoid using it 
to describe the thought of Fang and Tang in this study. 

In fact, there are two advantages to not using the term. The first is that Fang’s and Tang’s thought can be 
reviewed more objectively and comprehensively without any unnecessary preconceptions. Their 
interpretations and appropriations of other intellectual traditions, including Huayan thought, therefore, 
will not be simply considered from a Confucian perspective. 

Second, because, for some scholars, the term ‘Contemporary NeoConfucianism’ means Xiong’s 
academic line, it consolidates the image of the teacher-student relationship between Xiong and Tang but 
ignores the fact that Tang actually refused to be the private student of Xiong. As Tang himself admitted, 
he had established his own thought before meeting Xiong. In this sense, I argue that Xiong’s influence on 
Tang may not be as great as many scholars think. In consideration of this, not using the term 
‘Contemporary Neo-Confucianism’ is to be preferred. 
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In order to answer the research questions of this study, I will work according to the following plan. In 
Chapter 2, I will discuss the necessary elements constituting the historical context in which Fang and 
Tang appropriated Huayan thought, including i.) the ideas of ‘ti’ and ‘yong’, ii.) the Western challenge, 
‘scientism’ in particular, and Chinese responses from the mid-nineteenth century onwards, iii.) examples 
of Chinese thinkers’ appropriations of ideas other than Confucianism to develop their theories, and iv.) 
characteristics of classical Huayan thought. I will also discuss ‘Chinese hermeneutics’, so that the cases of 
Fang and Tang can be included in the discussion in current academia. In Chapters 3 and 4, Fang’s and 
Tang’s own theories and their respective interpretations of Huayan thought will be addressed. All these 
chapters together will thus help answer the research questions, which I will discuss in detail in Chapter 
5. In short, I consider that Fang appropriated Huayan’s idea of ‘harmony’ to support his own idea of 
‘comprehensive harmony’ in response to the challenge of ‘scientism’, while Tang used the Huayan theory 
of doctrinal classification to address the issue, though their appropriations of Huayan thought cannot be 
simply explained in one or two sentences.  <>   
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The Fozu tongji 佛祖統紀 (T 2035, Comprehensive History of the Buddhist Patriarchs) 
is a massive work of Buddhist historiography composed by the Southern Song monk 
Zhipan 志磐 (ca. 1220–1275). The present translation project, which is intended to have 
three volumes, refers to a part of the Fozu tongji entitled “Fayun tongsai zhi” 法運通塞

志 (Monograph on Success and Obstructions in the Spread of the Dharma). The “Fayun 
tongsai zhi,” covering Fozu tongji, juan 34–48, is an annalistic chronicle of Buddhism in 
China. It goes through Chinese history dynasty by dynasty, ruler by ruler, and year by 
year, listing events following the chronological order. With the present project I intend 
to offer a complete translation of the “Fayun tongsai zhi.” In the present volume, I 
translate the first five juan (i.e. Fozu tongji, juan 34–38), which contain the annals 
referring to the history of Buddhism in China from the time of the birth of the Buddha 
in the 26th year of King Zhao of Zhou 周昭王 to the end of the Nanbeichao period. In 
the second volume I will translate the next four juan of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” (i.e. 
Fozu tongji, juan 39–42), which have previously been translated by Jan Yün-hua,1 and 
refer to the history of Buddhism from the Sui dynasty to the end of the Wudai period. In 
the third volume I will translate the remaining six juan of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” (i.e. 
Fozu tongji, juan 43–48), which refer to the history of Buddhism in the Song dynasty up 
to the year 1236, the third year of the duanping 端平 era of the Southern Song emperor 
Lizong 理宗. 

 

With regard to the overall textual structure of the “Fayun tongsai zhi,” it needs to be 
explained that apart from the main text, the work contains supplements, commentary 
passages, and annotations. Supplements are enhancements added to the main text in 
the end of some of the juan: In the end of juan 35 we find the supplements for juan 34 
and 35. In the end of juan 36 there are supplements again. In the end of juan 37 there 
are no supplements. In the end of juan 38 there is a supplement, which is however 
excluded from the translation, as it repeats things that have previously already been 
said. Shi Daofa 釋道法 has published a modern edition of the Fozu tongji, which 
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integrates the supplements into the annalistic display fitting them in wherever they 
chronologically belong.2 In the present translation project I do however not follow this 
approach. Instead I translate the text of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” as it appears in the 
Taishō. Commentary passages are designed to provide further information on a subject 
of an entry in the main text or also on a subject of an entry in a supplement. They 
therefore appear subsequent to the entry they refer to, and are in the present 
translation project presented as indented to the text of this entry. Annotations appeaID 0>>
within the 
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in this context was to implant Buddhism into the Chinese antiquity, which made 
Buddhism appear as part of the wisdom treasury associated with that age.3 As an 
expression of this strategy, the history of Buddhism in China presented in the “Fayun 
tongsai zhi” begins right with the Buddha. According to a tradition deeply rooted in 
Chinese Buddhist historiography, birth and parinirvāṇa of the Buddha caused natural 
phenomena, which alarmed the contemporary kings of the Chinese antiquity. In this 
way, the birth of the Buddha alarmed King Zhao of Zhou 周昭王, while the parinirvāṇa 
of the Buddha alarmed King Mu of Zhou 周穆王. This tradition, which goes back to the 
Chinese Buddhist apocryphal scripture Zhoushu yiji 周書異記, allows to integrate 
birth and parinirvāṇa of the Buddha into the annalistic display shown in the “Fayun 
tongsai zhi.” As far as the case of King Mu is concerned, a reinterpretation of the Mu 
tianzi zhuan 穆天子傳 is implied. The Mu tianzi zhuan, a legendary account from 
ancient China, says that King Mu travelled to the West to see the Xiwangmu 西王母. 
The Buddhist historiographic tradition based on the Zhoushu yiji takes up the tradition 
of King Mu travelling to the West, but depicts the journey as motivated by the natural 
phenomena pointing to the parinirvāṇa of the Buddha in India.4 As the legend of King 
Mu’s journey to the West was publically perceived as an important event of the Chinese 
antiquity, being able to ascribe a Buddhist causation to King Mu’s journey meant to 
establish a prominent presence of Buddhism within the golden age of the sages. 

The references to the birth and to the parinirvāṇa of the Buddha are part of a full 
biography of the Buddha, which is placed in the beginning of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” as 
a means of portraying the superior sanctity of Buddhism. This biography begins with 
parts referring to matters prior to the birth of the Buddha. They cannot be integrated 
into the annalistic display, which otherwise characterizes the “Fayun tongsai zhi,” as 
they cannot be contextualized with corresponding events in Chinese history (such as 
natural phenomena). The first chapter of the biography of the Buddha in the beginning 
of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” is entitled “Understanding the origin and manifestation [of 
the Buddha]” 明本迹, and explains that on an ultimate level the life of the Buddha is 
not confined to the Buddha’s historical life span as Śākyamuni, since the Buddha’s 
emanation as Śākyamuni was merely a worldly semblance of his true supernatural 
existence. Borrowing a term from Christian theology, Michael Radich has described 
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this understanding as “docetistic” (derived from Greek “dokesis,” meaning semblance, 
appearance).5 In the second chapter, “The descent from the Tuṣita-heaven” 下兜率

are told how Śākyamuni descended from the heavenly realm where—as part of the 
docetistic display—he was prepared for his manifestation as the Buddha. The third 
chapter, “Entering the mother’s womb” 託母胎, reveals how Śākyamuni having 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
329 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

Again as part of the attempt to anchor Buddhism in the Chinese antiquity, Chinese 
Buddhist historiography also depicts the history of the spread of Buddhism in China as 
reaching back to the earliest times. The general conception of the early history of 
Buddhism in China follows a key pattern which Chinese Buddhist historiographic 
sources largely agree upon. I here need to confine myself to introducing this 
conception in a thoroughly succinct fashion: First Buddhism had been spread in the 
Chinese antiquity through various incidents, the most famous among which may be the 
spreading of the relics of the Buddha through messengers sent by the Indian King 
Aśoka (ayu wang, 阿育王). With the burning of books under Qin Shihuang 秦始皇, 
Buddhism however became extinct in China. Yet, even while Buddhism was extinct, 
there were certain incidents suggesting that it had not completely slipped into oblivion. 
E.g. Huo Qubing 霍去病, a general of Han Wudi 漢武帝, on one of his campaigns got 
hold of a “golden man” (i.e. a Buddha statue), which Han Wudi knew to worship as a 
deity. The period of Buddhism being extinct in China lasted until Han Mingdi 漢明帝, 
the second emperor of the Eastern Han dynasty, under whom Buddhism was officially 
reintroduced. According to a tradition originating from the Chinese Buddhist 
apocryphal scripture Han faben neizhuan 漢法本内傳 (Inner Transmission of the 
Root of the Dharma in the Han Dynasty), Han Mingdi, having had a dream of a “golden 
man” (i.e. of the Buddha), sent messengers to India to find out about this appearance. 
The messengers came back with the two monk missionaries Kāśyapa Mātaṇga 
(shemoteng, 攝摩騰) and Zhu Falan 竺法蘭, who on a white horse brought Buddhist 
sūtras, based on which the first Buddhist monastery in China was named White Horse 
Monastery (baima si, 白馬寺). While this is the general pattern which the conception 
of the early history of Buddhism in China as seen in the “Fayun tongsai zhi” and in the 
diverse other texts of Chinese Buddhist historiography is based upon, traditions which 
are employed for enhancement and illustration vary from account to account. 

In the further course the “Fayun tongsai zhi” continues to depict Buddhism as a 
teaching bringing blessings and positive influence to China by referring to exemplary 
monks and nuns. Zhipan widely quotes from biographies in the Gaoseng zhuan 高僧

傳 (T 2059) by Huijiao 慧皎 (497–554),10 from biographies in the Xu gaoseng zhuan 續
高僧傳 (T 2060) by Daoxuan 道宣 (596–667),11 and also from biographies in the 
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Biqiuni zhuan 比丘尼傳 (T 2063) by Baochang 寶唱.12 E.g. seeking to depict 
Buddhism as a teaching benefitting both the state and the ruler, Zhipan quotes the 
biographies of Kang Senghui 康僧會 (Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1), Guṇavarman 求那跋摩 
(Gaoseng zhuan, juan 3), and Fotudeng 佛圖澄 (Gaoseng zhuan, juan 9), all of whom 
succeeded in changing rulers for the better by converting them to Buddhism. The 
conversion talks these monk missionaries held with the relevant rulers are reminiscent 
of the counselling activity of Confucius, who in the Spring- and Autumn-Period moved 
from court to court hoping to guide rulers to better policies. So the biographies quoted 
in this context do not only demonstrate that Buddhism helped to ease political turmoil 
in medieval China, but also imply that this was done in a way consistent with the 
Chinese tradition. Other monastics are commended for their engagement in translating 
the Buddhist scriptures into Chinese, or for their outstanding virtue. 

Also accounts of Buddhist laypeople are included in the “Fayun tongsai zhi.” We find a 
broad coverage of the White Lotus Society (Bailian she, 白蓮社), a circle of Buddhist 
monks and laymen founded by Huiyuan 慧遠 (334–416). Many of the traditions the 
“Fayun tongsai zhi” quotes in this context can be traced back to Huiyuan’s biography in 
Gaoseng zhuan, juan 6. Other traditions, however, only originate from the Lushan ji 廬
山記 (T 2095), a late work authored in the Song dynasty by Chen Shunyu 陳舜俞 (d. 
1074).13 The “Fayun tongsai zhi” also includes references to Buddhist laypeople, who 
through their piety brought about all sorts of miracles. Such miracle accounts are 
frequently adopted from early medieval zhiguai 志怪 collections, such as the Youming 
lu 幽明錄,14 and the Mingxiang ji 冥祥記.15 Other traditions simply pointing to 
remarkable acts of Buddhist laypeople are frequently adopted from the official 
historiography (zhengshi, 正史). Based on the official historiography, too, the realm of 
politics of religion is covered. Rulers supporting the dharma, such as Liang Wudi 梁武

帝, are portrayed as shinging examples. Rulers responsible for persecutions of 
Buddhism, such as Beiwei Taiwu di 北魏太武帝, are depicted as tragically misled. 

 

While the tales quoted from the sources named above primarily refer to sacred people, 
the “Fayuan tongsai zhi” also quotes miracle tales rather associated with sacred places. 
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A rich source for such traditions is the Luoyang qielan ji 洛陽伽藍記 (Record of 
Buddhist Monasteries in Luoyang) by Yang Xuanzhi 楊衒之. While Luoyang was 
capital of the Tuoba-Wei dynasty a multitude of Buddhist monasteries adorned the 
city. As after the end of the Tuoba-Wei dynasty Luoyang was in ruins, Yang Xuanzhi, a 
low-ranking official, in 547 sojourned in Luoyang, and on this basis composed the 
Luoyang qielan ji to remind of the city’s former Buddhist culture. Since the Luoyang 
qielan ji mainly presents historical traditions referring to Tuoba-Wei times, the “Fayun 
tongsai zhi” preferably makes use of the work in the part concerning the Tuoba-Wei 
period, which is seen in Fozu tongji, juan 38. Here the “Fayun tongsai zhi” quotes the 
Luoyang qielan ji presenting accounts of miraculous events associated with particular 
monasteries. 

Many of the traditions the “Fayun tongsai zhi” adopts from the above mentioned 
sources were widely employed also in the Buddhist apologetic treatises written up to 
the times of Wu Zetian. In those days a rich production of Buddhist apologetic 
literature was triggered by the following circumstances: (1) As a teaching coming from 
abroad, Buddhism had to demonstrate how it was relevant to the China society and 
how it could harmonize with Confucianism. (2) As a religious system, Buddhism in 
China stood in fierce rivalry with Daoism, and thus sought to demonstrate that Daoist 
thought was invalid, subversive, and based on debauchery and plagiarism. The list of 
Buddhist apologetic treatises arguing along those lines is long. Of particular importance 
are the Mouzi lihuo lun 牟子理惑論 (Treatise of Master Mou Removing Doubts), 
which is one of the earliest Chinese Buddhist apologetic treatises, the Erjiao lun 二教

論 (Treatise of the Two Teachings)18 and the Xiaodao lun 笑道論 (Treatise of 
Laughing at the Dao) from the Northern Zhou dynasty, the Poxie lun 破邪論 (T 2109, 
Treatise Destroying Evils) and the Bianzheng lun 辯正論 (T 2110, Treatise Discussing 
what is Correct) written by Falin 法琳 (572–640) in the early Tang dynasty,20 and the 
Zhenzheng lun 甄正論 (T 2112, Treatise Revealing the Correct) written by Xuanyi 玄嶷 
under Wu Zetian.21 On the one hand these apologetic works adopt content from monk 
biographies, miracle tales and so forth, while on the other hand in the “Fayun tongsai 
zhi” we find content also seen in previous apologetic writing. So it is clear that contents 
were exchanged between formats of apologetic and historiographic writing and vice 
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versa. The presentation style in apologetic writing and historiographic writing is 
however different. While in an apologetic context content is employed in 
argumentative style serving the relevant apologetic objective, in a historiographic 
context the same content would simply be presented as an account of history, even 
though apologetic intent may also be involved. To make the difference understandable 
I will offer an example: The Poxie lun is the earliest known work to present the text of 
the Han faben neizhuan, the original of which is lost. The text tells a story of Daoist 
priests seeking to demonstrate the superiority of Daoism to Buddhism, when Buddhism 
was officially introduced to China under Han Mingdi. As we are told, the Daoist 
demonstration fails, which in fact demonstrates the inferiority of Daoism to Buddhism. 
In the Poxie lun this story is quoted as part of an apologetic reply to an anti-Buddhist 
statement presented by the Daoist priest Fu Yi 傅奕 (555–639). The “Fayun tongsai zhi” 
quotes the Han faben neizhuan at remarkable length (T 2035, p. 329, b17–p. 330, a9), 
simply presenting the story as part of the historical events under Han Mingdi. Certainly, 
if a text as polemic as the Han faben neizhuan is quoted this elaborately, apologetic 
interest is involved. But the presentation style in apologetic and historiographic 
treatises can still be differentiated clearly. 

To fully understand the intention with which the “Fayun tongsai zhi” was written, we 
do however also need to appreciate the particular context of Buddhist historiography 
in the Song dynasty. While the history of Chinese Buddhist historiographic writing 
reaches back to Nanbeichao times, the Song dynasty saw an enormous increase in the 
production of Buddhist historiographic works. This increase is owed to the competition 
between the two dominant Buddhist schools of the Song dynasty: the Tiantai school 
and the Chan school. In the context of this competition, historical treatises were 
written to depict the history of Buddhism either in favor of the Tiantai school or in 
favor of the Chan school. In particular, both schools attempted to demonstrate that the 
own lineage of patriarchs went back right to the Buddha, while the patriarchal lineage 
of the competing school did not. Already in the Tang dynasty, Shenqing 神清 (fl. 779–
806) in his Beishan lu 北山錄 (T 2113, North Mountain Record) attacked the Chan 
genealogy. Later on the Tiantai historiographers praised and employed him,24 while 
the Chan scholars, and among them especially Qisong 契嵩 (1007–1072), criticized him 
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severely. As a Tiantai scholar, Zhipan with the Fozu tongji composed the most complex 
among the works authored in the context of the competition between the Tiantai and 
the Chan schools.26 The Fozu tongji in no way confines itself to arguing in terms of this 
controversy only. Rather than that it also refers to controversies within the Tiantai 
school, and supports the orthodox tradition of the “shanjia” 山家 (mountain house) 
against the dissenters referred to as “shanwai” 山外 (off the mountain). Furthermore 
the Fozu tongji also contains accounts of other Buddhist schools, such as especially the 
Jingtu 净土 (Pure Land) school. Matching this wider approach, the “Fayun tongsai zhi” 
is, as we have seen, designed to be a general history of Buddhism in China. Yet, despite 
this broad thematic setting, Zhipan’s main intention still was to state the case for the 
Tiantai school in its competition with Chan Buddhism. The Fozu tongji begins by 
presenting the Tiantai lineage as going back to the Buddha: juan 1–4 present the 
biography of the Buddha,27 juan 5 presents the biographies of the Indian patriarchs, 
and juan 6–8 present the biographies of the Chinese patriarchs.28 In the “Fayun tongsai 
zhi” the succession of the patriarchs from the Buddha on is again included into the 
general annalistic display. Even though the references to the patriarchs are kept brief 
here, their succession in favor of the Tiantai lineage is again shown. 

Yet there are further aspects which give the “Fayun tongsai zhi” a particular Tiantai 
flavor. Firstly, in the biography of the Buddha, which stands at the beginning of the 
“Fayun tongsai zhi,” the sūtras preached by the Buddha are classified according to the 
Tiantai classification system, which depicts the Saddharma puṇḍndarīka sūtra (Miaofa 
lianhua jing, 妙法蓮華經) and the Mahāparinirvāṇa sūtra (Da ban niepan jing, 大般

涅槃經) as the highest sūtras.29 Secondly, the “Fayun tongsai zhi” contains many 
accounts of miracles resulting from recitations of the Saddharma puṇḍndarīka sūtra. 
Thirdly, Zhiyi 智顗 (538–597), the founder of the Tiantai school, is covered particularly 
extensively. Even though the actual foundation of the Tiantai order in the Sui dynasty 
does not fall into the scope of what is translated from the “Fayun tongsai zhi” in the 
present first volume of the translation project, we observe the eye-catching generosity 
with which Zhiyi is covered already with regard to his actions in the preceding Chen 
dynasty. In connection with the broad coverage of Zhiyi, the historiographic works of 
Zhiyi’s main student, Guanding 灌頂 (561–632), i.e. the Guoqing bailu 國清百錄 (T 
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Chan schools is concerned, the Chan school was able to take the lead, and the dispute 
between the two schools of Chinese Buddhism gradually dissipated. With the Fozu lidai 
tongzai 佛祖歷代通載 (T 2036, A Comprehensive Registry of the Successive Ages of 
the Buddha and the Patriarchs), completed in 1333 or 1334, the Chan monk Nianchang 
念常 composed a history of Buddhism which formally still has the character of 
sectarian historiography, but gives less priority to the sectarian dispute and more 
priority to the new approach of integrating the history of Buddhism into a more general 
history of thought in China. 

To conclude with, I would like to refer to several studies that can help the reader to 
gain a broader background to the text translated here. A general study of the Fozu 
tongji has been presented by Jan Yün-hua. Koichi Shinohara has published an article 
discussing the importance of the Fozu tongji to the construction of the Tiantai lineage 
of patriarchs. General studies of Song dynasty Buddhist historiography have been 
presented by Jan Yün-hua and Cao Ganghua 曹剛華. For studies of the life of Zhiyi, see 
the monographs by Leon Hurvitz and Pan Guiming.  <>   

ZHIPAN’S ACCOUNT OF THE HISTORY OF BUDDHISM IN 
CHINA: VOLUME 2: FOZU TONGJI, JUAN 39-42: FROM 
THE SUI DYNASTY TO THE WUDAI ERA translated by 
Thomas Jülch [Brill, 9789004445918] 
The Fozu tongji by Zhipan (ca. 1220-1275) is a key text of Chinese Buddhist historiography. The core of 
the work is formed by the “Fayun tongsai zhi,” an annalistic history of Buddhism in China, which extends 
through Fozu tongji, juan 34-48. Thomas Jülch now presents a translation of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” in 
three volumes. This second volume covers the annalistic display from the Sui dynasty to the end of the 
Wudai period. Offering elaborate annotations, Jülch succeeds in clarifying the backgrounds to the 
historiographic contents, which Zhipan presents in highly essentialized style. Jülch identifies the sources 
for the historical traditions Zhipan refers to, and when accounts presented by Zhipan are inaccurate or 
imprecise, he points out how the relevant matter is depicted in the sources Zhipan relies on. 
Consistently employing these means in reliable style Jülch defines a new standard for translations of 
medieval Chinese historiographic texts. 
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With the present volume I present the second part of my translation from the Fozu 
tongji 佛祖統紀 (T 2035, Comprehensive History of the Buddhist Patriarchs). The 
translation project aims at offering a complete translation of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” 法
運通塞志 (Monograph on Success and Obstructions in the Spread of the Dharma), 
which covers Fozu tongji, juan 34–48. The “Fayun tongsai zhi” is an annalistic chronicle 
of Buddhism in China. In the first volume I presented a translation of Fozu tongji, juan 
34–38, which refers to the period from the birth of the Buddha to the Nanbeichao era. 
With the present volume I add the translation of Fozu tongji, juan 39–42, which refers 
to the period from the Sui dynasty to the Wudai era. In the third volume a translation of 
Fozu tongji, juan 43–48, which refers to the Song dynasty, shall follow. 

With regard to the overall textual structure of the “Fayun tongsai zhi,” it needs to be 
explained that apart from the main text, the work contains supplements, commentary 
passages, and annotations. Supplements are enhancements that in the materials 
translated for the present volume are added to the main text in the end of juan 39, juan 
40, and juan 42. Shi Daofa 釋道法 has published a modern edition of the Fozu tongji, 
which integrates the supplements into the annalistic display fitting them in wherever 
they chronologically belong.1 In the present translation project I do however not follow 
this approach. Instead I translate the text of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” as it appears in the 
Taishō. Commentary passages are designed to provide further information on a subject 
of an entry in the main text or also on a subject of an entry in a supplement. They 
therefore appear subsequent to the entry they refer to, and are in the present 
translation project presented as indented to the text of this entry. Annotations appear 
within the main text, within supplements and within commentary passages. They are 
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of very different content. Those that carry important information are in the present 
translation project translated in footnotes to the relevant passage. 

The materials translated for the present volume have partially already been translated 
by Jan Yün-hua.2 Unfortunately in Jan Yün-hua’s translation much of the text is 
omitted. Supplements, commentary passages, and annotations are generally excluded 
from the translation. When it comes to the paragraphs of the main text, the translation 
occasionally stops in the middle of a paragraph, and many of the paragraphs are 
missing completely. Jan Yün-hua does not include omission signs, and he does not 
indicate where the textual segments he chooses to translate appear in the text. This 
makes it rather laborious for the reader to identify which text portions Jan Yün-hua’s 
translation is referring to. One also wonders which criteria Jan Yün-hua’s choices of 
including or excluding textual segments depend on, as he does not offer an explanation 
concerning this matter. The quality of the translations we are offered seems 
questionable. Jan Yün-hua’s translation style is overly free and sometimes he appears to 
be retelling rather than translating the text. Jan Yün-hua does offer footnotes in which 
he critically compares the contents of the text with relevant references in other 
sources. His appreciation of intertextuality does however have its limitations. It 
appears to me that more should be done in identifying sources. Also in explaining 
historical backgrounds and contexts one could be more elaborate. For these reasons I 
have decided to include this part, which was previously already subject to the work of 
Jan Yün-hua, into my translation of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” again. 

Subsequently my introduction to Fozu tongji, juan 39–42, will fall into four parts. Firstly 
I will look at how the Buddhist-Confucian confrontation and the Buddhist-Daoist 
confrontation are represented in the text. Secondly I will contrast the representations 
of Tiantai-Buddhism and Chan-Buddhism against each other. Thirdly I will outline the 
context of Chinese Buddhist historiography discussing which place the Fozu tongji and 
the “Fayun tongsai zhi” occupy in it. Fourthly I will introduce sources of relevance to 
the translated text that have not yet been covered in the previous parts of the 
introduction. 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
338 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

The Buddhist-Confucian Confrontation and the Buddhist-Daoist Confrontation in 
the “Fayun tongsai zhi” 
During its early history in China, Buddhism as a religion coming from abroad needed to 
justify its emergence in Chinese society, which resulted in a rich production of 
Buddhist apologetic literature employing different strategies in stating the case for 
Buddhism both in reaction to Confucianism and in reaction to Daoism. This apologetic 
endeavor is also reflected in the annalistic records of the “Fayun tongsai zhi,” where we 
usually find brief references to the publication of relevant works as well as to other 
relevant events. The Buddhist-Daoist confrontation and the Buddhist-Confucian 
confrontation each play their role in both the materials translated for the first volume 
and in the materials translated for the present second volume of this Fozu tongji 
translation project. In what follows I will first refer to the representation of the 
Buddhist-Confucian confrontation, and subsequently to the representation of the 
Buddhist-Daoist confrontation. 

First, with regard to the Buddhist-Confucian confrontation, we should be aware of 
different aspects. Generally speaking, state and society in medieval China were 
conditioned by Confucianism. Buddhism as a religion of Indian origin found itself in 
various conflicts with the Confucian norms. An eminent conflict standing symbolically 
for the entire struggle between the Buddhist saṃgha and the Confucian state system 
was the debate on whether or not Buddhist monks should bow to the emperor. In 
ancient India religion enjoyed a superior status, against the background of which it 
would have been unthinkable for a religious dignitary to bow to any worldly authority. 
Basing themselves on this tradition, Buddhist apologists in medieval China claimed 
that Buddhist monks should not be requested to bow to worldly authorities, as such 
requirements would impair the status of Buddhism as a religion free of control from 
worldly authorities. In the Confucian state system, the emperor was however seen as 
the head of all religions practiced in the empire, so that no religion practiced in China 
could evade imperial control. In early Chinese Buddhism the main incident of protest 
against this Confucian understanding of the status of religion was the composition of 
the “Shamen bujing wangzhe lun” 沙門不敬王者論 by Huiyuan 慧遠 (334–416). 
Within the material translated in the present volume, further incidents of prominent 
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protest find their representation. In Fozu tongji, juan 39, we find a reference to the 
controversy that during the Sui dynasty triggered the composition of the “Futian lun” 
福田論 by Yancong 彥琮 (557–610), which—after the “Shamen bujing wangzhe lun”—
was the second prominent work in that segment of Buddhist apologetic literature. The 
debates on whether or not monks should bow to the emperor were closely related to 
yet another battlefield in the Buddhist-Confucian confrontation. The Confucian 
concept of filial piety required that anybody in the empire should pay homage to his 
parents. This, too, provoked the resistance of the Buddhist saṃgha, as in the Buddhist 
understanding becoming a monk meant to leave one’s family and to become member 
of the family of the Buddha. The Chinese Buddhist terminology expresses this claim in 
its very term for becoming a monk, which is ‘chu jia’ 出家, literally ‘leaving the family,’ 
but translated as ‘renouncing secular life’ in the present translation project. Also the 
Buddhist resentment against the Confucian commandment of paying homage to one’s 
parents led to several confrontations in medieval China. One particularly important 
example for such conflicts is rather briefly represented in Fozu tongji, juan 39 (T 2035, 
p. 367, a27–28). That the Buddhist protest against Confucian claims that monks should 
bow to the emperor, and the Buddhist protest against Confucian claims that monks 
should bow to their parents jointly form one important aspect of medieval Chinese 
Buddhist apologetic thought has its evidence in the fact that during the Tang dynasty, 
under the title of Ji shamen bu ying bai su deng shi 集沙門不應拜俗等事 (T 2108), a 
major collection of texts was compiled in which all the works relevant to this aspect of 
Buddhist apologetic literature are represented. 

Another aspect of the Buddhist-Confucian confrontation in medieval China derives 
from the fact that in medieval China ordination certificates could be purchased, on the 
basis of which even people with little interest in Buddhism often became monks, 
simply in order to evade taxation and corvée labor. Through this phenomenon, the 
Chinese state was to a significant extent deprived of financial income and work force. 
The state reacted by introducing examinations in which monks had to demonstrate 
their understanding of the sūtras. Monks who did not pass were returned to laity. Such 
measures provoked the protest of the Buddhist saṃgha, as they posed a potential 
threat to all monks. When we read about plans of introducing monks’ examinations in 
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Buddhist historiography the entry usually comes with the proud remark that the plans 
were dropped. In Fozu tongji, juan 42, we find a record of one prominent case, where 
the plans were dropped also due to the discredit of the initiator (T 2035, p. 385, b14–17). 
Since through such measures the state did not achieve to significantly reduce the 
numbers of monks, the rage in the face of growing losses of financial income and work 
force was the main cause triggering the third great persecution of the Buddhist saṃgha 
in Chinese history, which occurred during the Huichang era of Tang Wuzong. In 
commenting on Tang Wuzong’s persecution policy, the “Fayun tongsai zhi” seeks to 
demonstrate that by harming the saṃgha Tang Wuzong accumulated an enormous 
amount of negative karma. Hence it is stressed that, as a karmic retribution, abscesses 
developed on his back,6 and that after his death his soul was to be arrested with that of 
the Lord of the Western Sea (T 2035, p. 386, a29–b2). 

A third aspect of the Buddhist-Confucian confrontation, which plays a significant role 
in the materials translated in the present second volume of the translation project, is 
the assessment of the anti-Buddhist polemicism of the Confucian scholar Han Yu 韓愈 
(768–824). As Han Yu lived during the Tang dynasty, the main treatment of his activity 
is seen in the second volume, but already in the materials translated in the first volume 
Han Yu is quoted and referred to in several commentary passages. In those 
commentary passages the image of Han Yu is downrightly negative. Most notably, in 
the supplements appearing in the end of Fozu tongji, juan 35, we find a lengthy 
quotation of a text by Su Dongpo 蘇東坡 (1037–1101), which harshly opposes Han Yu 
for his slander of Buddhism (T 2035, p. 334, b3–24). When it comes to the materials of 
the “Fayun tongsai zhi” translated in the second volume, the assessment of Han Yu is 
however not generally negative. In Fozu tongji, juan 41, it is rather attempted to 
reinterpret the image of Han Yu calling his anti-Buddhist disposition into question. 
Zhipan goes to great length in presenting anecdotes testifying to the positive 
relationship between Han Yu and the Buddhist dharma master Dadian 大顛 (T 2035, p. 
382, a10–b12). Subsequently, in a commentary passage, Zhipan quotes yet another text 
of Su Dongpo regarding Han Yu. It says that—in letters to Meng Jian 孟簡, an official in 
the D
[(r)-ank of “jianyi dafu” 諫議大夫 (or Grand Master of Remonstrance) responsible for 
the supplies for state sacrifices—Han Yu expressed his affection for Dadian (T 2035, p. 
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382, b13–14). Subsequent to the quotation of Su Dongpo, Zhipan adds that certain other 
texts ascribing anti-Buddhist statements to Han Yu were of dubious origin (T 2035, p. 
382, b17–20). 

When it comes to the Buddhist-Daoist confrontation, the conflict basically arises from 
the fact that both Buddhism and Daoism were in medieval China established as 
influential religious systems, which therefore found themselves in a state of natural 
competition and rivalry with each other. Many of the apologetic treatises authored by 
medieval Chinese Buddhist apologists were directed against Daoism. In early Chinese 
Buddhism, important apologetic treatises of that kind were the Erjiao lun 二教論 
(Treatise of the Two Teachings) and the Xiaodao lun 笑道論 (Treatise of Laughing at 
the Dao). When it comes to the materials translated in the present volume, the matter 
of the Buddhist-Daoist confrontation is strongly represented in connection with the 
early Tang dynasty. The Tang dynasty based itself on Daoism in legitimizing its claim to 
power, and Daoist priests took advantage of the situation polemicizing against 
Buddhism. This triggered the composition of complex apologetic works culminating in 
the treatises of Poxie lun 破邪論 (T 2109) and Bianzheng lun 辯正論 (T 2110) by Falin 
(572–640)9 and the Zhenzheng lun 甄正論 (T 2112) by Xuanyi (fl. late 7th century).10 
After Xuanyi, up to the Yuan dynasty no major Buddhist apologetic works directed 
against Daoism were composed. However the tradition of Buddhist-Daoist court 
debates was taken further. When the Buddhist-Daoist confrontation reached its 
culmination point in the early Tang dynasty, the Buddhist historiographer Daoxuan 道
宣 (596–667) composed the Ji gujin fodao lunheng 集古今佛道論衡 (T 2104, 
hereafter: Fodao lunheng), which sums up the contents of the major Buddhist-Daoist 
court debates conducted up to Daoxuan’s life times.11 With regard to the remaining 
part of the Tang dynasty, for the Wudai period, and for the Song dynasty, we do not 
have source material as elaborate as that. However the annalistic records of the “Fayun 
tongsai zhi” allow us to take the list of Buddhist-Daoist court debates further. 
Unfortunately the Fozu tongji does not inform us about the content of the court 
debates, but usually confines itself to mentioning that at a certain date a court debate 
was conducted and to naming the main participants. 
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Another prominent representation of the Buddhist-Daoist confrontation within the 
contents of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” translated in the present volume is presented in 
different shape. While all of the above is introduced as part of the annalistic display in 
connection with a prominent event ascribed to a particular date, in Fozu tongji, juan 
40, we find a lengthy commentary passage elaborately detailing on aspects of anti-
Daoist propaganda as seen in Buddhist apologetic literature (T 2035, p. 371, c2–p. 372, 
b16). The commentary passage relates to a main text sequence referring to the 
historical incident that under Tang Zhongzong paintings of Laozi based on the Huahu 
jing 化胡經 were banned from Buddhist monasteries (T 2035, p. 371, b20–c1). In the 
commentary passage relating to this main text sequence the reference to the image of 
Laozi developed in the Huahu jing is taken as an occasion to go into great detail in 
presenting much of the Buddhist apologetic argumentation designed to refute the 
huahu 化胡 theory. An introduction to the Huahu jing, the huahu theory, and Buddhist 
counter strategies is seen in Erik Zürcher. 

The Representation of Chan- and Tiantai-Buddhism in the “Fayun tongsai zhi” 
While the matter of Buddhist apologetic thought concerns Buddhism as a whole, the 
Fozu tongji is a historiographic scripture written with one particular sectarian 
preference. As already pointed out in the introduction to the first volume of the present 
translation project, the “Fayun tongsai zhi” is in the first place a general history of 
Buddhism in China, but since Zhipan, the author of the Fozu tongji, belonged to the 
Tiantai school, and since the Fozu tongji was written when during the Song dynasty 
Chan and Tiantai Buddhism stood in fierce competition with each other, the “Fayun 
tongsai zhi” in its annalistic display tends to represent the history of Tiantai Buddhism 
more generously than the history of Chan Buddhism. In the introduction to the 
previous volume, I gave the example of a comparison of the representations of 
Bodhidharma (late 4th to early 5th century), the alleged founder of Chan 禪 Buddhism, 
and Zhiyi 智顗 (538–597), the founder of Tiantai 天台 Buddhism. While Bodhidharma 
is represented in surprisingly scarce style, aspects of the biography of Zhiyi appear in a 
great multitude of annalistic entries. The representation of Zhiyi began in the 
treatment of the Chen dynasty, which is part of the material translated in the first 
volume, but most of the entries detailing on the biography of Zhiyi are seen in the 
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treatment of the Sui dynasty, which is part of the present volume. Concerning the life of 
Zhiyi the most original sources are the Guoqing bailu 國清百錄 (T 1934, Hundred 
Documents of the Guoqing [Monastery]) and the Sui Tiantai Zhizhe dashi biezhuan 隋
天台智者大師別傳 (T 2050, Alternative Biography of the Sui Dynasty Great Master 
Zhiyi from the Tiantai Mountains).13 The references to the life of Zhiyi seen in the 
“Fayun tongsai zhi” go back to these texts. With regard to Zhiyi and his main disciple 
Guanding, the emphasis on the Tiantai tradtion in the “Fayun tongsai zhi” can indeed 
be observed. However subsequent to Zhiyi and Guanding throughout the Tang and 
Wudai eras we find relatively few references to the Tiantai tradition and broad 
coverage of Chan Buddhism. The only reference to the legacy of another significant 
master of Tiantai Buddhism is the mention of Zhanran 湛然, who is referred to as the 
Meditation Master of the Jing Brook 荊溪禪師.14 Despite Zhipan’s inclination to 
Tiantai Buddhism, the lack of references to the Tiantai tradition should not surprise us. 
Zhiyi was importantly involved in the religious legitimation of the Sui dynasty, which is 
why with the rise of the Tang dynasty the Tiantai school largely fell into eclipse. With 
regard to the Tang dynasty the heavy emphasis on the Chan tradition simply has its 
explanation in the fact that through much of the Tang dynasty the Chan tradition was 
the most relevant of the Buddhist schools in China. The Song dynasty saw a great 
comeback of the Tiantai school, which is why the materials to be translated in the third 
volume of the present translation project have more to say about Tiantai Buddhism 
again. 

Within the materials translated for the present volume we are however at least shown 
how, in the Tiantai Buddhist understanding, the teachings of the Tiantai school were 
transmitted after Zhiyi. One of the most important works of Zhiyi is the Mohe zhiguan 
摩訶止觀 (T 1911, The Great Calming and Contemplation),15 which is basically Zhiyi’s 
guide to meditation. The term ‘mohe’ is a transliteration of Skr. ‘mahā’ (= great); ‘zhi’ 
止, translated here as ‘calming,’ stands for the Indian spiritual technique of śamatha; 
‘guan’ 觀, translated here as ‘contemplation,’ stands for the Indian spiritual technique 
of vipaśyanā. Against this background, what is shared in the Mohe zhiguan is often 
referred to as the zhiguan teachings. According to the “Fayun tongsai zhi,” the zhiguan 
teachings were after Zhiyi passed on from master to master. This makes up for a 
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transmission lineage, which allows Tiantai historiography to claim that even though 
after Zhiyi the Tiantai school was largely in eclipse there was still a functional lineage 
reaching back to Zhiyi. From Zhiyi the “teachings of calming and contemplation” were 
passed on to Guanding. And since Guanding the transmission went on as summed up 
below. As the “Fayun tongsai zhi” also tells us, Zhanran composed a commentary on 
the Mohe zhiguan. 

In the materials translated for volume three we continue with the transmission from 
Xiji 羲寂 to Yitong 義通, which is noted in Fozu tongji, juan 43 (T 2035, p. 395, a26–27). 

As the “Fayun tongsai zhi” also covers the Chan tradition, we find many gong’an 公案 
(public case) accounts. While gong’an is the Chinese pronunciation of the term, the 
Japanese pronunciation, which is more popular in the West, is kōan. The kōan tradition 
emerged in Chan Buddhism during the late Tang dynasty, and remained important also 
during the Song dynasty. A kōan account would present a situation in which a Chan 
master offers a peculiar and mysterious reaction supposed to inspire deep insight in his 
disciples. Reflection on kōans was a form of meditation, which formed an alternative to 
the zhiguan tradition of Tiantai Buddhism.17 Kōans are usually preserved in texts 
known as Yulu 語錄 (recorded sayings). These are collections, in which notable sayings 
or reactions of important Chan masters are recorded. In the “Fayun tongsai zhi” much 
of the repertoire of notable Yulu collections is quoted. Collections of relevance include 
the Pang jushi yulu 龐居士語錄 (Recorded Sayings of Layman Pang, X69 // Z 2:25 // R 
120),18 the Fenyang Wude chanshi yulu 汾陽無德禪師語錄 (T 1992, Recorded Sayings 
of the Meditation Master Wude from Fenyang), the Mingjue chanshi yulu 明覺禪師語

錄 (T 1996, Recorded Sayings of the Meditation Master Mingjue), the Biyan lu 碧巖錄 
(T 2003, Blue Cliff Record),19 and the Congrong an lu 從容庵錄 (T 2004, Congrong 
Hermitage Record). Kōans are however not only recorded in Yulu collections, but also 
in works of Chan historiography, the most important of which will be introduced in the 
subsequent chapter. Generally speaking, it needs to be said that—due to the 
mysterious character of kōans—the meaning of kōans can frequently not be revealed. 
In the present translation of the “Fayun tongsai zhi” kōans are therefore often 
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presented without a fully enlightening explanation, or also completely without of an 
explanation. 

The Place of the Fozu tongji in Chinese Buddhist Historiography 
During the Song dynasty, Tiantai and Chan Buddhism were the two main schools of 
Buddhism in China. In this bipolar situation a rivalry between Tiantai and Chan 
Buddhism developed, which on both sides triggered a massive production of 
historiographic works trying to demonstrate the legitimacy of the own school in the 
confrontation with the competing school. As the Fozu tongji was one of the 
historiographic works written in the context of this rivalry, I will here offer a brief 
account of how this historiographic confrontation developed, and I will outline the 
place the Fozu tongji takes within the confrontation. The matter was already touched 
upon in the introduction to the first volume, but I will go into the matter more deeply 
here. As we have seen, the beginning of the history of the Tiantai school is treated in 
the materials translated in the present volume. I take this as an occasion also to discuss 
the matter of what the rivalry between Tiantai and Chan Buddhism meant to Chinese 
Buddhist historiography in greater depth. 

Scholar monks of the Chan school already during the Tang dynasty started to write 
historiographic works designed to demonstrate that the Chan school was based on an 
authentic lineage of dharma transmission reaching back to the Buddha. In doing so, 
Chan scholarship counts twenty-eight Indian patriarchs from the Buddha to 
Bodhidharma, and six Chinese patriarchs from Bodhidharma to Huineng 慧能 (638–
713).20 The first work in which we see this concept articulated is the Baolin zhuan 寶林

傳, which was composed in 801.21 Later on, in referring to the transmission of the 
dharma from the Buddha to the Chinese Chan masters and within the Chan school, the 
metaphor of “transmitting the lamplight” (chuandeng, 傳燈) was coined. Hence in 
Chan historiography we would find the lamplight transmission histories, of which the 
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正受, the Jianzhong jingguo xudeng lu 建中靖國續燈錄, compiled by Foguo Weibai 
佛國惟白, and the Zongmen liandeng huiyao 宗門聯燈會要, compiled by Huiweng 
Wuming 晦翁悟明. In 1253 Dachuan Puji 大川普濟 (1179–1253) published the Wudeng 
huiyuan 五燈會元 (T 1565, Collected Essentials of the Five Lamplight Histories), in 
which he sums up the contents of the five afore-mentioned works. 

The attempts of the Chan school to establish a lineage of patriarchs reaching back to 
the Buddha provoked disagreement since earliest times. The first author to oppose this 
concept was Shenqing 神清 (d. ca. 814), who with his Beishan lu 北山錄 (T 2113) wrote 
a work that voiced massive objections.23 Shenqing was not officially a Tiantai scholar, 
and he did not develop a lineage of Tiantai patriarchs to offer an alternative to the 
Chan lineage. But when, centuries later, Tiantai historiographers presented their view 
of history, they followed the argumentation introduced by Shenqing.24 Only in the 
eleventh century Tiantai historiographers began to engage in this controversy with 
Chan Buddhism. After its composition, the Beishan lu first fell into oblivion. When it 
resurfaced in the eleventh century, it was the Chan scholar Qisong 契嵩 (1007–1072), 
who with his Chuanfa zhengzong ji 傳法正宗記 (T 2078, Record of the True Lineage of 
the Dharma Transmission) presented a strong rebuttal.26 Written in the 1050s, the 
Chuanfa zhengzong ji is again a sequence of biographies designed to demonstrate the 
authenticity of the Chan transmission lineage in the style of the Jingde chuandeng lu.27 
In turning against this style of Chan historiography, the eleventh century Tiantai 
historiographers had to do more than calling the Chan transmission lineage into 
question. These arguments were not new anymore. So rather than simply repeating 
what Shenqing had already said, the Tiantai historiographers developed a new genre of 
Buddhist historiography, which was considered superior to simply producing 
sequences of biographies. The new genre was modeled on the jizhuan 記傳 style 
known from worldly historiography. In worldly historiography the basic work written 
in jizhuan style is the Shiji 史記 by Sima Qian 司馬遷 (ca. 145–90 BC). The only extant 
histories written in jizhuan style are the Shimen zhengtong 釋門正統 (X 1513, On the 
Orthodox Transmission of Buddhism) and the Fozu tongji.29 The Shimen zhengtong 
was composed around 1200 AD. The original composer was Wu Keji 吳克己 (1140–
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the dharma name Kaian 鎧菴. Wu Keji died before he was able to complete the work, 
and the work was completed by Zongjian 宗鑑. Zhipan took the Shimen zhengtong as 
his example in composing the Fozu tongji. 

The structure of the Fozu tongji rather loosely corresponds to the structure of the Shiji. 
I cannot offer an in-depth analysis of the structural comparability here, but roughly 
speaking the comparability can be observed when considering the following features. 
In both works we find “basic annals” (benji, 本紀), which in the Shiji portray the reigns 
of the emperors, and in the Fozu tongji the lives of the Buddha and the patriarchs.32 In 
both works we find the accounts of the “hereditary houses” (shijia, 世家), which in the 
Shiji refer to the princes, and in the Fozu tongji to branches of the Tiantai school.33 In 
both works we find “monographs” (zhi, 志), which in both cases refer to specific 
themes. The “Fayun tongsai zhi” is one of the texts presented as monographs in the 
Fozu tongji. 

The “Fayun tongsai zhi” is a lengthy text completely composed in annalistic style, 
which is in Chinese known as biannian 編年. The inclusion of a biannian text of such 
length within the monograph section is untypical for the jizhuan style. No comparable 
biannian text is seen in the monograph section of the Shiji. Basically the biannian style 
is a mode of historiographic composition, which is opposed to the jizhuan style. While 
the jizhuan style is based on the Shiji, the biannian style is based on the Chunqiu 春秋 
(Spring and Autumn Annals). While in worldly historiography all the dynastic histories 
followed the jizhuan style defined by the Shiji, the Song dynasty historiographer Sima 
Guang 司馬光 (1019–1086) with his Zizhi tongjian 資治通鑒 (Comprehensive Mirror 
to Aid Government) composed the second major historiographic work in biannian 
style. So, as we see, jizhuan and biannian are two completely different historiographic 
traditions. Looking at their transfer into Tiantai Buddhist historiography, the Shimen 
zhengtong would appear to be a work purely composed in jizhuan style, while the Fozu 
tongji would have to be seen as work basically composed in jizhuan style but with a 
long biannian insertion. 

In Buddhist historiography the biannian style was in the first place employed by the 
Chan school however. As the collections of patriarchal biographies turned out to be an 
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inferior mode of historiographic display, Chan historiographers embraced the biannian 
style. The major works of Chan historiography composed in biannian style during the 
Song dynasty were the Longxing biannian tonglun 隆興佛教編年通論 (X75, no. 1512, 
Annalistically Organized Comprehensive Discussion of Buddhism [compiled in the] 
Longxing [Era]) authored by Zuxiu 祖琇 (foreword dated 1164), and the Shishi tongjian 
釋氏通鑑 (T 1516, Comprehensive Mirror of the Śākya Clan), authored by Benjue 本覺 
(foreword dated 1270). With the “Fayun tongsai zhi” the Fozu tongji, which was 
composed between 1258 and 1269,37 includes the lengthy biannian section, which is 
subject to the current translation project. As the inclusion of such a massive biannian 
section is highly untypical for the jizhuan style the Fozu tongji is basically written in, it 
is safe to say that it was the ascendency of the biannian style in Chan historiography 
that motivated Zhipan to include the “Fayun tongsai zhi” in the Fozu tongji. By 
employing the biannian style, Chan historiography defined a new historiographic 
fashion of the times. Since the composition of the Longxing biannian tonglun, the 
biannian style was seen as having the advantage over the jizhuan style. According to 
Helwig Schmidt-Glintzer the commitment of the Tiantai school to the jizhuan style was 
even partially responsible for the eclipse of the Tiantai school after the Song dynasty38 
(while the Chan school remained at least modestly successful when during the Yuan 
dynasty Tibetan Buddhism became dominant in China). Against this background it 
becomes understandable why Zhipan with his “Fayun tongsai zhi” at least wanted to 
include a massive biannian section in his Fozu tongji. 

Sources the “Fayun tongsai zhi” Relies On 
Above having contextualized the “Fayun tongsai zhi” with the wider context of Chinese 
Buddhist historiography, I will subsequently look at the sources the “Fayun tongsai zhi” 
relies on. Many of the works in which we find passages that reappear in the “Fayun 
tongsai zhi” have however already been introduced in the chapters above. Below I will 
introduce works of relevance that have not been covered yet. 

Apart from the historiographic works written with motivations of sectarian struggle, 
there are also the general collections of monks’ biographies. In that regard we see a 
continuity between the materials translated for the first and the second volume of the 
present translation project. The three great Chinese collections of monks’ biographies 
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are the Gaoseng zhuan 高僧傳 (T 2059, Biographies of Eminent Monks) by Huijiao 慧
皎 (497–554), the Xu gaoseng zhuan 續高僧傳 (T 2060, Further Biographies of 
Eminent Monks) by Daoxuan, and the Song gaoseng zhuan 宋高僧傳 (T 2061, 
Biographies of Eminent Monks [Compiled] During the Song Dynasty) by Zanning 贊寧 
(920–1001). While the materials translated for the first volume of the present 
translation project evaluate the Gaoseng zhuan and the first part of the Xu gaoseng 
zhuan, the materials translated for the second volume evaluate the second part of the 
Xu gaoseng zhuan and the first part of the Song gaoseng zhuan. Apart from the 
biographies in those collections, monks of outstanding prominence were additionally 
honored with independent biographies. Four of those independent biographies are 
relevant as sources to the materials translated in the second volume. These would be 
the biography of Falin entitled Tang hufa shamen Falin biezhuan 唐護法沙門法琳別

傳 (T 2051);39 the biography of Xuanzang 玄奘 (602–664) entitled Da Tang Dacien si 
sanzang fashi zhuan 大唐大慈恩寺三藏法師傳 (T 2053); and the biography of Budai 
heshang 布袋和尚 (fl. 9th century) entitled Dingying dashi Budai heshang zhuan 定應

大師布袋和尚傳 (X86, no. 1597). 

Another source of importance also related to the actions of monks is the Da Song seng 
shilüe 大宋僧史略 (T 2126) by Zanning. It does not contain monks’ biographies, but 
rather accounts of various themes that generally characterize everyday life in Chinese 
Buddhist monasteries. Individual monks and their actions are mentioned in those 
accounts where they are employed as examples. Even though in three juan the Da Song 
seng shilüe happens to be a comparatively short text, it is a compendium bringing 
together important key anecdotes of historical relevance. Unlike the monk biographies, 
the Da Song seng shilüe is usually not the earliest source on a given matter, but as it 
sums up many of the anecdotes that are considered historically important, it includes 
many issues that also come up in the “Fayun tongsai zhi.” 

Also miracle accounts are often quoted in the materials translated for the present 
volume. As we have seen, in the first volume of this Fozu tongji translation project 
played their role, too. The intention behind miracle accounts is to demonstrate the 
sacrosanctity of Buddhism by presenting spectacular miracles it could bring about. 
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With regard to the materials translated for the present volume, mostly other collections 
of miracle accounts would however be relevant than for the materials translated for the 
first volume. The only collection of miracle accounts relevant for the materials 
translated in both volumes would be the Taiping guangji 太平廣記 (Extensive Records 
of the Taiping [Xingguo] Era).41 The work was compiled during the Taiping xingguo 太
平興國 era (976–983) of Song Taizong 宋太宗—hence the title. The Taiping guangji is 
a compilation of accounts that previously appeared in other accounts. Thus the content 
of the Taiping guangji refers to a long time span, which is why the “Fayun tongsai zhi” 
quotes it both in the materials translated for the first and for the present volume. Many 
of the original miracle account collections, whose content reappears in the Taiping 
guangji, are now lost. This makes the Taiping guangji an invaluable source in retrieving 
much of the content quoted in the “Fayun tongsai zhi.” The more original collections of 
miracle tales relevant for the materials translated in the present volume include the 
Mingbao ji 冥報記 (Records of Miraculous Retribution), compiled in the mid-seventh 
century by Tang Lin 唐臨, a devout Buddhist layman, and the Guangyi ji 廣異記 
(Record of Widespread Anomalies), a text that is not fully preserved, but must have 
been written by Dai Fu 戴孚 during the late Tang. 

Finally, also works of worldly historiography play their role as important sources to the 
“Fayun tongsai zhi.” Of relevance here are especially the dynastic histories, i.e. the 
Suishu 隋書, the Jiu Tangshu 舊唐書, the Xin Tangshu 新唐書, and the Xin Wudai shi 
新五代史. Occasionally we also see anecdotes that are known from the Tang huiyao 
唐會要.  <>   

BUDDHIST HISTORIOGRAPHY IN CHINA by John 
Kieschnick [The Sheng Yen Series in Chinese Buddhist Studies, 
Columbia University Press, 9780231205627] 
Since the early days of Buddhism in China, monastics and laity alike have expressed a profound concern 
with the past. In voluminous historical works, they attempted to determine as precisely as possible the 
dates of events in the Buddha’s life, seeking to iron out discrepancies in varying accounts and pinpoint 
when he delivered which sermons. Buddhist writers chronicled the history of the Dharma in China as 
well, compiling biographies of eminent monks and nuns and detailing the rise and decline in the religion’s 

https://www.amazon.com/Buddhist-Historiography-China-Chinese-Studies/dp/0231205627/
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fortunes under various rulers. They searched for evidence of karma in the historical record and drew on 
prophecy to explain the past. 

John Kieschnick provides an innovative, expansive account of how Chinese Buddhists have sought to 
understand their history through a Buddhist lens. Exploring a series of themes in mainstream Buddhist 
historiographical works from the fifth to the twentieth century, he looks not so much for what they 
reveal about the people and events they describe as for what they tell us about their compilers’ 
understanding of history. Kieschnick examines how Buddhist doctrines influenced the search for the 
underlying principles driving history, the significance of genealogy in Buddhist writing, and the 
transformation of Buddhist historiography in the twentieth century. This book casts new light on the 
intellectual history of Chinese Buddhism and on Buddhists’ understanding of the past. 

CONTENTS 
Introduction  
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2. Sources  
3. Karma 
4. Prophecy 
5. Genealogy  
6. Modernity  
Conclusion  
Acknowledgments  
Appendix ι. Chronological List of Major Works  
Appendix 2. Lineage Charts  
Notes  
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In 1954, Vinshun (1906-2003), perhaps the most respected and certainly the most prolific Chinese 
monastic of the twentieth century, completed a collection of essays titled Researching Buddhism with 
Buddhism.  Born in the final years of the Qing dynasty and witness to political reform, modern warfare, 
industrialization, and revolution, Yinshun was a bridge from the traditional Buddhist background and 
concerns of the monks and laymen I discuss for most of this book to the scholars who research 
Buddhism today in the offices and libraries of modern international universities. Keenly aware that, like 
the politics and society that surrounded him, Buddhism too required rapid, radical reform, Yinshun 
rejected as antiquated many of the scholarly techniques and assumptions discussed here—recourse to 
prophecy, ready acceptance of the miraculous, the belief that sutras transmitted to China were all the 
word of the Buddha, the assertion that an unbroken genealogical chain of master and disciples 
transmitted Buddhist truths from ancient Indian to modern China, and so on. Nonetheless, in the 
preface to Researching Buddhism with Buddhism, rather than simply embracing the conventions of 
modern academic research, Yinshun instead attempted to lay out a modern but at the same time 
Buddhist approach to scholarship, and specifically to history. 

This kind of deliberate, conscious effort to formulate a distinctively Buddhist historiography is rare, 
perhaps even unique. In Yinshun's case, it meant Buddhist analysis of causality, relentless attention to the 
impermanence of all things, and persistent reflection on the historian's own lack of an enduring self 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
352 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

when reading, writing, and debating history. Few Buddhist historians have been so aware of their own 
methodologies (and I will return to Yinshun's ideas in more detail in the final chapter of this book). 

Nevertheless, although we find few such overt statements of Buddhist scholarly principles in the study of 
history before the twentieth century, the premise of this book is that, in broad terms, there is such a 
thing as a Buddhist historiography, that Buddhist doctrines, literature, and institutions fostered a 
distinctive vision of the past. And nowhere is Buddhist historiography better represented, whether in 
the length of the tradition or in the sheer volume of material, than it is in China. 

This book examines the historical writings of monks and Buddhist laymen. Its focus is not the modern 
academic study of Chinese Buddhist history, a tradition now long enough to warrant a study of its own 
that would examine why and how scholars working in universities in China and abroad have approached 
this history from the nineteenth century to the present? Instead, I focus here on writings by self-
professed Chinese Buddhists—mostly monks, but a few laymen as well—who wrote about the past. 
Modern scholars of Chinese Buddhism have always been interested in its history, but relatively little 
attention has been given to Buddhist historical writings, not just as repositories of historical facts but as 
ways of thinking about the past. This is my concern here. As I outline below, there is a wealth of 
material for the study of the place of the past in Chinese Buddhism; dozens of large, elegant books from 
all periods written by well-known figures, mostly preserved in formal collections, are readily available. 

But the fact that the topic of Chinese Buddhist historiography has attracted relatively little scholarly 
attention despite the considerable body of material available for such a study is not, on reflection, all 
that surprising. In the most general terms, Buddhist historiography in Tibet and East Asia is easily 
recognizable as history, though as we will see with many distinctive characteristics, while traditional 
Buddhist historical writings of South and Southeast Asia, rarely citing dates or engaging in source 
criticism, often require us to question our own assumptions about what history is. But even in China, 
with one of the richest historiographical traditions in world civilization, Buddhist doctrine and history 
are not the most natural of companions. 

*** 

Four Ways to Read Buddhist History 
Given my own linguistic limitations compounded by the vast quantity of material available, I have 
confined the following chapters to Chinese Buddhism, but first I propose some considerations for 
Buddhist history as a whole, centered on the question of what makes Buddhist historiography 
distinctive, a theme I circle back to repeatedly. In addressing a given historical work written from a 
Buddhist perspective—and in attempting to determine what, if anything is Buddhist about its approach—
^ have found useful four themes: time, doctrine, agenda, and craft. 

Time 
As we have seen, Buddhist writers had recourse to cosmological theories of cyclical time when 
attempting to make sense of the past. But they also paid attention to another common means for 
slipping back and forth in time: prophecy, including both prophecies already fulfilled and, more rarely, 
speculation based on prophecies in the past about what will happen in the author's future. In writing 
about prophecy, authors glide right and left along a time line, recounting the prediction and the events 
that followed, and then often returning to the prophecy to explain the hidden points that only became 
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clear after the events it predicted took place. I devote a chapter below to prophecy in Chinese Buddhist 
historiography, but prophecy runs throughout Buddhist historical writing from before the twentieth 
century. Consider the Mahavamsa, or Great Chronicle, one of the first sustained and self-

consciously 
historical Buddhist works in South Asia. Composed in the fifth  or sixth century, the Maha^amsa keeps 
to a roughly chronological frame but often plays with time, primarily for literary effect, shifting from the 
historical present to the time of the authors and back to the time of the Buddha, or even the previous 
buddhas, and occasionally relating events from past lives to explain the event under discussion. Linking 
past to present throughout the book are prophecies, frequently recounted and always fulfilled. In other 
words, the text often employs both analepsis (flashbacks) and prolepsis (foreshadowing). Prophecy is not 
unheard of in non-Buddhist historical writing and, at least in Sou2(t)-h Asia, combining prophecy and 
discussion of the previous lives of historical figures is not exclusively Buddhist. But certainly in East Asia 
the combination of rebirth and prophecy marked historical writing as Buddhist. In Buddhist 
historiography, flashbacks and foreshadowing are more than literary techniques intended to guide a 
reader through a story (though they did that as well); reflecting on past and future events was a way to 
explore and explain how people and events are connected through a Buddhist understanding of ethics, 
karma, and cosmology. 

Aside from past lives and prophecies of future events, occasionally Buddhist historians reference 
liturgical time with a focus on when ceremonies should be carried out to mark remembrance of 
historical events such as the Buddha's birth, though this is an approach to dividing time that plays little 
role in formal Buddhist historiography of the sort I treat here. In East Asia, Buddhist history is most 
commonly structured on political time, with dynasties, emperors, and reign-era titles anchoring people 
and events to a recognizable time line. In this there is nothing distinctively Buddhist; in all sorts of 
historical writing, reference to dynasties and emperors is a convenient shorthand for locating a subject 
and provides context for the persistent power of the state to control the monastic community. Even for 
the modern historian, it is standard practice to narrate the history of Chinese Buddhism dynasty by 
dynasty. 

From about the eleventh cen2(t)-ury, in China political time was joined with genealogy, in which "family 
trees" of masters and disciples were arranged such that a given monk was important often primarily as a 
link between his master and his disciple. At about the same time, Buddhist historians also played with 
the option of strict chronological history—arranging biographies and events according to a bare list of 
dates with little or no political or religious relevance. In China at least it was the genealogical approach 
that 'vas most distinctively Buddhist—and perhaps the only historiographical trend that spread in China 
from Buddhist to non-Buddhist historiography. Monks could be placed in the Tang dynasty or the Song, 
under this emperor or that, but what mattered for the genealogical history was the identity of their 
teacher and of their disciples as the lineage grew across time in an ever-expanding family tree. 

Doctrine 
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explains (mostly political) events through recourse to the theory of natural patterns of rise and decline; 
as "fate" distinct from these patterns; as the result of the intervention of the Sun Goddess, vengeful 
ghosts, buddhas, demons, and other nonhuman agents; or as karmic retribution for previous acts. In this 
panoply of causes, perhaps the most distinctively Buddhist, at least in East Asia, is karma, to which I 
devote a chapter below. All Buddhist historians were steeped in karmic lore about events in past lives 
affecting future ones as well as scholastic speculation on the subtleties of act, intent, and consequence 
that contribute to the karmic calculus that courses through the universe and undergirds historical 
development. 

Agenda 
Alongside attention to time and causation, which often betray distinctively Buddhist proclivities, 
consideration of authorial agenda is essential not only to evaluate the accuracy of a given history but also 
to understand why a historical work takes the shape it does. In much Buddhist historiography, the 
description of events is so unreliable that assessing the agenda is hardly necessary to determine that a 
given account is not accurate, but this does not render authorial agenda unimportant since the historians 
themselves are, though admittedly small in number, a fecund and influential part of the elite Buddhist 
tradition.  

Why, then, did Buddhists write history? Buddhist historians often relate history as a series of moral 
lessons. Events serve to illustrate the workings of karma, the power of Buddhist deities and relics, or the 
virtues of eminent monks. The authors of the Mahávamsa, for instance, explicitly introduce moralizing 
comments toward the end of each chapter. These may encourage readers to reflect on impermanence 
or to "renounce the joys of life," but most often they enjoin the reader to do good deeds and avoid evil. 
"In this changing existence do beings indeed (only) by works of merit come to such rebirth as they 
desire; pondering thus the wise man will be ever filled with zeal in the heaping up of meritorious works.* 
The moralizing tends to focus on the importance of accumulating merit ("In this way do the wise, doing 
many works of merit, gain with worthless riches that which is precious, but fools in their blindness, for 
the sake of pleasures, do much evil"). More specifically, the text often encourages readers to give alms 
("The wise who consider how marvelously precious is the giving of alms, while the gathering together of 
treasures [for oneself] is worthless, give alms lavishly, with a mind freed from the fetters [of lust], 
mindful of the good of beings). This call for charity no doubt reflects the monastic composition of the 
text coupled with an intended audience of rulers and merchants. We will see many examples below of 
historical works motivated by a desire to promote or defend the monastic community from its 
detractors, a tendency found wherever monks wrote history. Almost as common is the tendency to 
employ history to promote or defend a particular monk, monastery, or lineage against competing 
monks, monasteries, or lineages. Even the most methodologically sophisticated Buddhist historical 
works are often at root primarily fashioned as weapons in internal Buddhist sectarian disputes. 

Craft 
All of this is in keeping with the frequent assertion that the ideal of writing history to accurately 
reconstruct the past is a modern invention that would have seemed absurd to historians of previous 
times. If not for the sake of teaching a moral lesson, illustrating a doctrine like karma, or promoting a 
sectarian agenda, why would anyone want to simply arrange facts in a proper order? But somewhere 
between the lofty goals of moral instruction and the petty ones of victory over a sectarian rival, we do 
from time to time see precisely this tendency toward disinterested history in Buddhist historians' 
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devotion to their craft. Of course, before the modern period, history was not an academic discipline 
with codified standards of objectivity and source analysis; authors, Buddhist or otherwise, did not even 
call themselves "historians." Nonetheless, historiographical rules of art and standards for practice did 
take shape, and most of the authors of Buddhist historical works on some level aspired to be good 
historians rather than simply moralists or entertainers. 

Consider Táranátha's (1577-1634) History of Buddhism in India (Rgya gar Chos'byung). Completed in 
1608 in Tibet, Táranatha's work covers some of the same ground as the Mahavamsa, including, for 
instance, accounts of the three councils and the reign of Asoka. And despite the centuries that separated 
Táranátha from so many of the people and events he describes, his work is to this day widely cited, 
alongside the Mahavamsa, for reconstructing the early stages of Buddhism in authoritative modern 
histories of Indian Buddhism like those of Akira Hirakawa and Etienne Lamotte, one scholar going so far 
as to praise Táranátha's work as "in many ways the most important history of Indian Buddhism to be 
written in any language." 

Far from the subdued historiographical consciousness of the ^^havamsa, often undistinguishable from 
epic, the History of Buddhism in India represents a distinct genre of writing that celebrates the 
marshaling and critical assessment of information. Táranátha sorts through his sources, weeding out 
those "not related to the history of the True Doctrine," and ostentatiously noting, "I have myself heard 
many Indian legends. These also I am not recording here". He relishes the opportunity to exercise his 
considerable analytical skills, triumphantly pointing out previous misreadings of particular words that led 
to misinterpretations by shoddy scholars, or miscalculations in clumsy accounts of prophecy. He 
reserves his most caustic criticism not for the moral failings of his subjects but for the blundering 
historians who attempted to recount their actions with arguments that are "irrational and groundless," 
"palpably wrong," "chronologically baseless," dependent on "fancy," and "empty babble." 

Perhaps readers more sensitive to sectarian Buddhism of seventeenth-century Tibet may detect a subtle 
defense of Táranátha's Jo pang lineage (fiercely persecuted less than two decades after his death), but if 
he had such an agenda, it is hidden deep beneath the veneer of his devotion to solid history and 
contempt for sloppy scholarship. In contrast to the Mahavamsa, links to the present (seventeenth-
century Tibet) are few. Nor do we see in the History of Buddhism in India the sort of moralizing that 
ends every chapter of the ^^havamsa. Instead, Táranátha's driving agenda seems to be a scholarly one—a 
commitment to careful, reliable history, an objective ideal. Just as the Mahavanisa opens with a salutation 
followed by a brief critique of its predecessors, the History of Buddhism in India begins: 

Even the learned (Tibetan) chroniclers and historians, when they come to discuss India, exhibit with 
their best efforts merely their poverty, like petty traders exhibiting their meagre stock. Some of the 
scholars, while trying to describe the origin of the Doctrine, are found to commit many a mistake. For 
the benefit of others, therefore, I am preparing this brief work with the mistakes eliminated. 

At times this relentless enthusiasm for rooting out the errors of previous historians verges on scholarly 
showmanship, as when Táranátha notes that of seven sources for one incident, two are translated into 
Tibetan, but "I have seen the others in their Indian originals." Passages such as these, interrupting the 
narrative with erudite asides, suggest that this is a scholarly work written for other scholars, or at least 
for those who appreciate the finer points of the historian's craft. We will see these same tendencies 
throughout Chinese Buddhist historiography by looking out for rare moments when the historian 
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introduces or intervenes in a story to explain why one source is more reliable than another, or to 
correct a date, name, or scribal error. Even more challenging is to detect if there is anything in these 
technical skills that betrays Buddhist sensibilities. In China in particular, the ideals and standards for 
writing proper, elite history were well established before the entrance of Buddhism. Nonetheless, there 
are moments when a historian invokes a Buddhist doctrine to explain a source discrepancy or draws on 
Buddhist principles to reflect on the reason the historical record is unclear. 

Summary of Chapters 
All of the preceding caveats about shared tradition aside, Chinese Buddhist historiography was 
distinctive, in the context of Chinese historiography and in the context of Buddhist historiography. In 
chapter 1 I emphasize the importance of India's past for Buddhist historians in China. Unlike court 
historians, who expressed little interest in Indian history, Buddhist historians were forced to grapple 
with a tradition with very different historiographical practices, pushing them to develop creative 
techniques for dating events and mold unwieldy historical data to the needs of their Chinese audience. 

Chapter a examines source criticism in Chinese Buddhist historiography. Like all Chinese history, most 
Buddhist histories are composite works that patch together previous accounts, copied wholesale, often 
without attribution. Nonetheless, as a part of their scholarly ethos, Buddhist historians were careful to 
note discrepancies in different accounts of the same person or event. And in the ways they deal with 
these differences, they disclose distinctively Buddhist beliefs. 

Chapter 3 takes up the topic of karma, a fundamentally historical doctrine, a principle that takes effect 
over time. Chinese Buddhist historians, steeped in both karmic lore and scholastic writings on karma, 
were quick to realize its potential as a historiographical tool, a device that they believed set them apart 
from their counterparts at court, allowing them to see the underlying principles driving history. 

Chapter 4 asks why, in works ostensibly devoted to the past, Buddhist historians spill so much ink 
discussing the future. At times Buddhist historians relate prophecies of what will happen after they are 
gone; more often, they tell stories of predictions in the past that by their own time had already been 
realized. One of the puzzles is that even in the stories, the prophecies are not initially understood and 
are only seen to have been accurate predictions of the future after the events they foretold have come 
to pass. Misunderstood or ignored, prophecies seldom do anyone any good, even in historical accounts 
that document their accuracy. Why, then, are they so pervasive? 

Chapter 5 narrates the rise of genealogical history, both inspired and shaped by sectarian division. 
Structuring the past according to a monastic family tree raised the stakes for historical writing; it could 
connect the historian himself to a lineage of eminent masters extending a11 the way back to the Buddha, 
but it at the same time entailed exclusion—some branches of the tree were more central than others, 
and some were pruned off the tree entirely. The demands of the new genre and its consequences are 
the subject of this chapter. 

In chapter 6 I trace the rapid turn from the tradition of Buddhist historiography that had taken shape 
over fifteen hundred years to new forms of scholarship, now taking place in the universities. Although 
monastics had always been at some remove from the more prestigious literati historians, in the 
twentieth century the gap grew even larger. In the first half of the twentieth century, Chinese academic 
historians learned foreign languages and studied abroad, keeping abreast of the latest developments in 
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historiography in Germany, Britain, and the United States, and returned to teach in the newly founded 
universities in Peking, Shanghai, and Canton. Monks, while operating largely in isolation from this 
cosmopolitan world of the modern intellectual, nonetheless recognized the need for reform and so 
introduced a new style of Buddhist historiography. Examining this transformation is useful both for what 
it tells us about modern Buddhism in China and because it helps to clarify what came before. 

My hope for the reader is that the materials I gather here will make the case for the value of 
incorporating Buddhist historical writings into the more developed field of Chinese historiography—
every overview of Chinese historiography should take Buddhism into consideration. I also hope that this 
book will help to carve out a place of greater prominence for historical thought in the intellectual 
history of Chinese Buddhism, since working with history, aside from its own merits, is often a way of 
thinking through doctrine. Finally, and most ambitiously, I hope that the book will contribute more 
generally to a growing body of scholarship on the distinctive characteristics of religious historiography, 
past and present.  <>   
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Prelude 
During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Chinese Buddhism, like China in general, was at 
a crossroads. As the world order was changing, the entire country was undergoing a painful process of 
political, economic, and cultural adaptations. Chinese religious traditions were forced to fit into this new 
reality. Chinese Buddhists gave much thought to how to respond to these changes. To a large extent, 
the story of Buddhism in the modern period became the journeys of these different responses. This 
book is about a one of these responses, the man who inspired it, and how the movement he inspired 
rippled through the intellectual history of China during the Republican period. The man was Ouyang 
Jingwu 歐陽竟無 (1871–1943); a Buddhist layman, scholar, and educator. Unlike many others, Ouyang 
and his followers did not embrace the popular forms of Buddhism in China. They neither embraced 
Chan meditation nor Pure Land recitation. Unlike others, they did not seek out solutions to improve the 
quality of the Saṅgha, nor did they try to prove that Buddhism was compatible with science or even 
superior to it. Instead, they turned to the Indian roots of the tradition, especially the marginalized 
teachings of the Yogācāra school, and criticized the dominant Chinese Buddhist doctrines and practices 
of their time. 

Commenting on the place of the revival of Indian Buddhist scholasticism by Ouyang and his followers 
within the history of Buddhism in the modern period, Wing-tsit Chan famously wrote in the early 1950s 
that: “The development of Buddhist thought in the twentieth century has been exclusively the story of 
Buddhist Idealism.”4 While Chan may have exaggerated the “exclusive” role of Buddhist scholasticism’s 
revival, I do agree with the Buddhologist Chen Bing who wrote that this revival has been: “not only the 
most fascinating development in the whole Chinese Buddhist revival movement, but also a major event 
in modern Chinese intellectual and cultural history that cannot be ignored.”  

This seemingly peculiar choice to revive a long forgotten Indian Buddhist school of thought is one of the 
main pu|vles of Ouyang’s career. What was it that intellectuals such as Ouyang found in this teaching at 
that particular time period? Why would someone in the early part of the twentieth century resort to a 
1,500-year-old philosophy and dedicate his life to propagating its teaching in the midst of the upheavals 
of early modern China? Why did others find it appealing? These are some of the questions that I address 
in this book. 

To address these questions, I will focus on one central theme that is crucial to understanding Ouyang 
and his ideas. Ouyang’s main motivation for reviving Yogācāra Buddhism was his belief that the 
unearthing of the authentic (真) teachings of Buddhism would be efficacious both on the individual 
existential level and as a spiritual solution for the new China. I would argue that it was this discourse of 
authenticity and teachings of this kind of Buddhism that galvanized Buddhist intellectuals and framed this 
disappointment with what they perceived as “superstitious” Buddhism. Ouyang generated excitement 
and curiosity among a new generation of Buddhist intellectuals who flocked to his Nanjing center, the 
China Buddhist Studies Institute (支那內學院, hereafter Buddhist Studies Institute), to study Buddhist 
doctrine. A focus on his career will shed significant light on the formation of Buddhist scholasticism in 
modern China, the birth of academic studies of Buddhism, and how scholastic Buddhism served as the 
foundation for the influential New Confucian6 movement in the second half of the twentieth century and 
today.  

https://brill.com/view/book/9789004437913/BP000009.xml#FN090004
https://brill.com/view/book/9789004437913/BP000009.xml#FN090006
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Ouyang’s fame as a scholar and teacher spread across China during the Republican period. A popular 
adage summarizes his reputation: “in the South there is Ou[yang Jingwu] in the North there is Han 
[Qingjing].” While Han Qingjing 韓清淨 (1884–1948) taught Buddhism in Beijing, it was Ouyang’s 
charisma, erudition, and zeal that made him the center of the scholastic revival of Republican China. His 
reputation as a great scholar earned him the title “Great Master” (大師), an honor rarely given to a 
layperson. As much as he was appreciated, very few attracted criticism and passionate opposition like 
Ouyang Jingwu. His insistence of purifying Buddhism and teaching the authentic doctrine was one of the 
major causes for these reactions. 

The Structure of the Book 
Chapter 1 presents Ouyang’s early years and his traditional educational background. It outlines his 
philosophical transformation, as Ouyang explored different Confucian schools in search of a suitable 
guiding ideology for a time of crisis. While finding a new home in the Lu-Wang school of Confucianism, 
Ouyang was also influenced by Gui Bohua, a friend who eventually introduced him to his teacher, Yang 
Wenhui 楊文會 (1837–1911). Yang succeeded to convert Ouyang to Buddhism and Ouyang began his 
career as a student and later as a teacher. We will pay special attention to Ouyang’s growing interest in 
Indian Buddhism as an alternative to the mainstream Buddhism in China as well as his focus on doctrinal 
authenticity. We then move to his attempt to bolster the status of Buddhism and reshape its internal 
debates and its relations with the state by forming the first Buddhist Association. Finally, we discuss the 
establishment of the Buddhist Studies Institute, the flagship institution of the scholastic movement, which 
contributed to the revolution in Buddhist education in China. 

Ouyang’s writings have a clear critical dimension as well as a more constructive dimension. Chapters 2 
and 3 deal with Ouyang’s critical scholarship while the fourth chapter addresses one of his signature 
contributions to Chinese Buddhist doctrine. Chapter 2 pays special attention to the analysis of Ouyang’s 
critique of Chinese Buddhism as inauthentic. Ouyang’s critique encompassed almost all major indigenous 
Chinese Buddhist schools. He determined that the Huayan and Tiantai schools, the schools that 
provided the doctrinal foundations for Chinese Buddhism, developed erroneous teachings based on the 
wrong foundations. He also criticized the Chan school for its dismissiveness of Buddhist doctrine, which, 
he argued, resulted in ignorance and a decline in the quality of Buddhism. Finally, I will discuss Ouyang’s 
critique of a previous attempt to revive the Yogācāra teaching. Because it was entrenched in Chan, 
Tiantai, and Huayan philosophical frameworks, the resultant Yogācāra was, in his view, a distorted one. 

Chapter 3 ties Ouyang’s critique of Chinese Buddhism to one of the most important debates in modern 
Buddhism in China: the authenticity and provenance of the Awakening of Faith or Dasheng qixin lun 大乘

起信論. We will see that the teachings of the Awakening of Faith underpin Ouyang’s critique of the 
Huayan and Tiantai doctrines. Ouyang played a crucial role in the debate, arguing against the 
philosophical position of the text. I discuss his view and describe its later impact. The chapter 
contextualizes Ouyang’s view in the broader range of views that animated the debate. This chapter also 
introduces Ouyang’s critique of a prevalent analysis of the philosophical terms “essence” (體) and 
“function” (用), and his development of an alternative, which, he argued, represented the authentic 
Buddhist position he was concerned with. 
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Chapter 4 describes Ouyang’s solution to the problems discussed in the second and third chapters. The 
years described in this chapter, between 1917 and 1927, were the most creative in Ouyang’s career, and 
this is the period for which he is most known. The chapter focuses on his most controversial innovation. 
Using Abhidharma and especially Yogācāra Buddhism as his benchmarks, Ouyang developed an 
idiosyncratic view in the debate surrounding the correct meaning of the two terms most commonly 
used to translate “Yogācāra” into Chinese. He then offered a hermeneutically creative interpretation of 
these terms. With his new interpretation, Ouyang argued for a reconsideration of the foundational 
teachings that Buddhists in China considered “Hīnayānist” and which he considered necessary and 
authentic. 

In Chapter 5 I discuss Ouyang’s later thought, mostly his Buddhist teachings. Beginning in the mid-1920s, 
he began to explore the Madhyamaka school, and argued for compatibility between the Madhyamaka and 
Yogācāra philosophies. A more radical change came in the 1930s, following the outbreak of the Sino-
Japanese war, when he began to talk and write about Confucianism with great zeal, and argued for full 
compatibility between the two traditions. He began writing about Buddhist practice, and turned his 
attention to Buddhist teachings that he had previously avoided, or even associated with inauthentic 
Buddhism. This phase is often overlooked by his detractors and admirers alike, in part large due to the 
fact that as a result of the war, he had to move his school from Nanjing to a re3(l)-1.atively remote part of 
Sichuan province. Nonetheless, an understanding of Ouyang as a thinker must include this shift in his 
later thought. I argue in this chapter that this shift seems to be related to Ouyang’s personal crises, 
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The Problem of Authenticity 
The drive to define the boundaries of authentic Buddhism was a key feature of Ouyang’s methodology 
and was what made him critical of mainstream Buddhism in China. Ouyang was not alone; during the 
early twentieth century, other reformers shared similar concerns, but he took this criticism further than 
most other Buddhist reformers. 

In their attempt to safeguard Buddhist authenticity, Ouyang and his followers advocated a 
“renewed” Indian Buddhism in China. This was a controversial proposition. In the early twentieth 
century and throughout the decades that followed, Chinese intellectuals grappled with the construction 
of a modern Chinese national identity. Ouyang’s choice of Indian Buddhism over Chinese Buddhism 
touched a very sensitive nerve in the public discourse at that time, for what he deemed as “fake” 
doctrines were exactly those most Buddhists considered the essence of Buddhism in China. The stage 
was set for a movement which would challenge long-held assumptions and leave its mark on the 
trajectory of Buddhism in modern China. 

There is a tradition of suspicion toward claims of authenticity in the study of religio At the same time, 
both practitioners and most scholars find themselves, wittingly or not, returning to the question of what 
differentiates one tradition from another. We can find it among fundamentalist movements who follow 
the literal meaning of their canonical texts, or movements that wish to return to a “purer” phase of 
their history. This kind of sentiment was also common among the Western religious traditions that had 
an impact on Chinese religious and intellectual life, first the Jesuits and later Protestants and Victorian 
scholars. We can find it also among scholars when they assume a referent to the terms “Christianity,” 
“Buddhist,” and so forth. For many, such as Karen Armstrong in the case of Islam or Stephen Batchelor 
in the case of Buddhism, the answer is still what McCutcheon called “a form of mythmaking” based on 
“claims to such things as the ‘deep meaning’ of a text or even the supposedly essential, human nature all 
people are said to share.” If not a text, the mythmaking of authenticity focuses on a founder or founders 
and their original intention. This mythmaking was also at the center of Ouyang’s project. 

Authenticity is often perceived as either the origin of a phenomenon or a phenomenon that accurately 
represents the original one. This “origin,” in reality, quickly becomes a moving target. As we shall see, 
Ouyang’s project, like any project that relies on claims of authenticity, was fraught with difficulties and 
was eventually challenged by competing claims of authenticity. As Georges Dreyfus aptly puts it, “I 
believe that the use of the rhetoric of authenticity should be viewed with great suspicion. It is more 
often than not an attempt to claim authority and disqualify other views within the tradition.”14 Rather 
than thinking of discourses of authenticity in terms of right or wrong, it is more useful to view such 
claims as an imagined narrative of historical origins or a perceived “essence” of a tradition (religious, 
cultural, or political), the sine qua non that defines the core of a specific tradition. Complex traditions 
often form in a slow evolution. Their new “beginnings” are never without prior social and cultural 
causes. At the same time, their “coherency” is always a subject of internal debates and negotiation. As 
Charles Taylor (following Lionel Trilling) argued, authenticity in the modern context ought to be 
understood as the “contemporary ideal.” Put it in a different way, as McCutcheon articulated: “The 
discourse on authenticity—whether found in ethnic, nationalist, or hermeneutic traditions—is an all too 
common, socio-rhetorical technique used to construct a facade of homogenous group identity in the 
face of unpredictable, competing, and inevitably changeable historical situations and social 
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interests.” This book highlights the “contemporary ideal” of Ouyang and why it resonated with his 
contemporaries and why eventually it faded away. 

The Problem of Authenticity in the Modern Period 
Despite its long history, as Charles Taylor noted, “authenticity” emerged as a powerful discourse in the 
last century. He argued: 

Everyone senses that something has changed [in the North Atlantic civilization]. Often this is 
experienced as a loss, break-up. A majority of Americans believe that communities are eroding, families, 
neighborhoods, even the polity; they sense that people are less willing to participate, to do their bit; and 
they are less trusting of others. Scholars don’t necessarily agree with this assessment, but the perception 
itself is an important fact about today’s society. No doubt there are analogous perceptions widespread 
in other Western societies.  

I would like to suggest that this sense of “loss,” of “break-up,” is not limited only to Western societies; 
in fact it is a characteristic of “modern” societies in many parts of the world, including the Chinese 
society into which Ouyang was born. The sense of loss caused by the rupture with pre-modern 
traditional patterns was the result of the growing dominance of the European political-economic system, 
not just in Europe but in non-European cultures as well, including China. 

In his book Chinese Intellectuals in Crisis, Chang Hao paraphrases the words of Song Yuren, a Sichuanese 
scholar from the late nineteenth century who foresaw how the collision of traditional Chinese culture 
with the West would lead to the end of the world he grew up in: “Both Western sciences and Western 
religion brought in ideas and views at odds with traditional values and world views. The Copernican 
universe of Western science was bound to collide with traditional Chinese world view.” Further: “This 
conflict [i.e., of the two world view …] would inevitably undermine the whole traditional hierarchical 
order.” Song Yuren, Chang Hao, and others19 have rightly highlighted the sense of crisis that followed 
the rupture among the intellectuals of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

This should not surprise us. In his article on the jargon of authenticity in the study of religion, 
McCutcheon paraphrases Bruce Lincoln’s definition of religion as “an ordinary form of human practice, 
as a socio-rhetorical technique used to create, contest, and re-create credible worlds and 
identities.” But I would like to follow Yuval Noah Harari’s broader definition of religions as “a system of 
human norms and values that is founded on a belief in a superhuman order.” Beyond the usual suspects 
of what we call religions—Judaism, Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism—Harari includes what many prefer 
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Ouyang emerges, let us consider how this discourse of authenticity is presented throughout the 
histories of the traditions that shaped Ouyang’s life and thought: the Confucian and the Buddhist. 

Searching for the Authentic Teaching of Confucius 
All those who have considered themselves Confucians throughout history accept the authority of 
Confucius’s teachings but disagree over how to interpret them. Yet most of them share the claim that 
their radically different interpretations of Confucius’s teachings represent his authentic teaching. In 2007 
the Confucian scholar Annping Chin articulated the desire for Confucius’s authentic teachings in vivid 
words: “I wanted him to be within my reach. I wanted him to take me to his teachings. And so, for two 
decades, I wandered through early books and their commentaries, scouting for leads that might yield a 
little bit more of Confucius. As I was writing this book, the drive became a tighter search for an 
authentic Confucius.”  

The debate over the meaning of Confucius’s true teachings found early expression in the debate 
between Mengzi and Xunzi over Confucius’s view on human nature. Later it became a rhetorical focal 
point in the rise of the Neo-Confucian movement. The notion of Daotong 道統 or “Transmission of the 
Way” was used by Zhu Xi and later Neo-Confucians to establish the succession of the Confucian 
orthodoxy, accounting for the rupture between the Han dynasty Confucians and the Tang Neo-
Confucians. At the same time, it was used to legitimize doctrinal innovations that the Neo-Confucians 
advocated and were not part of the Warring States and Han Confucianism.3 As a student of 
Confucianism this was part of Ouyang’s heritage, but it was the later development of Evidential Research 
(Kaozheng xue 考證學) of the Qing dynasty that likely inspired Ouyang’s quest for authenticity.  

The Evidential Research movement culminated during the eighteenth century and centered on principles 
such as “discover the truth through concrete facts” and “no belief without evidence.” Liang Qichao 梁啟

超 (1873–1929), the prominent late Qing and early Republican thinker and, for a short time, a disciple of 
Ouyang, summarized the methods of the school:  

1. Reliance on reliable evidence alone, speculations should be rejected. 

2. When trying to determine textual evidence “the more ancient is preferred.” In other words, the 
closer it is to the original, authentic text, the higher the chances are that the evidence is 
stronger. 

3. A need for a careful consideration of evidence. If the evidence obtained is not strong enough, it 
should be accepted provisionally until stronger evi- dence becomes available. If contrary 
evidence is found, the original evidence should be rejected. An anti-dogmatic approach vis-à-vis 
the Song-Ming approach is implied here. 

4. It is morally flawed to distort evidence to fit into one’s preconceived biases or dogma. 

5. One should attempt to categorize similar items in order to find an underlying law. 

6. Proper citations are a must. Plagiarism is unethical. 
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7. In case of disagreements, a free debate is called for. The debate should be so free that “even 
students should not hesitate to criticize or reject their teachers, and the recipient [of criticism] 
is never offended by it.”  

8. Rejection of intolerance to other people’s perspective. “An argument is limited to the problem 
at hand and the purport of its language must be solidly substantial and sincerely temperate.” 

9. It is better to specialize in a particular field than to be a kind of intellectual jack-of-all-trades. 

A simple writing style is largely preferred over “superfluous phraseology.” 

Benjamin Elman echoes Liang’s points in his five major characteristics of the Evidential Research 
scholars: 

1. They “search for evidence” in order to retrieve the past, or, in other words, they seek historical 
or philological proof for the authentic teaching. They “stressed exacting research, rigorous 
analysis, and the collection of impartial evidence drawn from ancient artifacts and historical 
documents and texts.” But evidence was also sought through linguistics, astronomy, 
mathematics, and geography, among others. This search for evidence is characteristic of 
Ouyang’s methodology and was a part of his critique of Buddhists and traditional Chinese 
intellectuals who lacked rigorous research and analysis. 

2. Qing Evidential Research scholars wished to “resume the interrupted conversation with 
antiquity.” While Evidential Research scholars criticized the method, Neo-Confucians attempted 
to resume the transmission of the Confucian Dao; they too wished to retrieve the authentic 
teachings of Confucianism. These scholars argued that the tradition has departed from its 
original meaning and that the original “essence” of the tradition must be retrieved. Ouyang, who 
was shaped among others by the Evidential Scholars’ aspirations and methodology, saw the 
retrieval of the Buddhist essence as a necessary step in moving forward, toward a modern 
nation and a meaningful existence in a modern age. This essence had to be retrieved from 
antiquity, from the Indian texts that preserved the origins of Buddhism. 

3. Evidential Scholars advocated specialization rather than the Song-Ming ideal of a well-rounded 
“amateur ideal.” This was also a characteristic of Ouyang’s career, whose attention to details 
and complete dedication to a scholarly career were reflected in his study of Yogācāra thought. 

4. Evidential Research revived the study of non-orthodox texts and thinkers. Similarly, Ouyang and 
the scholastic movement revived the study of Yogācāra teaching and the study of Buddhist logic, 
both of which were outside of the mainstream of Buddhist education in China. While Yogācāra 
was never a non-orthodox school, it was considered by many a less perfect teaching. One major 
difference is that unlike the scholars who advocated the critical assessment of non-Confucian 
sources, Ouyang’s main critical work remained within the boundaries of the Buddhist tradition. 

5. Finally, Evidential Research elevated teaching as a vocation and not just as a career of 
compromise for those who were unable to secure a position in the imperial 
bureaucracy. Ouyang was undoubtedly an heir to the ideal of teaching as a vocation. Throughout 
his career he showed an unusual commitment to teaching, sacrificing his own prospect of 
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securing a more stable profession in order to teach and establish an institute to promote his 
vision of Buddhism. 

Evidential Research scholars did not hesitate to confront dogmatism and orthodoxy and question 
traditional values. This spirit inspired in Ouyang a sense of openness and legitimacy to explore uncharted 
territories, even if it questioned foundational and long-held assumptions. 

The Late Qing Intellectuals’ Rediscovery of Buddhism 
With the decline of the Confucian orthodoxy, the renewed interest in non-canonical philosophers, and 
the spread of Western studies came an openness that led to a renewed interest in Buddhism as well. 
Liang Qichao commented: “With the introduction of Western philosophy, there naturally aroused a 
kindred interest in Indian philosophy.” He later added: “Among the late Qing Scholars of ‘New 
Learning,’ there [was] none who did not have some connection with Buddhism and true believers 
clustered about Yang Wenhui.” Among them were some of the greatest minds of the age: Kang Youwei 
康有为 (1858–1927), Zhang Taiyan 章太炎 (1868–1936), Liang Qichao himself, and, to a lesser degree, 
the first president of Beijing University, Cai Yuanpei 蔡元培 (1868–1940). 

The rediscovery of scholastic Buddhism began in the late Qing and lasted throughout the Republican 
period. Ouyang was shaped by it as a young man and later shaped it as a teacher and a scholar. He 
added rigor, professionalism, and appeal to the study of Buddhism in China for a new generation of 
intellectuals. The question of the relations between Chinese and Indian Buddhism was a thread that was 
woven throughout Ouyang’s career in teaching, research, and publication. It is also the major theme of 
the following chapters. 

Searching for the Authentic Buddha’s Words 
Buddhists have grappled with the genuine teachings of the Buddha since very early on in the tradition. 
Without the Buddha’s living authority, conflicts and disagreements over what constitute the saddharma, 
or “correct teaching,” emerged. How would the tradition decide what is authentic and what should be 
considered a deviation? Can we hope to discern the authentic teachings of the Buddha? These questions 
are still debated among scholars of Buddhism. For many contemporary Buddhists, especially Theravāda 
Buddhists, the Pāli canon is often considered the true teaching of the Buddha.37 There is, however, no 
consensus among scholars that any significant portion of the Pāli canon represents the ideas and words 
of the historical Buddha. What could be legitimately called the words of the Buddha, or words uttered 
under the authority of the Buddha (buddhavacana) is and has been a contested question. Non-Mahāyāna 
Buddhist schools such as the Mahāsāṃghikas and the Mūlasarvāstivāda had their own canon to rely on. 
They argued that discourses uttered by Buddha’s disciples also ought to be considered “Buddha’s 
words.” In the Pāli canon we see discourses preached by Śāriputra (e.g., MN 5, MN 9, and MN 28) or by 
Maudgalyāyana (MN 15). Other schools added under the umbrella of authenticity additional, potentially 
verifiable teachers of the Dharma including, among others, sages (ṛṣis), the elders of the Saṅgha, and 
gods like Indra, as long as their utterances are in agreement with the sūtras and the vinaya.  

This position was also adopted in the Mahāyāna where some sūtras feature bodhisattvas as the main 
speakers. In some cases, the Buddha is not present for part of the sūtra, whereas in others he is not 
present at all or is in a state of deep meditation, as in the case of the Prajñāpāramitāhṛdaya-sūtra (a.k.a. 
Heart Sūtra T 251) where the two participants are the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara and Śāriputra. For 
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some Buddhist thinkers, like Atiśa for example, beings such as Avalokiteśvara can represent 
the buddhavacana even if the Buddha is not present because “[they] have attained the powers of 
clairaudience that are achieved with ṛddhi (magical power) and abhijñā (superknowledge), which allow 
them to hear the words of the Buddhas from extraordinary distances.”  

While the sūtras and vinaya were considered by all Buddhist schools to be the words of the Buddha, the 
status of the subsequent Abhidharma was more problematic. In the first few verses of 
the Abhidharmakośa (阿毘達磨倶舍論, Treasury of Higher Doctrine, T 1558), Vasubandhu (fourth to 
fifth cen- tury CE) already presents us with a controversy between the Vaibhāṣikas and the Sautrāntikas. 
The text reads: “Since there are no other means to pacify the defilements than the examination 
of dharmas, and since it is because of defilements that the world wanders in the sea of existence, for that 
reason this [treatise] was uttered, as they say (kila), [by the Buddha].” Bruce Hall adds in his translation 
of the first chapter of the Abhidharmakośa that the Sanskrit word kila is used by Vasubandhu to indicate a 
problematic position often held by the Vaibhāṣikas and the Theravādins. The Sautrāntikas, on the other 
hand, rejected the position that the Buddha uttered the Abhidharma, sidestepping the prior position of 
authenticity all together.  

The growth of the Mahāyāna from a marginal movement to one of dominance in Indian Buddhism 
presented a new set of problems for the question of authenticity. Mahāyāna Buddhists who produced 
new sūtras seem to have felt obliged to defend their tradition and the authenticity of their texts as the 
Buddha’s words. We can determine this from the fact that all Mahāyāna sūtras, like the Pāli ones, begin 
with the standard formula, “thus have I heard” [from the Buddha]. There are many clues in the 
early sūtras that suggest that it was not an easy sell and that outsiders did not quickly accept these new 
texts as authoritative. The reasons are obvious to a modern reader and were probably even more 
noticeable to an Indian Buddhist of the early first millennium CE. 

Many of these texts noticeably departed in style, content, and language from pre-Mahāyāna sūtras. For 
example, they introduced a much larger array of participants; many sūtras featured bodhisattvas as the 
main speakers or different Buddhas among others. In response, the Mahāyāna sūtras used a variety of 
literary and rhetorical devices to argue for these innovations. One of the repeated early claims, for 
example, was that the Buddha taught the pre-Mahāyāna Buddhist teachings to his disciples, the śrāvakas, 
whose faculties were not sharp enough to understand the deeper teachings of the Buddha. The 
Mahāyāna teachings were then revealed only to other realms of beings, while humans were made to 
wait until a generation that could understand these teachings appeared. Another explanation which 
accounted for new doctrine was the emphasis on skillful means (upāya kauśalya). Skillful means was used 
to account for the inconsistencies and the many innovations introduced by the Mahāyāna text. The 
different Buddha’s teachings, in the words of David McMahan, were strategically “given to particular 
disciples on various levels of spiritual attainment. In these scenarios, less spiritually developed people 
were given teachings of the Hīnayāna, while bodhisattvas and other nearly enlightened beings received 
the higher teachings of the Mahāyāna.” Additionally, there were also debates within the Mahāyāna family 
of doctrines as to which doctrines better represented the Buddha’s original intent, and different schools 
developed distinct views as to which doctrines were definite (nītārtha) and which were provisional 
(neyārtha). 
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Modern scholars of Buddhism are still divided over the authenticity of the canon. Some scholars argue 
that the canonical texts can be traced to the historical Buddha or at least that there is no reason to 
suspect that these texts do not represent the words of the Buddha himself or at least his immediate 
milieu. Richard Gombrich, for example, has argued that he has the “greatest difficulty in accepting that 
the main edifice [of the canon] is not the work of one genius” (i.e., the Buddha). He therefore 
recommended “that we should provisionally accept tradition till we have something to put in its place—
all the while preserving modest awareness of our uncertainty.” Others, such as Jan W. de Jong and A. K. 
Warder, have shared similar views.  

Other scholars, like Étienne Lamotte, have argued that the texts, by their own admission, are not the 
words of the Buddha. This is because each sūtra opens with the formula evaṃ mayā ṣrutam ekasmin 
samaye or “thus have I heard, at one time,” an indication admitting that this is a recounting of a sermon 
from Ānanda, the Buddha’s cousin and attendant. Furthermore, Lamotte points out that a few canonical 
texts clearly indicate that they were written years after the Buddha’s parinirvāṇa. Evidentiary debate such 
as this is enough, I believe, to suggest that the discourse of authenticity was problematic from the 
earliest stages of the tradition. 

Sūtras which cross the linguistic and cultural boundaries of Indian Buddhism complicated the discussion 
even further. In China, confusion about inconsistencies within sūtras as well as different interpretations 
made the heuristic skillful means very important. The solution to the different voices within the tradition 
was resolved in China partially by a doctrinal classification system known as panjiao 判教, in which 
different Buddhist, and sometimes non-Buddhist, doctrines were evaluated on a scale of rudimentary to 
ultimate. I will elaborate on the panjiao system in Chapter 2 (see “One Buddhism, Not Many”) and 
illustrate how this traditional system to determine authenticity in China was criticized by Ouyang and his 
Inner Study circle. 

Like many other Buddhist intellectuals before him, Ouyang also sought a Buddhist essence that would 
have a coherent message of liberation. But unlike pre-modern Buddhists, for Ouyang and his scholastic 
milieu, the discourse of authenticity served the purpose of legitimizing Buddhism itself as both a tradition 
worthy of modernity and a viable soteriological path, especially in times of change. 

Scholastic Buddhism and Yogācāra 
Ouyang Jingwu is best known for his radical solution for the spiritual crisis of his age: It would be found 
neither in China’s indigenous intellectual and religious traditions, nor in Western knowledge, but rather 
in the scholastic Indian Buddhist tradition of Yogācāra. For Ouyang, the teachings of the Yogācāra 
school were the essence of Buddhism, and so he tended to view the whole of Mahāyāna teaching from a 
Yogācāra angle. With this choice Ouyang broke from the typically nonsectarian tendencies among 
Chinese Buddhist leaders advocating a particular approach to Buddhism while criticizing others. 

The Yogācāra tradition was one of the most important schools of Mahāyāna philosophy in India and 
later in other parts of the Buddhist world. It developed sophisticated metaphysics, as well as a unique 
psychology and epistemology. Yogācāra thought emerged in India in the fifth century. It is rooted in 
the Saṃdhinirmocana-sūtra (Discourse Explaining the Profound Thought [of Buddha] T 676) and a 
systematization of its teachings by the half-brothers Asaṅga (fourth century) and Vasubandhu. The gist of 
the school’s philosophy appeared in short root texts such as Vasubandhu’s Viṃśatikākārikā (Twenty 
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Verses [on Consciousness-Only]) and the Triṃśikākārikā (Thirty Verses [on Consciousness-Only]) as 
well as in the more comprehensive manual of Yogācāra by Asaṅga, the Mahāyānasaṃgraha-
śāstra (Compendium of Mahāyāna). Larger texts such as the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra (Treatise on the 
Discrimination of Yogic Practice) and Abhidharmasamuccaya (Compendium of Abhidharma) also 
expounded the path from the Yogācāra perspective. Yogācāra continued to evolve and played an 
important role in India until the Buddhist decline in the subcontinent. 

In China, however, it enjoyed a shorter but considerable influence until the eighth century. During the 
sixth century, the school rose to prominence, culminating with the scholarly career of Xuanzang 玄奘 
(602–664) in the seventh century. Later, Yogācāra was viewed as imperfect and rudimentary by Buddhist 
thinkers from indigenous schools such as Huayan, Tiantai, and Chan Buddhism, and lost its appeal as an 
independent school of thought, despite the fact that central Yogācāra doctrines and concepts continued 
to live through the indigenous schools of Chinese Buddhism. 

Ouyang and Authenticity 
The modern Chinese quest for authentic Buddhism began when one of the leading Buddhists of the 
modern era, Yang Wenhui met with Max Müller, the well-known Oxford scholar of religion. Müller met 
Yang Wenhui, Ouyang’s teacher, when he served as a consul at the Chinese embassy in London. Yang 
was introduced to Müller through Müller’s student, the Japanese Buddhist scholar Nanjō Bunyū 南条文

雄 (1849–1927), who was helping Müller with his Sacred Books of the East Project. Yang helped Nanjō 
catalogue the Chinese canon and, as a token of their friendship, Nanjō reciprocated by sending back to 
China hundreds of volumes that had been lost in China. Many of the scriptures were commentaries on 
Yogācāra texts. These commentaries enabled scholars for the first time in centuries to gain a deeper 
understanding of the Yogācāra teachings. These texts ignited the Yogācāra revival movement that came 
to define Ouyang’s career. 

Among the important texts were Kuiji’s 窺基 (632–682) commentary on the Cheng weishi lun (Treatise 
on the Perfection of Consciousness-Only), which is considered the most authoritative commentary on 
the Cheng weishi lun, and a commentary by Dunlun 遁倫 (d.u.) on the Yogācārabhūmi-śāstra, the Yuqielun 
ji 瑜伽論記. These were foundational commentaries on key texts that enabled late Qing and early 
Republican period intellectuals to understand and appreciate the systematic nature of Yogācāra thought. 
It proved to be very attractive indeed. 

Recall that one of our questions was why would Chinese intellectuals generate an interest in medieval 
Indian philosophy during a large-scale crisis such as the transition from the Qing dynasty to the early 
Republic, when even its survival as a unified political and cultural entity was uncertain? Yogācāra offered 
both a highly sophisticated and systematic presentation of Buddhist theory as well as certain similarities 
with German idealism, a tradition that resonated in China during that time.56 These themes included 
questions about epistemology, the nature of the mind, how a deeper understanding of the human mind 
impacts ethical behavior, and the mind’s relation to its subject as well as whether its object is internal or 
external. These themes also included a critique of the increasingly popular scientific materialism that 
resonated with intellectuals who felt dissatisfied with how science was venerated as the only way to 
establish truth. In addition, scholastic Buddhists considered the Yogācāra tradition, due to their rational 
and analytical standards, a better response to the questions and issues raised by Western philosophy. As 
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Chen Bing puts it: “in the late Qing and early Republic the long-slumbering Yogācāra found a great 
opportunity for revival as a number of remarkable religious and academic figures chose it as a crown 
jewel of traditional civilization, and [as a tradition that was] able to respond to the challenge of Western 
culture. [They saw it as] the Dharma-gate best suited to the moment, and studied and spread it with 
great fervor.”  

Mainstream Chinese Buddhism, Ouyang argued, was not up to offering philosophical and moral and also, 
later, a soteriological path through the changing times. This was the task he envisioned for Buddhism. 
The redemptive potential of the tradition was wasted if systematic and critical analyses were to be 
abandoned in favor of mere speculations and “superstitions.” For Ouyang the cultivation of a critical 
analysis and a soteriological path rooted in reason was the hallmark of the Indian Buddhist tradition, and 
it emerged in the Yogācāra tradition in the most exquisite form. Ouyang saw the Yogācāra tradition as 
the culmination of the entire Buddhist tradition in India; consequently its teachings became the perfect 
expression of the authentic teaching of the Buddha. Reintroducing Yogācāra to China would benefit 
China as a nation, benefit the suffering Chinese, and ensure the viability of Buddhism in times of 
unprecedented change.  <>   

 

BUDDHIST STATECRAFT IN EAST ASIA edited by Stephanie 
Balkwill and James A. Benn [Series: Studies on East Asian 
Religions, Brill, 9789004509610] Open Access 
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Perhaps the best way to approach this volume on Buddhist statecraft is with the following observation in 
mind: the proper functioning of the state is a Buddhist concern. Throughout the history of the tradition, 
Buddhists have engaged questions of statecraft in their creation and propagation of texts, doctrines, 
rituals, institutions, and visual cultures. Political actors have, in turn, employed these products both to 
support and contest political power and the means of governance. In creating these resources for 
“Buddhist Statecraft,” Buddhists have acted both as members of religious communities and as agents of 
the state, often overtly. In this volume, we reject the idea that where Buddhists served as agents of the 
state they did so as politicians and not as religious actors, and we therefore seek to do away with the 
modern, secularist notion that politics and religion constitute different moral, ethical, and social 
spheres.1 It is clear from the six case studies contained in this book that Buddhists have participated in 
statecraft as members of their own communities and that questions of authority, leadership, governance, 
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Chinese mainland. This, in turn, has created a regional model of cultural transmission from the center to 
the periphery, and Buddhism has come along for the ride. But we know that this is not entirely true: 
many of the states on the borders of the Chinese empire and beyond adopted Buddhism independently 
from Chinese political culture and did so in historically and geographically unique ways. Buddhism, it 
seems, had its own life; undeniably part of the transmission of Sinitic culture across East Asia, Buddhism 
also existed independently from it. As the case studies contained in this volume show, in some cases 
Buddhism was itself a source for the spread of Chinese political culture (instead of the other way 
around), in some cases Buddhism provided a method by which to assert difference from China, and, in 
other cases still, Buddhism allowed for “China” to become a flexible historical placeholder for both the 
legitimation of and opposition to new and innovative means of statecraft throughout the region. 

From the distinct perspective of Buddhist Studies, this volume not only explores the ways in which 
Buddhists have thought about, served, and sometimes opposed the state across East Asia, but it also 
raises the question of the ways in which Buddhism, per se, holds the region together. As a powerful 
source for state formation, governance, and international relations, we argue that Buddhism, as an 
analytical category, should be understood as a kinetic force of cultural change and adaptation across the 
region that allowed for complex articulations of the relationship between the diverse states and polities 
that have exercised power at different times in history. In doing so, we follow the lead of Jacqueline I. 
Stone, who, in her contribution to this volume cites Robert Campany’s notion of “repertoire” in her 
definition of Buddhism and reminds us that, “The notion of Buddhism, not as a discrete, systematic 
entity, but as a fluid ‘repertoire’ of ideas, practices, values, symbols, and models for action, has proved 
useful in accounting for internal inconsistencies, tensions, even contradictions within the tradition, 
without postulating problematic distinctions between a ‘core essence’ and later accretions.” Additionally, 
building on the pioneering work of Tansen Sen and others, we position our study of Buddhist statecraft 
in East Asia within the context of pre-modern transnational Buddhism. As a transnational cultural force, 
the strength and the longevity of the Buddhist tradition across East Asia is not due to the prominence of 
imperial China and its structures, but is in fact due to how the tradition allows for unique expressions of 
a shared cultural heritage in the region. With this volume focused on statecraft, we argue that rulers 
across East Asia looked to the Buddhist tradition as a form of state management precisely because the 
tradition was transregional and not because it was distinctly Chinese. Highlighting the transregional 
character of the tradition as it applies to statecraft allows us to expose and analyze the transregional 
networks of peoples, objects, ideas, and policies that define the region in all of its complexity. 

What Is Buddhist Statecraft? 
The typical narrative of the development of Buddhist interest in and means of governing the state begins 
with hagiographic legends from the tradition’s history in India. As sources tell us, the Buddha was born 
as a prince of the Śākyas but one who came into the world with auspicious bodily markings that spoke 
of his ambivalent fate: either he would become a buddha or a universal monarch, a cakravartin. As these 
same sources tell us, he would go on to renounce palace life and become a buddha, returning only to 
ordain many members of his family—including his son—into his newly-formed monastic community. 
Although it is possible to read the Buddha’s life story as a rejection of kingship and of political 
involvement in general, the tradition has read it otherwise. Emphasizing the inherent connection 
between a buddha and a king in art, ritual, and literature, Buddhist traditions across Asia from historical 
times to the present have seen, in the Buddha’s legend, the political idea that the buddha and the king 
are two sides of the same coin. Both the king and the Buddha are partners in the ruling of the state; 
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whereas the Buddha has cosmic authority, the cakravartin king has the authority to enact the Buddha’s 
law in this world.  

These hagiographic legends that tell stories of the Buddha’s last human life significantly postdate the 
conjectured life of the Buddha himself, having only been formalized in the early centuries of the 
Common Era alongside the legend of the prototypical Buddhist King, Aśoka (r. 268–232 BCE). Although 
Aśoka’s own royal inscriptions show that he did not exclusively patronize Buddhism, later Buddhist 
legends of his life characterize him as the epitome of a dharmarāja, or Buddhist King. The question of 
what came first—the mythical identification of a buddha as a king or the life of the historical Buddhist 
King Aśoka—is difficult to answer. What we can say is that the formation of the tradition’s early 
mythologies spanned multiple centuries and that, across this span of time, they developed a connection 
between the Buddha and the king as well as between the Buddhist institution and the state that has been 
replicated across the entirety of Asia. 

These Indic legends from the tradition’s early history have been important across East Asia and more 
will be said about them throughout this volume; however, we begin our defining discussion of Buddhist 
statecraft in East Asia with a different foundational source: Biographies of Eminent Monks (Gaoseng 
zhuan 高僧傳: T no. 2059). The biographies contained in this Chinese collection from the Liang 梁 (502–
557) dynasty speak to a relationship between Buddhists and the state from an explicitly Sinitic 
perspective and within the long-standing literary genre of biography. There are many biographies from 
the collection that would be instructive for a study of Buddhist statecraft—and indeed some of those 
stories are cited in this volume—but here we focus on the first biography in the collection, that of East 
Asia’s first śramaṇa, the little-discussed Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga. The biography begins: 

Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga was originally from Central India. In manner, he was [like] a beneficent breeze. 
He understood the sūtras of the Greater and Lesser Vehicles and was always preaching and 
converting, considering it his duty. In the past, he went to a small vassal state of India to preach 
the Sūtra of Golden Light and met with an enemy state invading the borders. Mātaṅga simply said: 
“The Sūtra says: ‘[If one is] able to speak the law of this sūtra, then they we will be protected by 
the god of the earth. Because of this, wherever they dwell will be peaceful and happy.’ Now all 
the bells and weapons [of war] have begun. How can this be beneficial?” Thereupon, vowing to 
forsake his body, he personally went forward with admonitions of peace. He succeeded [in 
establishing] cordial relations between the two countries. From this came his prestige. 

This opening section of the biography tells us that not only was Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga an erudite scholar—
one of the criteria for high prestige in Chinese biographies of all types—he was also a statesman and a 
Buddhist. In his missionary travels to spread the Buddha’s law of both the Greater and Lesser Vehicles, 
he used the power of the teaching to protect the state, protect himself, and engage in international 
relations. In a way that resonates with Brian Victoria’s study of Zen traditions in the Second World 
War, Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga supports the state through his own willingness to sacrifice his physical body—a 
notion that Victoria links to Buddhist understandings of the worthlessness of the physical body within a 
Buddhist eschatological scheme.  

One of the foundational themes studied across this volume is the concept of “state-protection 
Buddhism.” State-protection Buddhism, variably enacted, is a type of Buddhist activity undertaken for 
the explicit purpose of safeguarding the state from enemies and from natural disasters. In this story of 
Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga we see perhaps the earliest East Asian association between state-protection and 
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the Golden Light Sūtra (Skt. Suvarṇa-prabhāsôttama-sūtra; Ch. Jin guangming jing 金光明經: T no. 663), a 
connection that has been reinforced in many times and places across the region, most notably in the 
state-protection Buddhism of the semi-mythical Japanese prince, Shōtoku Taishi 聖徳太子 (r. 593–622), 
who considered the sūtra essential for the divine protection of his polity. Furthermore, the apotropaic 
protection given to Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga by the sūtra resonates with ritual practices of state protection 
that were undertaken on a large scale across East Asia throughout the medieval period. Such rituals 
were sponsored by the court and included a significant presence of monastics. Much more will be said 
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means of state governance that had reached maturity by the fifth century. That connection includes the 
meeting of the Buddhist tradition with what is often called Confucianism. The precise meaning of the 
term “Confucianism” is debated. For the purposes of this volume, the term “Confucian” is used to 
designate an elite stratum of literary men who served as courtiers and policy advisors to the emperor 
and to the state at a variety of bureaucratic levels from the capital to the provinces, and whose 
education and status depended on their knowledge of both classical and court-produced literature and 
whose politics were largely authorized through ancient precedent. As a group, court Confucians 
constituted an orthodox, patriarchal, and traditionalist power bloc which characterized the emperor as 
the Son of Heaven (Tianzi 天子) and served the state through the staffing of court and governmental 
bureaucracy at all levels. By the time of the writing of the Biographies of Eminent Monks and the Book of 
the Later Han, these Confucian courtiers were in regular contact with Buddhists at court, effectively 
losing some of their own power bloc to make space for the arising Buddhist power bloc who 
characterized the emperor as a dharmarāja, and who sought a relationship of mutual benefit with the 
state and its ruler. As we will see throughout this volume, our theme of the meeting of Buddhist 
statecraft with pre-Buddhist modes of statecraft in China is articulated through a spectrum of 
ambivalence. From the full adoption of Buddhists as agents of the state to Buddhist/Confucian infighting 
and, finally, to the outright suppression of Buddhists and their means of statecraft, the relationship 
between the old Confucian elite at court and the new Buddhist contingent has long been fraught with 
tension and controversy, and sometimes, even, harmony. 

Finally, this connection between Buddhism and governance in both China and the Western regions calls 
to mind a different telling of the dream of a golden man which is found in the Book of the Jin (Jin shu 晉書

), a history that includes a chronicle of both the Jin 晉 Dynasty (266–420) and of the tumultuous period 
of the Sixteen Kingdoms (shiliu guo 十六國) (304–439) that coincided with the Jin. Compiled in the Tang 
唐 (618–907) when the connection between Buddhism and the Western Regions was well known, the 
text’s biography of Lü Guang 呂光 (r. 386–400)—the founding emperor of the Later Liang 後涼 (386–
403), one of the Sixteen Kingdoms ruled over by non-Han peoples—recounts that Lü had also had a 
dream of a golden man who was the Buddha. When campaigning in the Western Regions as a general, 
Lü and his army were poised to take the famous Buddhist city of Kucha. Lü then dreamt of a golden 
figure fleeing the city at night by flying into the air and soaring past the city walls. Because of this dream, 
the biography tells us, Lü knew that the people of Kucha had been deserted by their god and could 
therefore be defeated. The abandonment of the state-protecting Buddha that we see in Lü’s story, 
juxtaposed against the arrival of the Buddha that we see in the parallel dream of the Han emperor 
included in our biography of Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga as well as in Fan Ye’s Book of the Later Han, works to 
position China as a protected and sacred land for the Buddha and for the spread of Buddhism. Both of 
these themes continue on in the biography below, which details how Han Emperor Ming’s engagement 
with the Western Regions served to make space for the Buddhist tradition in his realm via his 
connection with (and suzerainty over) the Western Regions. The biography continues: 

While over there [in India/Western Regions], Yin and the others had the opportunity to see Mātaṅga 
and thereupon beseeched him to come to the land of the Han. Mātaṅga declared his intention to spread 
[the Buddha’s law] and did not fear weariness or suffering in his trek through the desert to arrive in 
Luoyang where Emperor Ming increased the prestige of his invitation by establishing [for him] a pure 
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abode outside of the west gate of the city for him to dwell in. The land of the Han saw the 
commencement of its (lineage of) śramaṇas. 

With this portion of the biography, we encounter the third of our volume’s foundational 
themes: imperial sponsorship of Buddhists, their texts, institutions, and teachings by Buddhist 
rulers. The question of who can be a Buddhist ruler is particularly noteworthy in the context of 
the Sinitic model of state legitimation utilized across the region and traditionally supported by 
the Confucian bloc at court. Ideologically conceived of as the Son of Heaven, the Chinese ruler 
was normally male and Han Chinese. As we will see in this volume, Buddhist rulers challenged 
the very notion of the Son of Heaven and therefore included both women and non-Han persons 
in their ranks. 

This section of the biography of Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga also gives us space to consider what we might usefully 
call this type of Buddhism that was practiced under the direct patronage of East Asian rulers and often 
aligned with the court and the capital city. Throughout the medieval period and across East Asia, the 
Buddhist monastic institution developed as an organization that was in tandem to the court itself, with 
members of both institutions constantly blurring the often-porous boundaries between the two. We 
suggest that this form of Buddhism might be helpfully called “metropolitan Buddhism” in the sense that 
the major monastic institutions that have interacted with the central court and its bureaucratic 
structures have been located within or adjacent to major metropolitan areas, as we see above in the 
story of Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga. By the fifth century, a variety of courts had established a system of 
court/monastic ranks that allowed for imperial oversight of monastic institutions to be disseminated 
from the metropole to the provinces. Much like the role of the Metropolitan Bishop within episcopal 
Christian traditions, the rank of “Metropolitan Overseer” (duweina 都維那) was one such role that a 
monk with close ties to the court might hold in this form of Buddhism. The primary duty of the role was 
the dissemination of court policies out to monasteries within a specific region, and it appears that 
perhaps Buddhists themselves did not always view their court-appointed overseers in a positive 
light. Throughout this volume, metropolitan Buddhism is expressed in different ways. In some of the 
case studies below, the role of empire is stressed and the term “imperial Buddhism” seems a better fit, 
whereas in other studies the role of the Buddhist institution is stressed and “institutional Buddhism” 
works best. In all cases, however, the case studies in this volume point to a clear convergence of court 
and monastic institutions in metropolitan environments, which is anchored in the dynamic of imperial 
patronage of monastics and monastic support for state governance. 

Moving on with our discussion of what constitutes Buddhist statecraft, we return to the biography of 
Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga for the penultimate time. At this point in the biography, we learn of Kāśyapa-
Mātaṅga’s activities undertaken while under the patronage of the emperor. The text continues: 

However, in this early phase of the teaching of the Great Law, there wasn’t yet anybody who embraced 
it and trusted in it. As a result, his accumulation of deep understanding was not recounted or written 
down. He died a short while later in Luoyang. The record said: “Mātaṅga translated the Scripture in Forty-
Two Sections in one scroll. Originally, this was sealed up in the fourteenth bay of the stone chamber of 
the imperial library. The place where Mātaṅga had lived was the present-day White Cloud temple just 
outside of the western city gate of Luoyang.” 

The fourth foundational theme to be considered in this introduction to Buddhist statecraft is the idea 
that Buddhism, itself, became a vector for the spread of Sinitic culture to the larger East Asian world. In 
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the biography above we see a few hints as to how this happened when we understand that the story of 
Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga’s struggle to spread the Buddha’s law in his new home is none other than the story of 
the making of China into East Asia’s Buddhist homeland. 

On the cover of this book is a map. Produced in Korea around the year 1800, it is both a political map 
and a religious one. It maps physical geography on to Buddhist cosmology by re-organizing land through 
the structure of Mt. Meru—the mythical Buddhist mountain at the center of the world surrounded by 
concentric rings of land and sea. At the center of the map is China, surrounded by the Great Wall and 
the Yellow River and labelled “Central Plains” (zhongyuan 中原), a classical name for China, which, like 
its modern equivalent of “Middle Kingdom” (zhongguo 中國), suggests cultural and geographical 
centrality. There has been a long history of scholarship on the connection between these Chinese words 
for China and the Sanskrit word that designates the land where the Buddha was supposed to have lived 
and preached, Madhyadeśa, or, the “Middle Country.” This scholarship emphasizes shifting notions of 
the center within a borderland complex that sees the Buddhist “center” shift from India to China during 
China’s medieval period. In our map, the merging of Indic and Sinitic notions of the center sees China 
become the center of the Buddhist world; surrounded by the famed five peaks supplemented by other 
mountain ranges connected with Buddhist practice and belief, China, here, is depicted at the apex of Mt. 
Meru and the center of the Buddhist world. 

Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga’s biography is an example of Buddhist historiographical thinking in the medieval period 
which sought to highlight the passage of Buddhism to China and the emergence of China as a new 
center for Buddhism. The monk’s struggle to disseminate his new teaching in China goes hand-in-hand in 
the text with the building of a new Buddhist infrastructure in East Asia that includes early examples of 
Chinese Buddhist rock-cut caves, which were famed throughout the region, as well as the production of 
Buddhist literature written in Chinese and with only tenuous connections to any pieces of Indic or 
Central Asian literature. Furthermore, when the biography was written in the sixth century, China had 
become the main global producer of Buddhist teachings and artifacts, flooding the market in East Asia 
with texts and objects of a Chinese provenance and even sending samples of Sinitic Buddhism back to 
Central Asia and India. Canonical Buddhist texts across East Asia are, for the large majority, written in 
literary Chinese and not Sanskrit, and dominant sectarian traditions across the region maintain 
important connections to Chinese Buddhist teachers, exegetes, and patriarchs even if they ultimately 
trace their lineages to India. This is not to say that Sinitic Buddhism is the de facto Buddhism of East 
Asia—indeed, the case studies in this volume would argue otherwise—but only that the presence of 
China in East Asian Buddhism is undeniable and that Buddhism, itself, was a source for the spread of 
Sinitic culture which, in the vast regions it was inherited and adapted, took on a variety of disparate 
forms within the context of geographical and historical specificity, location, and intersectionality. 

Finally, we can return to the biography of Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga to introduce our last foundational theme: 
the persecution of Buddhism as a form of statecraft. Of the persecution of Buddhism, the text says: 

Traditionally, it is related that a king of a foreign land tried to destroy all of the temples and only 
the Cāturdiśaḥ (Four Directions) Temple was not destroyed and ruined. One night, there was a White 
Horse who circled the pagoda wailing sorrowfully. Straightaway, it was told to the king and the king 
immediately ceased the destruction of all of the temples. Because of this the name “Cāturdiśaḥ” was 
changed to “White Horse” and therefore many monasteries were named after it. 
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Though the particulars of the persecution of Buddhism that we read of in this story are undisclosed and 
left largely to the historical imagination, the truth is that by the time of the writing of the Biographies of 
Eminent Monks there had been aggressive persecutions of the tradition. The most well-known is the 
persecution of Buddhism under the non-Han dynasty of the Northern Wei 北魏 (386–534), which was 
ruled over by the Tuoba 拓拔 branch of the Xianbei 鮮卑, nomadic peoples from the steppe who spoke 
a para Mongolic language. Their leaders were definitely “foreign kings” from the perspective of the 
southern dynasties. Although the Northern Wei eventually emerged as a major contributor to 
Buddhism and Buddhist Statecraft in East Asia, in the earlier half of the dynasty the rulers violently 
oppressed the tradition and throughout the fifth century and early sixth centuries they continued to 
struggle with popular Buddhist rebellions in their polity. What we see in the Northern Wei struggle 
with Buddhism is something that is repeated throughout the region: the Buddhism of the court—the 
metropolitan Buddhism of the monastic and the imperial elite—formed a Buddhist orthodoxy that was 
policed by both the court and the monastic institution but did not necessarily align or agree with other 
forms of Buddhist teaching, infrastructure, and action undertaken across the realm. As such, although 
there have been persecutions of Buddhism by non-Buddhists, there have also been persecutions or 
purges of Buddhism by Buddhists who were part of the apparatus of the state and its religious 
orthodoxy. In the case of our biography, the persecution of Buddhism is resolved by miraculous means: 
a wailing and peregrinating white horse at the eponymous foundational temple of metropolitan 
Buddhism mythically established by the Han Emperor was enough to stop the persecution of the 
tradition. Furthermore, from this story of persecution, do we also see an interrelated story of growth. 
The White Horse temple went on to become one of the most important centers of Buddhist practice in 
medieval China and housed famous monastic translators throughout the ages.  

Finally, with this story of persecution and growth does the biography of Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga come to an 
end. So, too, does this wide discussion of the characteristics of what we have here termed “Buddhist 
statecraft in East Asia.” In the above discussion we have laid out five themes of Buddhist statecraft that 
will be discussed throughout this volume. To summarize, they are: 

1. State-protection Buddhism 
2. The meeting of Buddhist statecraft with pre-Buddhist means of statecraft 
3. Imperial sponsorship of Buddhism, often by Buddhist rulers 
4. Buddhism as a source for the spread of Sinitic culture across East Asia 
5. The persecution of Buddhism as a procedure of statecraft 

In addition to identifying these five themes of Buddhist statecraft in East Asia, we have also suggested a 
potentially helpful term for how to conceptualize the strategic ways by which Buddhism and the court 
have existed as two arms of the state: metropolitan Buddhism. As we have seen in the biography of 
Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga—and as we will see further throughout the case studies in this volume—rulers from a 
variety of states across East Asia funded a Buddhism that served the state and that was in close physical 
proximity to the state’s own centers of power and administration. And yet, this metropolitan Buddhism 
was not an unchallenged, top-down system to which all Buddhists across the polity adhered and agreed. 
Indeed, many of the case studies in this volume describe scenarios of intra-Buddhist disagreement as 
well as a certain governmental ambivalence toward the Buddhist tradition in various times and places. 
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Beyond Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga: The Case Studies in This Volume 
In the above section we introduced the foundational themes employed in our discussion of Buddhist 
statecraft in East Asia through the story of Kāśyapa-Mātaṅga and his arrival in China. However, this is 
not a book specifically about China or specifically about monks. Though both China and monks will 
feature heavily throughout the volume, the case studies contained below move us beyond both monastic 
and Sino-centric spheres by analyzing a broad spectrum of examples of Buddhist statecraft from across 
East Asia. The case studies also employ a diverse array of source materials that purposely refocus the 
conversation in Buddhist studies from canonical texts to historical texts. The authors utilize historical 
annals, dynastic histories, ritual texts, exegetical writings, entombed biography, and art-historical objects 
as primary sources alongside canonical texts in order to contextualize the historical and geographical 
specificity of Buddhist statecraft across the regions of East Asia. Similarly, to refocus the study of East 
Asian Buddhism away from the Chinese model of center and periphery, the case studies in this volume 
all point to what we might refer to as dynamic re-centering, wherein non-Han states within and on the 
borders of China, as well as states in modern-day Korea and Japan, constitute their own centers of 
cultural production and political power and have enacted their own forms of Buddhist statecraft therein. 
The chapters are arranged chronologically; however, they have been chosen to articulate the five 
themes laid out above. By way of an introduction, what follows is a brief outline of the case studies that 
highlights their related foundational themes, points to important conversations that take place between 
them, and helps to establish a chronology of Buddhist statecraft in East Asia that we hope is beneficial to 
the reader. 

The first and earliest of the studies in the volume is Stephanie Balkwill’s “Metropolitan Buddhism vis-à-
vis Buddhism at the Metropolis: How to Understand the Ling in the Empress Dowager’s Name.” Balkwill 
tells four interrelated stories of Northern Wei Empress Dowager Ling 靈 (d. 528) which reveal intra-
Buddhist and intra-court tensions that surrounded the dynamic, difficult, and dangerous female ruler 
who is famed for being both a murderess and a Buddhist. Balkwill’s study advances our theme of 
imperial patronage by Buddhist rulers by revealing the ways in which the Empress Dowager’s large-scale 
sponsorship of Buddhists and their projects aided in her own political rise while it simultaneously put 
her at odds with the old guard of Confucian courtiers at her non-Han court, many of whom had been 
brought on in order to aid the dynasty’s policies of Sinification. The piece also explores another of our 
themes: the meeting of Buddhist statecraft with Confucian statecraft. 

Richard D. McBride’s, “King Chinhŭng Institutes State-Protection Buddhist Rituals” follows 
chronologically from Balkwill’s study of Northern Wei Buddhism and, in fact, cites Northern Wei 
Buddhism as a potential source for Buddhism on the Korean peninsula. McBride’s study introduces us to 
the first Buddhist monastic overseer in Silla 新羅 (trad. 57 BCE–935 CE), an emigré monk named 
Hyeryang 惠亮 (fl. 540–576) who aided King Chinhŭng 眞興 (r. 540–576) in his establishment of state-
protection Buddhism. In analyzing the ways in which the Silla ruler sought to legitimize and enact his 
political power through his patronage of a form of Buddhism steeped in Sinitic imperial symbology, 
McBride provides an excellent example of this volume’s theme of how, “Buddhism was an important 
vehicle by which Sinitic culture and mores were adopted and adapted by the peoples of the Korean 
peninsula.” Furthermore, by exposing Chinhŭng’s employment of large-scale ritual events for the 
protection of his polity, McBride also demonstrates the second of our foundational themes: state-
protection Buddhism. 
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Establishing a chronological linkage with McBride’s study, the third of our case studies, Geoffrey C. 
Goble’s, “The Commissioner of Merit and Virtue: Buddhism and the Tang Central Government” is a 
detailed study of the important esoteric turn taken in state-protection Buddhism that was initially 
pursued by the Tang court in the 8th century. The study articulates our theme of state-protection 
Buddhism, while it also explores a secondary theme of the patronage of Buddhism by Buddhist rulers. In 
his study, Goble raises the important and little studied question of Buddhist warfare. Like McBride, who 
discusses the establishment of court/monastic bureaucratic positions through his study of the monk 
Hyeryang, here, Goble examines the position of the Commissioner of Merit and Virtue (gongde shi 功德

使), “who personally administered institutional Buddhists according to commands issued to them 
directly by the emperor and who were, almost without exception, commanders of imperial troops.” In 
this study of the Buddhist-military complex, Goble cites a rare source: the entombed biography 
(muzhi 墓誌) of one such Commissioner who was a patron of the esoteric master Amoghavajra (Bukong 
jin’gang 不空金剛) (704/5–774) while also being a leading military man of his day. 

The esoteric turn in state-protection Buddhism that Goble highlights in his piece is taken up by the 
fourth of our case studies, Megan Bryson’s “Images of Humane Kings: Rulers in the Dali-
Kingdom Painting of Buddhist Images.” Here, Bryson focuses on visual representations of Dali 大理 
Kingdom (937–1253) rulers who were depicted as “humane kings” and who undertook esoteric rites for 
state protection associated with the Prajñāpāramitā Scripture for Humane Kings to Protect Their 
States (Renwang huguo bore boluomiduo jing 仁王護國般若波羅蜜多經: T no. 246), a text which was re-
edited and popularized in the Tang by Amoghavajra. Underscoring the cultural hybridity witnessed to in 
frontier spaces such as Dali, which sits between China, Tibet, and Southeast Asia, Bryson exposes how 
constellations of Buddhist rule in Dali served to express difference from the Chinese center. Ultimately, 
she argues that Dali’s hybrid Buddhism did not exist as a mere copy of the Tang’s esoteric tradition but 
in fact constituted a dynamic reassertion of independence from China which allowed for the Dali ruler 
to be seen as the “Emperor” (di 帝) and the Song ruler to be seen as the “Barbarian King” (manwang 蠻
王). Bryson’s piece therefore powerfully illustrates our volume’s theme of the patronage of Buddhism by 
Buddhist rulers by pressing the question of who has more authority between the Buddhist ruler or the 
Chinese ruler. 

With our fifth case study, we move back to the Korean peninsula for Gregory N. Evon’s, “Buddhism and 
Statecraft in Korea: The Long View.” In this piece, Evon weighs in on our theme of the meeting of 
Buddhist statecraft with Confucian statecraft by offering a macro-perspective on Korea’s history of 
ambivalent engagement with Buddhist means of legitimating and governing the state, particularly focused 
on the events leading to and immediately following the founding of the Chosŏn Dynasty 朝鮮 (1392–
1910). Arguing that Korea’s relationship with Buddhist statecraft has always been about statecraft and 
not as much about Buddhism, Evon exposes the vicissitudes of Korean imperial support for Buddhism 
and spotlights “impassioned attacks on Buddhism” prevalent among early Chosŏn courtiers even if the 
dynastic founder, King T’aejo 太祖 (r. 1392–1398), was himself a “a devout Buddhist and general in the 
Koryŏ army.” With specific focus on the Korean predicament in East Asia, Evon traces a history of 
transregional engagement through Buddhism, Buddhist diplomacy, and the development of literacy 
through Buddhism; however, he ultimately argues that the ideology of Buddhism was secondary to the 
concerns of the state and, furthermore, that the ruling elite came to maintain an arms-length interest in 
the tradition as a means of pleasing their populace. 
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Our sixth and final case study is Jacqueline I. Stone’s, “Refusing the Ruler’s Offerings: Accommodation 
and Martyrdom in Early Modern Nichiren Buddhism.” In her case study, Stone addresses the issue of 
Buddhist resistance to the state in the early sixteenth century when newly emerging political powers 
strove to divorce Japanese statecraft from Buddhist statecraft. She focuses on one particular 
instantiation of Buddhist resistance to state ideology in the time period: the “neither receiving nor 
giving” (fuju fuse 不受不施) controversy within the Nichiren sect (Nichirenshū 日蓮宗). Exploring the 
doctrine of fuju fuse, which insists that a Buddhist should not accept offerings from an unfaithful ruler, 
Stone reveals how Nichiren himself had characterized the Japanese ruler as “not equal even to a vassal 
of the wheel-turning monarchs who govern the four continents. He is just an island chief.” As such, 
Stone’s piece dovetails with our theme of the patronage of Buddhism by Buddhist rulers by showing 
that—at least in one case—Buddhists would not accept the patronage of non-Buddhist rulers. More 
importantly, Stone connects the fuju fuse controversy to our theme of the persecution of Buddhism as a 
strategy of statecraft by showing how fuju fuse adherents were forced to either shed their fuju 
fuse status or face persecution that included arrest, exile, or execution. Finally, the piece also raises a 
new angle on the meeting of Buddhist statecraft with Confucian statecraft—another of our foundational 
themes—by showing how fuju fuse adherents in Japan looked to Confucian exemplars from China in 
their refusal to follow an unvirtuous ruler. 

Beyond the focus on our volume’s foundational themes, there is another way to read this volume. The 
pieces also all cohere around a handful of places, texts, and topics that we would like to briefly index 
here. The topic of merging cultural forms in the enactment of Buddhist statecraft is dealt with by both 
Bryson and McBride who each discuss how such statecraft, in Dali and in Silla respectively, shows 
complex hybrid features suggesting difference from China and Sinitic Buddhism via the signalling of Indic 
Buddhism. Similarly, Balkwill and Bryson share a focus on the question of the ways in which Buddhist 
rule counters Confucian notions of the Son of Heaven by showing how women and non-Han persons, 
respectively, have utilized Buddhist ideals of rulership in the legitimation of their power. In discussions of 
diverse instantiations of shared objects, texts, and rituals, both Balkwill and McBride discuss the Eternal 
Peace Pagoda and Bryson and McBride hone in the popularity of the Scripture for Humane Kings, a likely 
Chinese apocryphon that was popular in cults of state-protection Buddhism. Bryson and Goble follow 
this line of inquiry through the esoteric turn in the latter half of the medieval period. Evon and Stone 
both tackle the interrelated issues of Buddhism in conflict with the state while simultaneously serving as 
a conduit for the transmission of Sinitic culture and Evon also overviews Buddhist accord with the 
Korean state that ties his piece back to McBride’s. Goble and McBride both spotlight individuals who 
held court-appointed roles for the administration of Buddhism at the level of the state while Balkwill and 
Stone highlight individuals at the centre of court ambivalence about Buddhism in a back and forth 
between state-sanctioned Buddhism and the Buddhism of those outside the court. 

Conclusion 
The case studies in this volume all tell stories. Stories of individuals, institutions, texts, objects, and 
rituals, the case studies contained below have all been written to be approachable for the non-specialist 
yet densely researched for the specialist. It is our hope, therefore, that this volume will find utility in the 
classroom where it can contribute to conversations about the very nature of what it is that we call 
Buddhism and how we might study it. For the student, the case studies explicitly challenge popular 
depictions of Buddhism as an apolitical religious tradition, just as, for the scholar, the range of source 
materials cited within explores the richness of our primary sources in a wide breadth across time and 
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space in East Asia. Moreover, by focusing on the relationship between the Buddhist tradition and the 
means of government across East Asia, we hope, with this volume, to enable further discussion of the 
history of the Buddhist tradition alongside that of our world’s other great monastic religion long 
intertwined with statecraft in a vast region of the world: Christianity. Our promotion of the term 
“metropolitan Buddhism” suggests a useful, structural discussion of the meeting of religion and politics 
between the traditions of Buddhism and Christianity. In future work, this discussion could be fruitfully 
undertaken both in the classroom and in print, and we hope to have helped inspire it with this volume. 

As a volume, it is the diversity of the case studies that holds them together. Showing that Buddhism, per 
se, was a transregional political force in East Asia from as early as the fifth century and through to the 
present day, the case studies contained below reveal how it was, in fact, the flexibility and adaptability of 
the Buddhist tradition that allowed for the continuity of Buddhist statecraft across the region. Salient 
features of this malleable meeting of religion and politics include the five foundational themes discussed 
above: state-protection Buddhism, the meeting of Buddhist statecraft with indigenous forms of 
statecraft, imperial sponsorship of Buddhism by an often Buddhist ruler, Buddhism as a source for Sinitic 
political culture, and the persecution of Buddhism as a procedure of statecraft. Although we introduced 
these themes through the story of China’s meeting with Buddhism, none of these five foundational 
themes is bound to a specific time or place; on the contrary, the structural nature of these themes that 
we have explored reveals how Buddhist statecraft has successfully functioned across time and space in 
East Asia, and how it has done so in order to support divergent political, social, and cultural aims. In 
sum, this volume has taken a transregional approach to the study of Buddhist statecraft in order to 
demonstrate that the transregional character of the traditions is, in fact, among the most important 
historical arguments for seeing East Asia as a dynamic whole in premodern times.  <>   
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Pure Land was one of the main fields of mythopoesis and discourse among the Asian Buddhist traditions, 
and in Japan of central cultural importance from the Heian period right up to the present. However, its 
range, inconsistency, variability, and complexity have tended to be misevaluated. The pieces reproduced 
in this set, organized both chronologically and thematically, have been chosen as linchpin works 
accentuating the diversity of what evolved under this heading of Buddhism. Special attention is given to 
the traps into which Western observers may fall, the role of the large True Pure Land (Jōdoshinshū) 
school, and the richness of Tokugawa and twentieth-century developments. These selections of 
previously published articles will serve as an essential starting point for anyone interested in this perhaps 
underestimated area of Buddhist studies. 
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The leading Pure Land scholar James Dobbins stated the following in a 2006 review of an innovative 
book which already at that time aimed to disrupt certain reified ideas of what was supposed to 
constitute the Pure Land aspect of Buddhist traditions: 

In some cases it [Pure Land] has appeared as a clearly defined and distinct tradition with parallels to the 
Hōnen-Shinran model. In other cases Pure Land has operated as an amorphous and open-ended 
collection of themes without a cohesive center. It is as if the Pure Land discourse can function as an 
open semantic field in which a wide variety of beliefs, doctrines, and religious claims can plant their 
meaning. And yet, for all its definitional problems, we still seem to recognize Pure Land Buddhism when 
even a few of its symbols or motifs appear in proximity to each other.1 

As Dobbins explicated, the latest scholarship has illuminated Pure Land traditions—best understood in 
the plural, like other aspects of Buddhism(s)—as a layered, convoluted arena of imaginaries and 
practices, a cloud of texts, languages, concepts, ideas, persons, and institutions, held together only by a 
number of floating signifiers. Pure Land is, in other words, a diffuse polyvocal semantic field, situated 
inside the similarly diffuse polyvocal semantic field which might be called the Buddhosphere. It is the 
dimension of variability and interpretive flexibility which the selections for this Brill series aim to 
accentuate. 

Before overviewing the contents, several preliminary reminders might be helpful. Pure Land traditions 
were extremely important to people in many southern and eastern parts of premodern Asia for nearly 

https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789004401501/BP000005.xml#FN050001
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two millennia. However, they have a history of being relatively poorly intelligible to non-Asians 
(especially “Westerners,” i.e. observers from the Euro-American traditions), because in addition to the 
general problems these non-Asians may have with appreciating Buddhist onto-epistemologies and 
psychologies, Pure Land lays traps for the unwary: 

1. Appreciation of Pure Land challenges some problematic and unresolved conventions in modern 
Buddhist studies as a whole: limited attention to issues of semiotics, rhetoric, discourse, and 
sociological imaginaries, as well as aspects of recent psychology which do not line up with 
mindfulness theory; and in comparison, over-attention to approaches rooted in (Western) 
religious studies and analytical philosophy. Such preconceptions contribute to insufficient 
attention being given (with tantric studies as a partial exception) to the inconsistencies which 
appear almost anywhere under the conventional heading “Buddhism,” conflicts which were 
reflected in ancient controversies within the Buddhosphere itself about the extent to which it is 
unified. (A related net of issues occurs around upāya, the educative forms of communication 
which mediate between the worlds of ordinary and enlightened consciousnesses.) The concept 
of the floating signifier is particularly useful: in the formulation of critical theorist Fredric 
Jameson, this refers to a term “susceptible to multiple and even contradictory interpretations,” 
lacking a specific meaning itself, but functioning “primarily as a vehicle for absorbing meanings 
that viewers want to impose upon it.”2 

2. Pure Land, at least before the nineteenth century arrival of Christian missionizing in East Asia, 
had nothing to do with Near Eastern monotheisms at all. Although the notions of an “agency” in 
some kind of cosmic realm providing hope and help have a surface resemblance to Christianity 
or Islam, they were (at least for Buddhist elite thinkers) instead entirely rooted in Buddhist 
philosophical and imaginative fields and assimilated to Mahāyāna theories of knowledge 
concerning ultimate non-duality and non-discrimination. 

3. Unfortunately, however, in the “gift” mode especially (see below), the structure of the Pure 
Land mythos has left it vulnerable to textbook caricature along the lines of “salvation in Amida’s 
Paradise” which can be misleading about the deeper meanings. In modern Western-language 
presentations, literal translationese such as “paradise,” “faith,” “salvation,” and so on has 
become widely routinized, often creating an impression that the mythopoetics and symbolics of 
Pure Land rhetoric were received by Asians quite literally. Consequently Pure Land has been 
brought confusingly into ongoing Christian-based debates about whether the term “faith” can 
effectively serve as a meaningful cross-traditional category among religions, whether “religion” is 
a Western construct or not, how far religions are actually comparable with each other, and so 
on. The selections chosen for these Brill volumes cannot escape these embedded conventions 
either, and so readers are encouraged to grit their teeth and to try hard to look past the normal 
English semantics of such terminology. 

4. Superficial caricature about “birth in paradise” or even “Buddhahood in this body” also leads to 
under-appreciation of the complexity of the developments which come under the Pure Land 
heading. Certainly there is a corpus of relatively distinctive “purely doctrinal” material in this 
sphere of Buddhism, which draws in classical Buddhological disciplines such as philology. Above 
that, however, emerges a not-so-easily-coherent range of other themes, including institutional 

https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789004401501/BP000005.xml#FN050002
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formations, power politics, socioeconomic evolution, historiographical prejudices, visual arts, 
multiple effects of modernization, and even “diasporic” Japanese Buddhism. The “bare” original 
mythos hints at only a fraction of how these phenomena evolved. 

5. In Japan there is a vast amount of Pure Land material, composed in registers academic and 
popular, new and old, and both insider and outsider, and accumulated over the entire history of 
the country. Modern Japanese academic scholarship in Pure Land, as in other branches of its 
Buddhist studies, has been stimulated since the Meiji period by contact and challenge from 
Western research into traditions of several kinds, in areas ranging from the philology of the 
texts to institutional history to sociology. Thus, although less well recognized by the non-
Japanese-language world public than other streams of Buddhism(s), the range and importance of 
Pure Land in Japan has made it the subject of a substantial body of academic literature in 
Western languages (especially English). At present, however, this material tends to be scattered 
and inadequately consolidated, in ways which limit an improved comprehension of Pure Land. 
Perception is also conditioned by embedded Japanese historiographical orientations, particularly 
the persistent modern cultural nationalist tendency to construct Japanese Culture in ways that 
over-unify or homogenize it and underrepresent its diversity. For such reasons Pure Land 
studies in the West have found themselves confined within a bit of an academic island (or 
ghetto) out of the mainstream. On the Japanese side this has produced a thread of running 
complaints in the twentieth century about “Western” relative disinterest to Pure Land, 
constituting almost a genre in itself! Still, it seems accurate to note that one of the paradoxes of 
world Buddhism over the last century is that the aspect of Buddhism which modern Japanese 
themselves have continued to treat as probably the most vital and interesting—the Pure Land 
imaginary represented in the Shin school—has been found by non-Japanese to be the least 
important and interesting. 

6. The special historical size and success of one particular phenomenon—the tradition(s) under the 
heading of Jōdoshinshū (for short known as Shinshū or Shin)—have long tended to overpower 
perceptions of the other aspects of what can be called Pure Land in Japan. These institutions had 
more members and influence, gathered more money, produced more literature and scholarship, 
interacted more heavily with government, and in the twentieth century even spread overseas 
more. This school has had a long tradition of distinctive self-consciousness (loosely 
“sectarianism”) and self-promotion, and a long-developed proprietary personality including a 
“guild”-like leadership class and a unique intellectual system replete with abstract thought and 
terminology whose relationship to the larger world of Buddhism(s) is not necessarily 
transparent. 

7. This Shin dominance has contributed to a characteristic pattern of hermeneutical pressures in 
the presentation of Pure Land. In the purely academic realm, where Japanese scholarship (which 
is generally followed by Western scholarship) excels in historical research and “first order” 
description and rendition of material, the representation of Pure Land has had difficulties taking 
distancing critical steps. Apologist insiders have often not been their own best exponents, for 
their conventions of literal exposition of doctrinal language outside original contexts have a 
tendency to get caught up in textualism and scholastic detail, imposing an insider perspective 
even when addressing general audiences in non-Japanese languages. While no one would label 
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Shin Buddhism a “cult,” it tends to be committed to a “proprietary universalism” based on its 
own sense of unique language which can be willing to minimize modern intellectual hybridization 
and larger (trans-Japanese) intellectual accessibility. As with the translationese problem, the 
selections chosen for these Brill volumes cannot escape these environments, implicit or explicit; 
readers are encouraged to keep them in mind. 

Introducing the Thematic Categories 
While emphatically recognizing Dobbins’s comment about an “open” semantic field, still for heuristic 
purposes two loose primary clusters in Pure Land can be identified: one dealing with the sensibility of 
“gift” (either deferred or involuntary); and one in tantric-like mode typically proposing the possible 
“availability of Buddhahood in this very body.” 

Buddhist Transformation as a “Gift” (Especially of Deferral): For millennia Buddhisms usually thought 
“enlightenment” (cognitive disentrapment) was hard—exceedingly hard, and extraordinarily rare. From a 
very early stage arose a sense that somehow gifts of help were needed: the present activity of some 
Buddhas. (For outsiders to the traditions, the symbol “Pure Land” in this context is itself somewhat of a 
misnomer, a misdirection pulling attention away from the core underlying issue of “gift.”) A widespread 
vision of obtaining this help emerged as an orientation to some “rebirth” (karmic transfer) over to a 
realm, other than this present Earth, where the influence of Buddhas would be available. The 
commonest version involved the concept of a Pure Land presided over by a Buddha named Amitābha, 
who had, according to the relevant mythos presented in three central Pure Land sutras, made a series of 
conditions relating to how the “persons” (karmic streams) of followers could be “born” (transferred) to 
a “place” in which the eventual achievement of full enlightenment under favorable circumstances was 
promised. One Sanskrit term for this hope was buddhānusmṛti (recollection of the Buddha, thinking on 
the Buddha, keeping the Buddha in mind), a term rendered into Chinese as “nienfo” (念仏) which was 
eventually pronounced “nembutsu” or “nenbutsu” in Japanese. As this form of Buddhist imaginary 
developed, the sensibility regarding some kind of hopeful (or realized) “gift” along these lines remained 
broad, serving as only the beginning of discussion and controversy about technical detail and 
interpretation, lineages of authority, psychological nuances, and inner contradictions. There was a 
historical shift, especially in East Asia, toward simplification and popularization of practice (especially 
toward the notion of nembutsu as a mere vocal recitation of the Buddha Amitābha’s name), but the 
exact nature of best practice remained a source of debate. In terms of social history the Pure Land “gift” 
idea created openings for Buddhist practice that was relatively more open to householder 
nonmonastics, but in other cases could remain ritually engaged, contemplatively active, or even 
discipline-focused. For the intellectual elites, these ideas remained related to neither Christianity nor 
some kind of ontological reification, but concerned deferral, meditation, or involuntariness within purely 
Buddhist notions of conventional versus ultimate realities. 

Western expectations have tended to resonate with a generalized authority claim—one which tends to 
be pervasive throughout non-Pure Land worlds of Buddhist discourses even in Asia—that the 
disentrapments with which elite Buddhisms are ideally concerned are matters which can be more or less 
controlled or directed by conscious or structured intention. Although the issues of control and 
authority embedded in this claim only simmer below the surface through most of the Buddhosphere, 
they explicitly rose above the surface in the “gift” sectors of Japanese Pure Land. Though it can be 
mentioned only in passing (it remains so far an undeveloped area of comparative study), skepticism 
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regarding the extent of intentional authority over consciousness is congruent with sectors of modern 
cognitive psychology which offer perspectives alternative to mindfulness research. 

It should be emphasized that partial agnosticism about the Pure Land mythos is widely characteristic of 
its interpretation in modern Japan under the influence of common-sense science. Since the twentieth 
century, it is one matter to take Buddhist philosophical issues seriously or to tangle with psychological 
conundrums about intentional control over the mind, but it is something different to continue to work 
with an upāya according to which the ultimate solution is karmic transfer to an imaginational realm 
inhabited by an Amida Buddha who will eventually show the way. Contemporary intellectuals in Japan, 
no less than non-Japanese would be, are aware that this tension must be dealt with by an agnosticism in 
which older visions of the Pure Land as an in some sense “real” transitional realm decline in significance, 
along with premodern classical notions of life-to-life karmic continuity. 

The Pure Land as a This-Worldly Possibility: The other major cluster of interpretations, associated variously 
with T’ien-tai (Tendai) philosophy, or Chan or Zen “mind-only” teachings, or tantrism and esotericism, 
instead incorporated the Amitābha or Amida Buddha less as a figure from the three major Pure Land 
sutras than as another generalized or alternative representation of Mahāyāna Buddhist teaching. For 
these versions of the imaginary, the vision of some transformation into a Pure Land was typically 
situated in this present world. They had wide-ranging interaction with popular or folk modes of religion 
in Japan. 

In any case, Japan was the locus of an at least to some extent distinctive historical evolution which 
appeared out of this pan-Asian aspect of Buddhism(s). For these volumes, the compiler has made 
choices about what can be seen as key foci, with some eye to identifying a few of the important writers 
and scholars, but recognizing that any single selection can only offer one more or less idiosyncratic, 
fragmentary tranche. Furthermore, some areas remain neglected in scholarship despite the expanding 
English literature, such as the Tokugawa period, or the Pure Land traditions outside the Shinshū, or the 
collaborations with the Japanese governing regime in the early half of the twentieth century. Other 
topics are shortchanged for reasons of space, such as a focus on original Pure Land texts themselves or 
the influences of the Pure Land imaginary on medieval Japanese literature or on visual arts. Also, the 
inner complexities of the particularistic Shinshū doctrinal tradition have been mostly set aside here: 
while this plays a weighty role for a significant number of Japanese, as previously hinted it is also 
scholastic, easily opaque for outsiders, and full of persistent linguistic challenges involving language, text 
and translation. Users of these volumes will speedily find paths into that world if they so desire. 

Useful Overarching Perspectives 
Although hardly in the mainstream of modern Western religious studies thought, a number of non-
Japanese scholars have intensely engaged with Pure Land. The best of these have long recognized that 
Pure Land is a loose mythic family which is not a “simplification” of Buddhism. Instead, rather than being 
an analytical philosophy, it has been instead about narrativity and hope, described as a transfer of 
“merit” from the Buddha. (Item #1 Gómez) Within Buddhist traditions themselves, despite being diffuse 
as a “school,” Pure Land could be seen as a class of path (mārga) reflecting rich give and take regarding 
subitist (“sudden,” uncontrolled) versus gradualist (accumulative, discipline-oriented) versions of 
transformation towards awakening. Its developments in China, with their elements of inconsistency and 
contradiction, became the grist for thought afterwards in Japan. (Item #2 Blum) 
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Early Presence in Japan 
Pure Land in Japan had its origins as part of the mixed repertoire of practices and teachings that 
characterized the Chinese and Korean monasteries from which Japanese Buddhism was imported. 

Both inside and outside the monastery, in the Heian period the notion of mappō—a conception of 
historical long-term decline in the quality of Buddhist tradition—had a major effect, in ways that became 
peculiar to Japan, in stimulating efforts to develop counter-solutions to overcome the alleged decline 
(Items #3 and #4 Marra) Scholars have excelled in historical and textual surveys of this period. (Item #5 
Rhodes) From the standpoint of religious “imaginaries,” it is helpful to view Pure Land as a constructed 
discourse which was successful because it operated in varied registers or cognitive modes, including the 
logico-scientific and the narrative, the former including the famous Ōjōyōshū and the latter the 
biographies of individuals thought to have experienced Pure Land “rebirth.” (Item #6 Rhodes) The Pure 
Land orientations had a long history of special affiliation with death because of the belief that karmic 
rebirth could be shaped at the last moment. Out of that interest, Pure Land became part of a whole 
medieval culture of deathbed practices, containing significant diversity including assimilations to 
esotericism. (Item #7 Stone) 

Turn to the Nembutsu as the Sole Solution 
Beginning in the Heian period certain lines of Pure Land started to break off from the conventional 
mixed programs of monastic-lay participation, producing interpretive shifts which made Japanese 
developments unique. In the modern period, and especially under the influence of the Shin school, 
Japanese historians trying to put a “progressive” spin on these developments in “transmission” have 
tried to view the changes through a populist teleological lens leading towards the later Shin position, but 
recent historians recognize that events were not so perfectly straightforward or linear. Each of the main 
characters—Genshin, Hōnen and Shinran—had complex and ambiguous relations with the doctrines 
which preceded them. 

Hōnen (1133–1212) promoted the superiority of a vocal recitation of the Buddha Amida’s name 
(nembutsu) as a kind of solution in the age of mappō. However, the discontinuity with his predecessor 
Genshin (942–1017) was significant. In its details, Hōnen’s thought left numerous problematic, 
contradictory issues unresolved about the nature of the recitation he promoted. (Item #8 Andrews) 
Furthermore Hōnen’s thought synthesized not only influences from the larger scriptural canon proper 
and the major Chinese Pure Land thinker Shantao, but also Buddhist popular piety as it was evolving 
inside Japan in the Heian period. (Item #9 Andrews) Regardless of doctrinal variations, historians have 
reached a consensus that the emergence and reception of Hōnen’s thought reflected and then 
reinforced, albeit at first only very gradually, a kind of ground-bass authority-dispersing shift in the socio-
economic environment of Japan. (Item #10 Repp) 

Shinran’s More Radical Turn to the Enlightenment Gift as an Involuntary Emergent 
Property 
The eventual success of the Shin tradition, which originated in the ideas of Shinran (1173–1262), has 
tended to overpower other representations of Pure Land Buddhism in Japan and garner the largest 
amount of attention, even though Shinran’s inventive semantics can be viewed as idiosyncratic against 
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the larger field of historical Buddhism(s). In an effort to establish a different balance, it has seemed 
justified to underplay the representation of Shinshū among these selections. 

Shinran’s innovative idea of nembutsu has been the linchpin of that tradition and is reviewed in virtually 
every discussion of the doctrines. Shinran seemed to follow Hōnen on the surface, but the former held 
that self-consciously intentional recitation was not the point, since the speaking-out by the practitioner 
needed to express a spontaneous, involuntary upwelling of changed consciousness due to the “working” 
of Amida Buddha. The writings of the American scholar Alfred Bloom (1926–2017) established one kind 
of language for the expression of Shin teaching in English which has been a standard hermeneutical 
marker. (Item #11 Bloom) What must be emphasized is that behind Shinran was a particularly creative 
relationship with preceding thought which eventually led to an extensive body of distinctive Shin 
scholasticism (Item #12 Nasu). 

Formation of a Major Institution: Honganji and Its Negotiations with Popular 
Consciousness 
Shinran’s biography and the formation of the Honganji institution based on him have been extensively 
presented in Japanese religious studies, as in the pioneering work of James Dobbins (Item #13 Dobbins). 
Spotlighted here is how even within the Honganji tradition(s), which developed into a relatively tight 
Japanese Buddhist lineage of ideas, negotiation with popular consciousness was necessary from an early 
stage. There was a significant degree of semantic floatiness below the level of the doctrinal elites despite 
a tendency in the twentieth century to make Whiggish representations which exaggerate the 
“modernity” of the earlier traditions. Despite Shinran’s aversion, negotiation with the world of Shintō 
allowed the evolution of a number of accommodative attitudes towards kami among the early 
leadership. (Item #14 Rhodes) From the start, Shin memberships coexisted with, and often interacted 
with, popular cultic sites such as Zenkōji, thought to be the site of an actual living Amida Buddha 
mediating the Pure Land. (Item #15 Nasu) Shin Buddhism in practice depended economically on funeral 
ritual although the actual doctrinal status of death ritual was contradictory or situational. (Item #16 
Blum) Below the elite levels, it has been often ambiguous what participants think concepts like the “Pure 
Land” really even mean. (Item #17 Amstutz) And it is similarly ambiguous what the doctrinal message to 
women, and their range of understandings, really was. (Item #18 Amstutz) 

The Alternative Field: Pure Land Striven for in This World 
Although the gift/hope/deferral cluster of Pure Land semantics has tended to obscure the view, the 
Tendai/Zen/tantric cluster also had a major presence at least in premodern Japanese history. Various 
scholars have demonstrated that the twentieth century notion of “progressive” Reformation-like 
Kamakura Buddhist movements was an exaggerated retrojection of twentieth century interests which 
underestimated both the persistence of earlier monastic Buddhism and how elements of the Pure Land 
imaginary were infused polymorphically into other aspects of Japanese religions. From the early days the 
monastic institutions had possessed a fringe element of itinerant Buddhist characters (hijiri) who 
performed various services for the population or for the monastic centers. Among the best known of 
these was Ippen (1234–1289), associated with a kind of popular dance and recitation which revealed the 
Pure Land as this very world. (Item #19 Foard) Pure Land elements were present in the Shingon sphere: 
explicitly tantric (mikkyō, vajrayāna) was a goma ritual formally classified as Shingon but devoted to the 
Buddha Amida/Amitābha (Item #20 Payne) Similarly there existed a hidden (himitsu) version 
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of nembutsu teachings led by Shingon priests who appropriated Pure Land recitation to an immanentist, 
tantric practice monistically assimilating the Vairocana and Amida Buddhas to a vision of this world itself 
as the Pure Land (Item #21 Sanford) Thus it is easy to understand why in Hōnen’s time, there were 
polemics against him from the monk Jōkei (1155–1213) who maintained that any hard oppositional 
rhetoric of self-power/easy practice (tariki, the gift/hope/deferral nexus) versus self-power/difficult 
practice (jiriki, intentional gradualism) was a dichotomizing oversimplification of the nuanced, blended 
thought which was actually cultivated in the older monastic schools. (Item #22 Ford) 

In any case, diversity within this dimension of Buddhism was intrinsic and manifests fundamental internal 
contradictions: psychological discontinuities between the tariki and jiriki accounts, and qualitative gulfs 
between varying notions of the Pure Land. Yet one thing surely illustrated is a political principle: that 
whether a given Buddhist imaginary lives together with its contradictions in some kind of coexistence, or 
instead draws out, highlights, and expresses them via distinct institutions, depends on when participants 
historically come to feel that differences have to be shown in new forms of organization. 

Pure Land Fellowships in War and Peace 
The influential Honganji’s teachings on “gift” had a corollary: a “political” semantics involving a distinctive 
sense of equal followership (dōbō) and institutional esprit de corps within its communities. The well-
studied explosive growth of the institution began with the later proselytizer, organizer and adapter 
Rennyo (1415–1499), who along with Shinran has been one of the major figures in Pure Land history in 
Japan, described here by a mainstream scholarly insider. (Item #23 Yasutomi) 

The combination of Rennyo’s ideas and socio-economic change led to a following century-long episode 
involving ikkō-ikki (fighting fellowships seeking local autonomy in an anarchic period of governmental 
transition). The strengthening of the headquarters institution under militarized conditions in this period 
led to new ambiguities and inconsistencies as the emphasis on Honganji power per se became layered 
on top of the more idealized goals of the teachings of Shinran, so that the notion of Pure Land acquired 
a yet additional semantics of corporate identity. (Item #24 Solomon) Although this sociopolitical history 
can seem only tangentially “religious,” it was the strength of the original Pure Land imaginary in the 
background which held the membership networks and communities together. 

Institutionally speaking, the Tokugawa period was the most important for all Buddhist lineages in Japan 
including the Pure Land ones because of that era’s officialized consolidation and mandatory membership 
performed under a kind of delimited surveillance by the bakufu government. Yet although participation 
in and influence of Pure Land was historically highest at this stage, it has also been the least represented 
in scholarship because of lack of historiographical consensus on the validity or quality of the Buddhist life 
in the period. Nevertheless, the Tokugawa was a crucial era of energy and diversity, shaped less by top-
down government control than by the society-wide pattern of partition into compartmentalized 
functional roles (the mibun or “status” system) which characterized the regime, combined with Buddhist 
localism. Multiple such issues come together in the ways eta or burakumin communities interacted with 
Shin Buddhism (Item #25 Amstutz) By the end of the seventeenth century, Pure Land of various lines 
had reached a position of majority among the types of Buddhisms in Japan. Very importantly, a variety of 
non-Shin schools evolved post-Hōnen, including the Chinzei; these pursued various interpretations 
of nembutsu but unlike the Shinshū continued the organizational rule of monastic precepts. (Item #26 
Dobbins) Meanwhile the Shinshū, which eventually enrolled about third of the entire population, 
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developed a loose category of special exemplars who came to be known idiomatically as myōkōnin and 
who can be examined through the comparative religious and literary lenses of sacred biography (Item 
#27 Bathgate) In spite of Shin’s relative tight official rhetoric, however, at the fringes its standard 
authority was challenged by secretive versions of Shinran’s ideas which revealed the influence of the 
larger tantric Pure Land atmosphere which persisted despite being regarded as illegitimate by the 
Honganji. (Item #28 Chilson) 

And diversity in the Pure Land imaginary in Japan actually increased during the Tokugawa period. 
Chinese Buddhism on the continent had long been characterized by co-existent practices of Chan 
(meditation) and Pure Land chanting (“devotional”) routines. When this kind of program was brought to 
Japan by the late-arriving Ōbaku Zen school, it was criticized by the native Rinzai and Sōtō lines. (Item 
#29 Baskind) Or, far divergent from any normal practice, a figure like Shuichi Munō could emerge, 
formally a member of a Jōdōshu organization, but given to an atypical range of extreme austerities in 
diet, chanting, proselytization and sexuality. (Item #30 Groner) 

Meiji and Modernity: Political Resettlement and Realignment, Moments of 
Intellectual Hybridization, Emigration, Collaboration, Postwar Progressivism, 
Lingering Conservatism 
In the wake of the Meiji Restoration Japan underwent a huge, complex wave of political, economic and 
social changes to which all the Buddhist schools including the Pure Land ones had to react and adapt. 
Factors included a new governmental centralization, the rise to power of anti-Buddhist modernist Shintō 
ideologues, and the politicized invention of a conceptual category “religion” (shūkyō) which had not 
previously existed in Japan. These demanded that Buddhists find positions that suited the new 
configurations of power, especially decisions on new kinds of institutional activity (especially education) 
and collaboration with government. Additionally, Buddhist schools became aware, more or less acutely, 
of the fresh globalized intellectual fields dominated by “the West” which included Westernized 
Buddhological studies and general European philosophical traditions along with Christianity. This flood of 
modern concerns, far removed from the Heian, Kamakura or even Tokugawa periods, overturns any 
attempt to stereotype or caricature the stability of the Pure Land traditions. Intellectuals in the two 
large branches of Shinshū, Nishi (West) and Ōtani (East), into which Shin had been divided since the 
seventeenth century due to leadership conflict, reacted somewhat differently. The Ōtani side was 
conclusively changed by the thought of innovator Kiyozawa Manshi (1863–1903), who developed a kind 
of partial hybridization of Pure Land and Western language, arguably marking a new stage of diversity in 
Pure Land semantics under the label of “spirituality” (seishinshugi). (Item #31 Blum) On the Nishi side, 
the potential for accepting a new global imaginary for Mahāyāna Buddhism was tested by the scholar 
Murakami Senshō (1851–1929), with the eventual conclusion that the mainstream Shin institution could 
not accept that its teaching was fully identified with other Buddhist visions. (Item #32 Ward) Otherwise, 
from circa 1905 up to 1945, all Shin institutions (like other religions in Japan) engaged in heavy 
collaboration with the Japanese regime. (Item #33 Rogers) 

Later twentieth-century scholarship in Japan developed a category known as Modern Buddhism which 
conceptually tended to fold the various traditions together. However, Pure Land remained 
distinguishable to a considerable extent, and in its relatively minimalist personal interiority, the most 
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active version of “traditional” (i.e. non-New-Religion) Buddhism for the largest single bloc of the 
Japanese population has remained Shinshū. 

Shinran’s ideas, if not the Honganji headquarters institutions, have continued to have an influence on 
progressive thought, especially among postwar efforts to compensate for the era of collusion with the 
pre-World War II Japanese empire. (Item #34 Schepers)  

By the early twenty-first century, the Shin institutions retained a large membership but amidst a 
shrinking population and socioeconomic processes of community disintegration which had been 
underway since the 1950s. To some extent in common with other traditional lines of Buddhism, the 
leadership was occupied by an internal sense of crisis, a bad public image connected to the funeral 
business, embedded conflicts over austere versus folkish visions, and the challenges of new existential 
discourses, all of which produced a wide range of responses ranging from conservatism to 
accommodation to renewal. (Item #35 Borup) It was in that very recent context that close 
anthropological observation of modern Pure Land life finally arrived on the scene, with studies such as 
the role of ministerial family life in maintaining tradition. (Item #36 Starling) Insiders have voiced the 
complex ways Shin thinkers continue to struggle with ongoing losses in orientation to their tradition 
(“secularization”) and with how to adapt the inherited material to changing needs. (Item #37 Dake) 

At the elite levels, modern Pure Land thinkers by the beginning of the twenty-first century had found 
ways to negotiate key concerns like “gift,” hope, and personal transformation (always against a 
background Mahāyāna theory of knowledge) but many remained bedeviled by the historically 
unavoidable attachment to the mythopoesis of Amida and the Pure Land as rendered by Shinran. 
Contemporary followers may take these terms as “symbolic,” not substantively literal, but the tension 
between these options goes far back in time, perhaps to the founder himself, and thus interpretation 
continues to be twisty, diverse, and influenced by religious studies ideas originating in the West (Item 
#38 Tanaka) In a related manner, historians have struggled with the tension between an objective 
Shinran of the historians and the apologetic urge to exaggerate his modern qualities. (Item #39 Dobbins) 

Finally a nod needs to be given to Pure Land as a piece of Japanese Buddhism that along with Zen has 
had a significant international reach (especially formerly at the mid-twentieth century mark), but in its 
instance due to Japanese migration to the Western Hemisphere. (Item #40 Ama) This movement can be 
described as acculturation, but it has also created a historically unprecedented context in which are 
manifested newly emergent problems, concerns and meanings. In the American environment, disputes 
about the proper role of meditation have encouraged a reevaluation of historical ideas and practices 
(“contemplation,” “devotion,” “ritual,” “nembutsu”) while potentially re-emphasizing Shinran’s 
radicalism. (Grumbach)  

At the risk of repetition, it might be stressed again that the sophistication of what has taken place in 
Pure Land Buddhism in Japan—while specific in philosophical fundamentals and historical details, and 
attuned to Japanese conditions alone and thus not paralleled in any other country—should in its 
complexity be seen as approaching par with the adaptive histories of Near Eastern monotheisms. It has 
been a layered theater of great activity, in the long view just the latest manifestation of old processes of 
trying to make long-inherited imaginaries work for human beings in constantly altering circumstances. In 
any case, this Pure Land has been a far cry from what might be initially suggested to the naïve who 
encounter phrases like “salvation through Amida’s Paradise” in an introductory textbook.  <>   
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RITUALS OF INITIATION AND CONSECRATION IN 
PREMODERN JAPAN: POWER AND LEGITIMACY IN 
KINGSHIP, RELIGION, AND THE ARTS edited by Or Porath 
and Fabio Rambelli [Religion and Society, De Gruyter, 
9783110720143] 
In premodern Japan, legitimization of power and knowledge in various contexts was sanctioned by 
consecration rituals (kanjō) of Buddhist origin. This is the first book to address in a comprehensive way 
the multiple forms and aspects of these rituals also in relation to other Asian contexts. 
The multidisciplinary chapters in the book address the origins of these rituals in ancient Persia and India 
and their developments in China and Tibet, before discussing in depth their transformations in medieval 
Japan. In particular, kanjō rituals are examined from various perspectives: imperial ceremonies, Buddhist 
monastic rituals, vernacular religious forms (Shugendō mountain cults, Shinto lineages), rituals of bodily 
transformation involving sexual practice, and the performing arts: a history of these developments, 
descriptions of actual rituals, and reference to religious and intellectual arguments based on under-
examined primary sources. No other book presents so many cases of kanjō in such depth and breadth. 
This book is relevant to readers interested in Buddhist studies, Japanese religions, the history of 
Japanese culture, and in the intersections between religious doctrines, rituals, legitimization, and 
performance. 
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This book is the outcome of the conference entitled “The World of Abhiṣeka: Consecration Rituals in 
the Buddhist Cultural Sphere,” which took place at the University of California, Santa  Barbara  in  May  
2018.  It was co-organized by Fabio Rambelli and Or Porath in California  and  Abe  Yasurō  in  Japan.  
Aware of the importance of kanjō rituals in premodern Japan, we decided to take a systematic approach 
and explore both their variety and complexity in Japan and their origins and ramifications in the Asian 
mainland. In other words, we aimed to overcome the typical insularity of Japanese studies and gesture 
towards a transnational perspective, but also to bring together discussions on disparate ritual programs 
that appeared to show shared epistemic frameworks. We were especially interested in the varied ways 
in which multiple consecration rituals bring together processes  of knowledge production and 
transmission on the one hand and status elevation and  legitimization  on  the  other,  through  
procedures  that  involve  embodiment  and bodily transformations – ontology, epistemology, and 
politics (and, in some cases, soteriology as well). The editors of this volume are glad to include a 
contribution by Matsumoto Ikuyo, who was unable to join us in Santa Barbara for the conference. This 
book gathers contributions by scholars from various disciplines  in  an  attempt to address a broad range 
of Japanese consecration rituals from an inter-disciplinary and comparative perspective, beyond their 
standard confinement to Esoteric  Buddhist  liturgy.  The book covers numerous approaches and 
subjects:  from Indian and Chinese precedents and Tibetan developments, to various kinds of 
consecrations carried out in  premodern  Japan  related  to  kingship,  monastic  ceremonies,  religious  
articulations  in  multiple  areas,  and  the  transmission  of  knowledge and practices about the 
performing arts. Contributors focus variously on the ritual procedures, their doctrinal and narrative 
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backgrounds, and the social  contexts  in  which  these  rituals  emerged  and  were  carried  out.  This 
book not only enriches the understanding of specific practices  typical  of  Esoteric/Tantric Buddhism in 
its transnational forms, but also shows how these liturgical practices came to constitute the template for 
a number of ritual actions through-out many fields and disciplines of premodern Japanese culture. One 
common thread is the shared transnational nature of abhiṣeka/kanjōrituals. Established in ancient India 
(possibly at the end of a process that began in prehistoric times) and later adopted by Buddhism, 
abhiṣeka rituals spread to other parts of Asia and for many centuries have been the template for a 
number of ceremonies.  In the case of Japan, we also see traces (or  echoes,  parallels,  or  perhaps 
instances of synchronicity?) between some medieval developments and doctrinal  and  ritual  inventions  
elsewhere  in  Asia  (most  significantly,  Tibet)  at about the same time (as for instance, in yugi kanjō), 
despite the absence of any known direct connection. Another  common  thread,  elaborated  in  the  
following  chapters  according  to  numerous  variations,  is  the  interplay  between  monastic  
consecration  (denbō kanjō) and imperial enthronement consecration (sokui kanjō), which reflects one 
of the fundamental aspects of Buddhism, namely, the closely related and yet con-flictual relation between 
monastic institutions and the state or, stated differently (by  adapting  Stanley  Tambiah’s  felicitous  
expression),  between  world-renouncing and world-conquering. Later on in Japan, a disembodied, a-
historical figure of the ruler (the “emperor”) became a template for shintō kanjō; and a simplified and 
stereotypical image of Esoteric Buddhist monastic transmission became the template for  performing  
arts  consecrations  (biwa  kanjō, waka  kanjō),  in  which  knowledge  was  supposedly  transmitted,  in  
a  mediated  form,  directly  from  a  divine  figure.  In this way,  a  ritual  that  was  closely  related  to  
the  center  of  king-ships  and  monastic  organizations  came  to  be  used  to  transmit  secular  forms  
of  knowledge to commoners.The book is divided into four main parts. Part One, Origins and 
Developments on the Asian Mainland, begins with a chapter by David White on Indian consecration 
rituals that were originally performed to enthrone kings, with their vast web of significations. This is 
followed by chapters on later developments in Asia involving  the  Buddhist  adoption  of  enthronement  
rituals  to  consecrate  monks  (especially in the Tantric/Esoteric tradition): Mori Masahide writes about 
various types of Buddhist abhiṣeka in India based on several sutras and ritual manuals; Dominic Steavu 
discusses Chinese variations of abhiṣeka (Ch. guanding) ceremonies in China at the intersection of 
Buddhist and pre-existing local (Daoist) practices;  and  Adam  Krug  traces  abhiṣeka  rituals  in  Tibet,  
especially  the  important  mahāmudrā consecration. Part Two, Imperial Consecration in Japan, discusses 
the history of the adoption of Indian abhiṣeka in the enthronement ceremonies of Japanese emperors.  
Interestingly, it appears that these rituals came to be performed for Japanese emperors by adapting 
Esoteric Buddhist liturgies for the consecration of monks. In other words, in contrast with the Indian 
case, in which a kingship ritual was adopted by Buddhist institutions, in Japan it was a Buddhist monastic 
ritual (itself a transformation of the same Indian kingship ritual) that was applied to imperial rituals.  
Ryūichi  Abé  studies  the  first  imperial  kanjō  in  ninth  century  Japan  and  discusses its impact on 
both subsequent imperial ceremonies and developments in  Esoteric  Buddhist  teachings.  Susan Klein 
explores the connections between performing arts, religious rituals, and imperial ceremonies in medieval 
Japan in relation to the development of the Esoteric Buddhist enthronement consecration (sokui  kanjō)  
for  emperors.  Matsumoto Ikuyo deals with a little-known topic, namely, the motivations behind failed  
Buddhist  attempts  to  revive  the  imperial  consecration in the modern period after its discontinuation 
in 1867.Next,  Part  Three,  Religious  Developments  of  the  Imperial  Consecration,  explores  a  
number  of  instances  in  medieval  and  early  modern  Japan  in  which  monastic and imperial kanjō 
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consecrations were modified and adapted to various religious developments. Abe Yasurō presents an 
overview of the field by outlining various lines of intersection between imperial ceremonies, monastic 
rituals, and the arts (performing arts and literature) that lie at the basis of such developments.  
Tomishima Yoshiyuki discusses an often overlooked but influential ritual, kechien kanjō, in  which  the  
officiant  monk  established  a  karmic  connection between gods, past emperors, and the divinities in 
the mandalas of Esoteric Buddhism,  which  lay  at  the  background  of  medieval  Japanese  cosmology.  
Paul Groner examines long lost secret rituals for the consecration to the monastic precepts, in which 
their recipients were freed from the obligation to actually observe the Buddhist monastic code. Lucia 
Dolce presents her work on an elusive but very influential Esoteric Buddhist scripture, Yugi-kyō (Ch.  
Yuqi  jing),  and  the  kanjōbased on it. Yugi kanjō stands out as a ritual consecration that highlights 
exegeti-cal innovations in Japanese Esoteric Buddhism and, at the same time, ritual shifts in the wider 
medieval world; in particular, this ritual does not use ritual implements but the body of the practitioner. 
Itō Satoshi presents shintō kanjō that were used in the medieval period to transmit knowledge about the 
standard classical source of Japanese mythology, Nihon shoki (a ritual called Nihongi kanjō 日本紀灌頂), 
and the medieval interpretations of its myths, via a text entitled Reikiki (in a ritual called Reiki kanjō 麗

気灌頂). Or Porath continues the exploration of the ways in which kanjō consecrations came to 
sacralize the body of the participants by focusing on a set of rituals, known as chigo kanjō, that were 
used at some Buddhist temples to transform young acolytes (chigo) into embodiments of divinities while 
at the same time positing them as objects of sexual desire accessible to senior monks. Kawasaki 
Tsuyoshi and Andrea Castiglioni both work on kanjō in the Shugendō 修験道 tradition of mountain 
asceticism, a rarely explored dimension of ritual consecrations.  Kawasaki discusses the origin of these 
rituals – an origin that, he argues, is  mostly  based  on  narrative  accounts,  rather  than  on  actual 
practices; Castiglioni focuses on actual kanjō performed in the mountains in  the  late  medieval  and  
early  modern  periods  and  the  emphasis  they  place  on  discursive practices involving secrecy. 
Finally,  Part  Four,  Developments  in  the  Arts,  addresses  another  important  aspect of the cultural 
impact of kanjō rituals, namely, the fact that they increasingly came to be used outside of the court and 
monastic contexts as ways to sanction  and  legitimize  transmission  and  acquisition  of  specific  
competences  associated with literature and the arts. Unno Keisuke discusses kanjō transmissions the 
art of waka poetry.  Inose Chihiro analyzes the kanjō rituals for the transmission of specific music pieces 
and performing techniques for the biwa (a type of lute) used in Gagaku, in a phenomenon that lasted  for  
about  three  centuries  before  being  abandoned.  Finally, Fabio Rambelli explores the secret 
transmission rituals for the music of the shō, the unique mouth organ used in  Gagaku  and Bugaku 舞楽 
performances. Shō kanjō 笙灌頂 emerged in the mid-fourteenth century, when the Ashikaga Shoguns 
and the emperors adopted this instrument as one of the regalia for their authority; the ritual was then 
abandoned in the late fifteenth century, together with its secret repertory and symbolism. This chapter 
also offers some general considerations about the nature of the secret knowledge transmitted in kanjō 
consecrations and possible reasons for the discontinuations of such rituals when social and 
epistemological conditions changed in the sixteenth century.  <>   
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THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF BUDDHIST PRACTICE by 
Kevin Trainor and Paula Arai [Oxford Handbooks, Oxford 
University Press, 978-0190632922] 
Popular representations of Buddhism often depict it as spiritual, disembodied, and largely devoid of 
ritual. Yet embodiment, materiality, emotion, and gender shape the way most Buddhists engage with 
their traditions. The essays within THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF BUDDHIST PRACTICE push 
beyond traditional representations of Buddhism as divided into static schools and traditions, highlighting 
instead the contested and negotiated character of individual and group identities. 
 
This volume will serve as a corrective to the common misconception that Buddhist practice is limited to 
seated meditation and that ritualized activities are not an integral dimension of authoritative Buddhist 
practice. Essays in this handbook explore the transformational aims of practices that require 
practitioners to move, gesture, and emote in prescribed ways, including the ways that scholars' own 
embodied practices are integral to their research methodology. Authors foreground the role of the 
body, examining how the senses, gender, specific emotions, and material engagements impact religious 
experience. They highlight, as well, the multiplicity of methods and theoretical perspectives that scholars 
of Buddhism use in their research and writing, including field-based, textual, and historical approaches. 
Given the fluidity and diversity of Buddhist practices, the question that animates this volume is: What 
makes a given practice Buddhist? 
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Introduction: Embodiment and Sense Experience by Paula Arai And 
Kevin Trainor 
Situating Practice in the Field of Buddhist Studies 
Why a handbook of Buddhist practice? During the past half century, the academic study of religion in 
Europe and North America has undergone significant change. Well into the twentieth century, it was 
rooted in assumptions about human religiosity characteristic of the prevailing impulses in Western 
civilization, with a focus on textual, philosophical, and historical developments in the major monotheistic 
traditions. This orientation provided the broad framework within which all religious traditions were 
studied and understood, and indeed what counted as worthy of study. Toward the latter half of the 
twentieth century, however, the field expanded as more voices and orientations were included within 
the scope of scholarly inquiry. Approaches that highlight the methodological implications of human 
embodiment increasingly found their place alongside textual and philosophical representations associated 
with religious elites. 

While the trajectory of scholarship on Buddhism broadly parallels the contours of the general field of 
religion, the field of Buddhist studies has expanded more tentatively beyond philological, philosophical, 
and "Protestant" modes of analysis. The field's criteria for authoritative scholarship have continued to 
reflect the scholarly priorities of nineteenth-century Buddhologists, whose academic inquiries gave 
relatively little attention to the implications of human embodiment and lived experience. Instead they 
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efforts to differentiate Buddhism from Hinduism also reinforced the tendency to represent Buddhism as 
rational, philosophical, and anti-ritualistic. 

The expansion of Buddhist studies from practices that privilege the editing, reading, and analysis of 
Buddhist texts to those centered on the observation and analysis of contemporary Buddhists engaged in 
embodied actions of varying degrees of formality have been accompanied by concerns about authenticity 
and authority. In fact, the relationship between text and practice in the pursuit of authentic knowledge 
has been central to the work of both Western academics and Buddhist practitioners. For example, 
debates about the relationship between pariyatti, a Pali term that refers to the study of Buddhist texts, 
and pitapatted, which denotes the practice of the Buddha's teachings, have concerned members of the 
Theravada Buddhist sangha at least since the compilation of the highly influential Pali commentaries in 
the fifth century CE. As George Bond has noted, debates about the proper relationship between text 
and practice emerged in the nineteenth century as a key feature of Buddhist modernism, as different 
communities of Sri Lankan Buddhists debated the place of bhavaná, mental cultivation or meditation, in 
the lives of lay and monastic Buddhists. 

When examined from the standpoint of embodied practice, this contrast between textual study and 
meditation becomes more complicated than it might first appear. Because the earliest Indian Buddhist 
texts existed exclusively in oral forms and textual knowledge resided within the bodies of Buddhist 
monastics, early Buddhist textual practice was embodied and linked with living face-to-face forms of 
transmission quite different from later reading practices, which depended upon externalized written 
texts and their continued reinscription. Likewise, what counts as a form of practice has been 
complicated by nineteenth-century Euro-American scholars' tendency to sharply differentiate 
meditation, associated with individualized forms of rationality, from other kinds of embodied behavior 
linked with collective display and affective expression, such as forms of offering and veneration directed 
toward relics. Thus a focus on practice opens up a broader consideration of what constitutes a Buddhist 
text and the diversity of practices centered upon it, and turns our attention to how particular forms of 
knowledge and their attendant practices are given authority by both scholars and practitioners, and 
scholar-practitioners. 

The emergence of Buddhist practice as a category of scholarly inquiry has also brought into sharper 
focus the role of practice in defining and maintaining analytical boundaries. Attention to embodied 
practices within diverse communities of Buddhists works against efforts to clearly define and represent 
Buddhism as a singular coherent religion. The project of defining Buddhism was linked to the emergence 
of religion in the West as a key analytical category, a form of conceptualization largely absent from 
traditional Asian forms of knowledge construction. While nineteenth century scholars recognized to 
varying degrees the diversity of Buddhist histories, their studies were often organized around a master 
narrative that began with an original philosophical purity, associated with the Buddha and his early 
monastic followers and constructed through a selective reading of Pali canonical sources, that over time 
became corrupted (i.e., ritualized) under the influence of later generations of Buddhists whose affective 
needs transformed the Buddha into a god-like object of devotion. This narrative of pristine origins and 
decline was consonant with efforts to clearly differentiate the religions of Buddhism and Hinduism from 
one another, and resonated with accounts of the history of Christianity influenced by Protestant 
critiques of Catholic ritualism. As scholars turned to texts outside the Pali canon, which was for some 
time erroneously believed to represent the earliest forms of Buddhist tradition, a narrative of three 
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distinct streams of Buddhist tradition came to dominate scholarly representations of Buddhism. Early 
Indian Buddhism was identified with the Hinayana/Theravada, followed by the emergence of the 
Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions, each defined by their distinctive collections of Buddhist texts in 
different languages that formed the basis for scholars' efforts to delineate their distinctive systems of 
belief and practice. 

In contrast, the increasing prominence of field-based studies of diverse communities of Buddhists over 
the past several decades has illuminated the porous and contested nature of the boundaries that define 
different groups of Buddhists. These studies have also highlighted the role of embodied performance in 
constituting and defending a range of modern social identities that intersect in complex ways with other 
markers of belonging, such as gender, race, ethnicity, and citizenship in modern nation-states. Such 
representations of Buddhism tend toward more localized and particularized frames of analysis, and they 
commonly foreground the ways in which Buddhist beliefs and practices are embedded in local 
sociocultural dynamics. 

While the field of religious studies has historically tended to foreground the "Eastern" or "non-Western" 
character of Buddhism, both in terms of its origins and historical lineages, during the past several 
decades increasing attention has been drawn to the establishment of Buddhist traditions in Europe and 
North America, and to the emergence of globalized forms of Buddhism deeply shaped by modern forms 
of transnational capitalism and new communication technologies. Once again, debates about the 
authenticity and authority of specific practices continue to shape the analysis and representation of these 
traditions, just as they continue to inform the internal dynamics of new communities of Buddhist 
practitioners. Among the issues that have emerged are the following: the centrality of meditation as the 
foundation for the authentic practice of Buddhism, in contrast to forms of devotional ritual; discourses 
centered on "mindfulness" as a generic form of mental discipline grounded in secular scientific discourses 
and practices; debates about the importance of foundational Buddhist cosmological principles such as 
karma and rebirth for authentic practice in the West; and discussions about the proper place of 
renunciant traditions in the sangha and the role that social hierarchies should play in its internal 
organization. Such negotiations increasingly take place within globalized frameworks of discourse and 
practice, marked by flows of Buddhist teachers, practitioners, and scholars across geographical and 
cultural boundaries that, until the late nineteenth century, supported the characterization of Buddhism 
as an "Asian" religion. 

From Rite to Practice: Embodied Action and Formalization 
What do we mean by practice, and how does it differ from ritual? There is a long history of scholarship 
on religious ritual, and as Catherine Bell has noted, Western scholars of religion have frequently 
employed a binary contrast between belief and ritual in their analyses. Paralleling this conceptual 
dichotomy are a number of other conceptual contrasts with which the belief/ritual dyad is implicitly or 
explicitly linked, including paired contrasts between mind and body, and reason and emotion. Bell also 
observes that these analytical binaries have often served discursively to evoke and reinforce social 
hierarchies, in particular, a contrastbetween the detached outside observer (the scholar), implicitly 
associated with mind and rational analysis, and religious practitioners, whose embodied participation in 
the powerful sensory engagements of ritual action are assumed to preclude the possibility of their 
understanding the ritual's true meaning within its sociocultural context. This contrast between belief and 
ritual is central to Durkheim's influential definition of religion, and it finds a classic expression in Geertz's 
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analysis of religion as a cultural system, where he observes that outside observers can only aesthetically 
appreciate or scientifically dissect religious performances, in contrast to participants, for whom they are 
"enactments, materialization, realizations" of a particular religious perspective. 

This dichotomous characterization of the relationship between belief and ritual on the one hand, and of 
the divergent perspectives of outside analysts and inside participants on the other, parallels a binary 
opposition that has structured an influential narrative of Buddhism's historical origins in ancient India. 
This account highlights the Buddha's rejection of brahmanic sacrifice, which construed karma as ritual 
action, in favor of an individualized and ethicized conception of karma, reconceived as an individual's 
intentional actions. The Buddhist reconfiguration of karma's significance, according to this narrative, is 
tied to the centrality of Buddhist meditation, which is understood to facilitate the individual's process of 
gaining analytical distance from the body and its sensory attachments. Once again, this tendency to 
privilege mind over body and detached rationality over somatically grounded sensation and emotion, 
linked with a powerful discourse of normative monastic renunciation and social disengagement, has 
contributed to problematic character(ci)-1.4(z)ations of Buddhism as anti-ritualistic, and has deflected attention 
from the centrality of embodied practices in Buddhist communities. It has, for example, tended to 
obscure the ways in which Buddhist meditation can be understood as a kind of embodied practice, and 
neglected forms of engagement with Buddhist texts that aren't focused on their semantic content. 

We have chosen to organize this handbook around the category of Buddhist practice, rather than 
Buddhist ritual, because "practice" foregrounds the centrality of embodied action without necessarily 
implying that the action in question is highly formalized and repetitious. It points instead to the fluid and 
open-ended character of ritual(ci)-1.4(z)ation, which we regard as a wide-ranging behavioral dynamic marked by 
varying degrees of formal(ci)-1.4(z)ation and improvisation, a dynamic that is most fruitfully engaged when the 
observable actions of embodied individuals are explored in connection with the particular material and 
social environments that frame those actions. We thus seek to keep in continuous play the interactions 
of three analytically distinct registers: individuals' bodies, marked by complex internal systems of psycho-
physical interaction; distinct mater(ci)-1.al environments that afford those individuals a range of concrete 
possibilities for sensory engagement; and particular forms of social organization linked to power and 
authority that shape human interactions. In this sense, practice can be understood as fundamentally 
about kinds of strategic behavior, as the sometimes convergent and sometimes divergent aims of 
particular individuals and social groups play out through their embodied interactions. What marks a 
particular practice as "Buddhist" is itself a matter of strategic engagement, and this includes a given 
person's self-identification along the scholar-practitioner continuum, an identification that may change 
according to context. 

Continuum of Contexts 
Our attention to embodied thought and action invites attention to the implications of positionality and 
context. Analytically highlighting the relationships among the three foci of individual person, material 
surround, and social interactions foregrounds the interactive and emergent properties of human 
practice, and points to the diversity of analytical standpoints that potent(ci)-1.ally come into play in the work 
of Buddhist scholars and practitioners. Consider, for example, the interactions of these three registers 
within the confines of a library, which is both an independent physical structure and a socially 
constituted site that shapes the interactions between the people who use it and the objects that it 
preserves and controls for particular purposes. Those granted access to it commonly embody a set of 
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authoritative skills cultivated over many years (e.g., language mastery, paleography), skills finely calibrated 
to the effective use of the texts that it contains (e.g., reading, transcription, memorization, oral 
recitation), and that form the basis for other practices that extend beyond the library's walls (e.g., 
writing, teaching, publication, chanting, invocation). Thus while the library as physical structure and social 
institution represents a key location for understanding some formative "Buddhist" practices for both 
scholars and practitioners, the broader significance of those practices emerges only when they are 
viewed in relationship to additional practices that unfold outside its walls, practices around which 
various forms of authority and authenticity are constellated and performed. Moreover, how one 
understands a given library practice varies depending upon one's standpoint, whether framed by the 
experience of particular library users and their individual motivations, by the material characteristics of 
the library itself as it impinges upon those who enter and use it (or are excluded from its use), or 
viewed in relation to broader social dynamics that set the terms for how the texts preserved in the 
library can and should be used and how possible interpretations of their meaning are secured. 

The human body is constituted of complex biologically conditioned features, including sexual organs, 
skin color, and a complex sensory apparatus, as well as socially constructed markers of identity and 
status such as gender, sexual orientation, race, and ethnicity. Human orientations toward and 
engagements with surrounding materiality emerge interactively in accordance with the constraints and 
possibilities imposed by particular physical bodies, the impact of specific material features of their 
surrounding environments, and in relation to the particular behavioral and linguistic codes into which 
people have been socialized. Among the culturally inflected variables that influence these human 
orientations are foundational constructions of the relationship between the mind and body, between the 
self and others, and of the proper ordering of community, for example, by assumptions about inalienable 
individual rights and the justness of hierarchical power differentials. 

Our focus on religious practice highlights the role of ritualized behavior in mediating the complex and 
ongoing sensory interactions of human bodies with their material surroundings. One particular sense 
may be foregrounded in a given practice, such as touch when holding prayer beads, mind when 
visualizing Avalokitesvara, or taste when sipping ceremonial tea. How these interactions affect the body 
and what the encounter might mean to a practitioner or scholarly observer is simultaneously 
constrained and open-ended. One person may be transported through an olfactory encounter with 
incense that intensifies attention to the present moment, while another may experience an allergic 
reaction and choose in the future to only practice in spaces that mandate unscented offerings. 
Participants in religious practice function simultaneously in all three registers, embedded in rich milieux 
with individual, material, and social dimensions. For example, an encounter with monastics in silk 
brocade robes chanting before a golden Buddha creates a sensorium of auditory, visual, and mental 
activity that may strengthen the monks' religious authority for one practitioner, provoke an anticlerical 
response in another, while inclining a scholarly observer to theorize about Buddhist cosmologies, social 
hierarchies, or the aesthetics of Buddhist practice. And the criteria for judging who has the privileged 
perspective on the significance of this encounter are likewise deeply linked to diverse forms of practice 
that extend well beyond the confines of the temple in which the encounters take place. 

Varying ontological and cosmological worldviews augment the range of sensory encounters with 
materiality. Some Buddhists, for example, hold that a rock can manifest Buddha-nature, while others, 
Buddhist and non-Buddhist, regard a rock as mere materiality lacking potential sentience. Buddhist 
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practitioners who cohabit a world with living bodhisattvas may feel exaltation upon seeing His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama, an incarnation of the bodhisattva of compassion, or may feel protected by wearing a red 
cord he has blessed. Some would never let a text they consider sacred touch the floor, while others 
remain aloof as dust accumulates on a book that they devoted years of their lives to writing. Practices 
like pilgrimage follow the contours of a textually narrated Buddhist geography, marked out by stupas and 
images, even as the moving bodies of pilgrims bring those pathways to life. Predisposed as social beings 
to coordinate with others and sharing deep somatic capacities for synchronization through shared 
sensory stimulation, religious practices often engender powerful integrative experiences, even as they 
potentially sharpen the divide between insiders and outsiders and heighten conflict over territorial 
control. 

Each person has a distinct experiential perspective influenced by physical differences and personal 
memories, yet each individual is also deeply socialized in ways that can be analyzed from a variety of 
theoretical perspectives. Attention to forms of embodied social interaction illuminates the ebbs and 
flows of inclusion and estrangement, the orchestration of unequal access to prestige, authority, and 
material resources, and broad dynamics of conflict and cooperation orchestrated by markers of 
difference and solidarity, such as gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and racialization. For example, in 
the history of conflict over women's ordination, one can observe how different sangha institutions, in 
some cases aligned with state-directed forms of political power, have acted in particular circumstances 
to support or suppress the struggles of Buddhist women to pursue their highest religious aspirations. 
And ordination itself is a powerful form of practice that significantly alters the lives of those who 
undertake it through transformations of their bodies (removing hair and donning robes), changes in their 
material surroundings (ranging from solitary forest dwellings to large urban monastic complexes), and, in 
many cases, significant status elevation closely keyed to restrictive behavioral codes and expectations of 
ritual proficiency. 

Viewing Buddhist Practice Through Lenses of Emotion, Embodiment, and Agency 
As an exercise in conceptual cartography, this Handbook seeks to nurture the emergence of innovative 
and self-reflective Buddhist studies scholarship by providing some analytical landmarks for orienting 
readers to the rich diversity of practices that animate Buddhist lives and cultures. Facing this potentially 
overwhelming panoply of actions undertaken by countless Buddhists across a vast geographical, 
historical, and cultural expanse, it is reasonable to ask: What, if anything, do they have in common? One 
possible answer: these forms of practice share an orientation toward reducing suffering (duhkha). In 
keeping with this core concern, this volume explores a number of strategic practices that diverse 
communities of Buddhists have undertaken as they navigate the perils of samsara and pursue diverse 
liberatory ideals. 

We have organized our mapping of the terrain of Buddhist practice through the heuristic lenses of three 
key dimensions of religious practice. Whatever else they might entail, Buddhist practices evoke and 
direct a wide range of emotions, are grounded in human embodiment, and support the agency of those 
who undertake them to realize particular goals. While it is a commonplace of modern scholarship to 
presume a clear division between the aims and methods of scholars of Buddhism on the one hand, and 
of "religious" or "spiritual" practitioners on the other, this volume seeks to explore what these 
distinctive forms of practice have in common, as well as what distinguishes them, whether the goals 
articulated for undertaking them be the gaining of insight or tenure. The approaches and methods that 
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scholars and practitioners undertake—whether discursively framed as first-person, second-person, or 
third-person—reflect the dynamics entailed by human emotion, embodiment, and agency. Issues of 
authenticity and authority likewise inform the actions that scholars and practitioners perform, even if the 
criteria for identifying and resolving those issues may vary greatly depending upon their respective 
contexts. 

Emotion 
Emotion and religion have a long and tangled history in Western analytical traditions? Emotion or 
"feeling" has, at times, been identified as the essence of religion and, when linked with private forms of 
subjective experience, functioned as a bulwark against the deconstructive power of scientific rationality. 
There is also a long history of debate over the primary location of emotions: Are they best understood 
as sense-based mental disturbances, as somatically grounded instinctual responses linked to human 
evolution, or as fundamentally social phenomena with complex histories and a wide range of distinctive 
cultural forms? Where one locates emotions, whether as fundamentally biological and universal across 
the human species or as socially and culturally differentiated, has powerful analytical and epistemological 
consequences. Are emotions susceptible to rational inquiry? What is their relationship to cognitive 
processes? And what role do they or should they play in authoritative knowledge construction? 

It is important to note at the outset that traditional Buddhist discourses lack any direct lexical equivalent 
to the term "emotion." A wide range of particular emotions have been clearly differentiated in various 
Buddhist analytical projects, often broadly evaluated as either "skillful" or "unskillful" (kusala/akusala) 
with respect to their role in one's advance or retreat along the path to ultimate liberation from 
suffering. Generalized discussions about the role of emotion in Buddhism are thus potentially misleading, 
since using the broad category of emotion tends to aggregate things that diverse Buddhist discourses 
have typically differentiated. And there is also the enduring legacy of nineteenth-century representations 
of Buddhism as a religion of systematic emotional detachment, programmatically devoid of sentiments of 
devotion, at least in its earliest and ostensibly more authentic forms. Thus one might be surprised, for 
example, that the practice of cultivating upeksa, "equanimity" (one of the four brahm^^iharas, or "divine 
abidings"), aims at developing a positive emotion, not extirpating emotion altogether. 

As recent Buddhist studies scholarship has highlighted, Buddhist communities have, through their 
religious practices, cultivated and orchestrated a wide range of somatically grounded emotional 
responses. Examples include the powerful effects of drawing near the glorious bodies of buddhas and 
bodhisattvas (present in the flesh or materially mediated through relics, texts, and images), of setting 
forth on extended pilgrimages to access the powerful effects of localized forms of religious presence, 
and of accessing virtual worlds through the mediation of Buddhist web sites and smartphone apps. 

The increasing prevalence of ethnographically based scholarship has contributed greatly to an 
appreciation of the disparate emotional valences of lived religion within a diversity of contemporary 
Buddhist communities, and ethnographic methodology has recognized the intersubjective and affective 
dimensions of ethnographic fieldwork. Text-based scriptural analyses, whether pursued in secular 
academic contexts or within communities of Dharma practice, have generally been less attuned to the 
positive role of emotion in Buddhist traditions, though creative engagements with different genres of 
Buddhist texts have also played a key role in foregrounding the capacity of narrative to evoke powerful 
feelings. Consider, for example, this seemingly disembodied aphorism in the Dhammapada "No sons 
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there are for protection, / Neither father nor even relations, / For one seized by the End-Maker; Among 
relations there is no protection. / Knowing this fact, The wise one, restrained by virtue, / Would make 
clear, right quickly, / The path leading to Nibb^na." Theravada commentarial tradition links this verse to 
a story about patacára, who loses her husband, children, and parents on a single day, descends into a 
grief so profound that she walks about the city naked, and returns to sanity through an encounter with 
the Buddha's profound compassion. This narrative grants the verses an embodied emotional urgency, 
and opens up a social world marked by class and gender difference. 

Attention to the emotional power of visual images and their behavioral force reveals an additional 
dimension of Buddhist practice. Consider these two visual representations of the patácará story in Sri 
Lanka, the first a version of the narrative painted in the 1990s at Bellanvila Temple near Colombo, the 
second a nineteenth-century depiction from Kataluva Temple in the south. The Bellanvila scene shown 
here depicts Patacara using her body to shelter her children from a torrential downpour, powerfully 
evoking the embodied force of her fierce love and self-sacrificing desire to protect them. The tragic 
limits of this maternal care and its cost in suffering soon become apparent when both of her children are 
swept to their deaths as they attempt to cross a stream engorged by the rains. 

The depth of Patacard's suffering, brought to a climax when she learns that her mother, father, and 
brother have all perished from the collapse of their house during the storm, appears in the nineteenth-
century painting from Kataluva; here ^atácará is shown wandering about, deranged by her grief and 
oblivious to the loss of her clothing until she encounters the Buddha, whose compassion returns her to 
her senses, and she requests permission to go forth as a member of the women's monastic community. 
Subsequent scenes depict her life as a bhikkh^ni, later known as "foremost in the mastery of the Vinaya" 
(a striking contrast to her earlier naked disorientation) and spiritual preceptor to a large community of 
Buddhist nuns. These depictions propel their viewers through a complex web of interdependent and 
emergent emotional forces linked to the visually mediated story of Patacara, as well as to the viewers' 
own diverse emotional histories. As a relatively distanced observer, I can easily catalog the distinct 
series of emotions evoked in patacárá's story, from her socially disruptive love for the lower-class 
servant who became her husband, her continued longing to return to the family she disgraced, her 
maternal care to protect and nurture her children, her overpowering grief and disorientation elicited by 
the loss of all her loved ones, her return to equanimity through the Buddha's compassionate presence, 
and finally her own compassionate nurturing of the religious lives of the women in her community. 
What I cannot confidently assess is how these emotional potentials, embodied quite differently in these 
two distinct temple paintings, gain force and consequence in the emotional lives of the individuals who 
encounter them in real time, each shaped by unique individual stories as well as a diversity of social 
identities and roles. Even if one must acknowledge the relative analytical indeterminacy of these affective 
forces, their connection to Buddhist practice remains clear, particularly when we situate these paintings 
in the temple settings that frame them, which provide the immediate opportunity for merit-making 
offerings and acts of veneration. 

Embodiment 
Bodies are primary sites of Buddhist practice. Buddhist discourses commonly investigate the body as a 
privileged location for observing and analyzing the dynamic, interactive forces that shape human 
perception, intentionality, and action. Embodiment as a heuristic lens highlights the interdependence of 
internal and external factors that shape individual experiences, which can be seen both as a 
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manifestation of those factors, as well as the basis upon which subsequent perceptions and actions 
predictably unfold in time and space. Exploring Buddhist practice through the lens of embodiment 
illuminates a plethora of stark and subtle distinctions between people and reveals patterns rippling 
through a cross section of socio-historical milieux. 

When viewing Buddhist practice through the lens of embodiment, two broad dynamics come into focus: 
body as problem and body as solution. These different notions of the body elucidate a range of practice 
strategies that are based upon varying understandings of the relationship of practice to awakening. 
Practices that observe the body as problem home in on impermanent, impure, and sensory distortions 
associated with the body. Practices to address these problems are diverse, ranging from meditating on a 
decomposing corpse to simply avoiding activities perceived as stimulating sensory desires and 
attachments. One could argue that the Buddhist monastic discipline codified in the Vinaya aims at 
addressing the body as problem. 

In contrast, two major currents run through the body-as-solution orientation. One current delineates 
body as process and highlights transformation; here body is a primary medium for development and 
improvement. Practices that characterize this current include such practices as chanting, seated 
meditation, making offerings at an altar, and pilgrimage. The other current sees the body as the site of 
realization. Viewed from this perspective, the body is not a means to an end, but rather the locus of 
awakening. Practice is approached as a matter of acting in accord with the inherently enlightened nature 
of the body, fully present in the most mundane of activities, from eating to defecating. Looking through 
the lens of embodiment thus reveals how diverse Buddhist body-centered discourses construct a 
continuum of valorizations, from body as font of impurity and fountainhead of suffering to body as 
carriage of bliss and manifestation of buddha-nature. 

The lens of embodiment also throws into relief how current communities and institutions of Buddhist 
practice and scholarship wrestle with a multiplicity of embodied identities. All bodies are subject to 
taxonomies of identity formation, including race/ ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, and 
variations of bodily shape and ability. These differences, variably identified with individual bodies, are 
often indexed to hierarchies of social authority and authenticity. Such value-based differentiations define 
and police the boundaries of social groups by marking particular bodies as included or excluded. 
Examining the possibilities and limitations that forms of embodiment foster sheds light on how power, 
agency, and value are culturally and socially encoded and distributed. How one perceives a body and 
which social constructs are attended to has a wide range of potential effects for practitioners, whether 
they locate themselves within academic or Dharma-based communities. 

Social constructions of embodiment can impose positive or negative valences on bodily features, 
according to context. Those recognized as belonging to the hegemonic norm display embodied markers 
that are assessed positively and are accorded authority and power. Those whose embodiment does not 
match dominant norms are prone to being devalued and marginalized. Under some circumstances, 
however, markers of marginality are positively assessed by the majority, such as when dominant 
members of the group pursue ideals of inclusion and diversity. In either case, imposed negative and 
positive identities have an impact on individuals and groups. While not all group members internalize the 
assumptions of the dominant value system, the conditions within which they must seek their own well-
being create very different possibilities for flourishing, depending on their relative congruence with the 
ideological and institutional constraints imposed by the dominant group. 



w o r d t r a d e  r e v i e w s | s p o t l i g h t |  1 0 2  
 
 
 

 
 
408 | P a g e                                              
s p o t l i g h t |© a u t h o r s |o r |w o r d t r a d e . c o m  
 

Discourses on non-self in Dharma community contexts illustrate the complexity of issues that come into 
play when attention is directed toward dynamics of embodiment. Recourse to the principle of non-self 
may direct attention away from the effects of embodied social differences, allowing members of the 
dominant community to ignore incidents of micro-aggression and conditions of structural injustice. 
Moreover, in emphasis on individual responsibility for one's life circumstances, reinforced by 
constructions of karmic agency and the primacy of individual perceptions, may blunt in awareness of the 
need for collective action to dismantle systematic oppression. Thus ^^king non-self discourses may 
privilege the dominant group and reinforce marginalization. At the same time, practitioners outside the 
dominant group may find that cultivating an awareness of non-self heightens their insight into the 
conditioned and transient nature of the self and supports the deconstruction of harmful perceptions and 
attitudes, providing resources for resistance. 

In academic contexts, scholarship that ignores the implications of embodiment, especially of marginalized 
bodies, deflects attention away from power differentials tied to embodied differences and reinforces a 
normativity that unconsciously supports the pri^ileged majority. Problematic perceptions of scholars' 
bodies linked to assumptions about differentials of intelligence and authority may influence search 
committees, letters of recommendation, course evaluations, and performance reviews. Attention to 
embodied differences, for example, gender and race/ethnicity, opens up a critical understanding of how 
particular religious texts, commonly assumed to represent the shared perspectives of the members of a 
religious community, may in fact represent the views of a dominant minority whose authority those 
texts support. Analyses that are inattentive to the social force of embodied differences obscure the 
forms of practice, self-understanding, and agency of members of the community outside the dominant 
group. A focus on embodiment is thus vital to critical scholarship, for it highlights how unconscious 
assumptions about embodied differences potentially influence scholarly interpretations, and it directs 
attention to the lives of community members whose perspectives and practices may not be visible or 
accurately represented in the authorized representations of particular religious communities. 

Recognizing the bodily conditions of scholarly practice can in turn illuminate how our own bodily 
particularities and those of the people with whom we engage might affect our selection of topics and 
authoritative sources, and predispose us to dismiss or favor certain methodological and theoretical 
approaches. Being conscious of our embodied particularity and its implications leads us to acknowledge 
the limitations and incompleteness of any analytical project, and encourages us to open our scholarship 
to a broader community of conversation partners. 

Academic analysis informed by an understanding of the ways that scholarly practice is itself shaped by 
the scholar's own embodiment and particular forms of practice supports the production of qualitative 
knowledge that is richly contextualized, thus foregrounding the diversity of Buddhist communities and 
highlighting the dangers of static and essentialized generalizations about "Buddhist" ideas and ideals. In 
highlighting the particularities of embodied life, the dynamics of the tradition as practiced—whether in 
the present day or in historically distant communities—come more clearly into view, making palpable 
the local, somatic, and kinesthetic dimensions of lived religion. In this way, the emergent properties of 
practice are brought to the fore and, depending upon the scholar's analytical focus, a clearer 
understanding of their cognitive, social, psychological, aesthetic, political, or spiritual dimensions 
becomes available. 
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Agency 
In focusing on agency as a key dimension of practice, we take as a starting point the observation that 
practice has a strong strategic orientation. In other words, it is purposive behavior that is typically 
formalized in ways that set it apart from more random, spontaneous activities, and those who undertake 
it do so to pursue particular aims, shaped by individual and communal interests. In this respect, both 
Buddhist and academic practitioners engage in forms of practice that they perceive to be efficacious and 
empowering. But by what criteria are particular acts determined to be efficacious, and toward what 
ends? Whose authority and what material constraints set the conditions within which efficacy is 
experienced and assessed? 

Central to notions of agency are basic assumptions about how individual agents are constituted. For 
example, do the kinds of relatively formalized behaviors that we identify as strategic presume a self-
conscious agent performing actions directed toward realizing intentional ends that can be explicitly 
articulated? Given the powerful role of sensory interactions in human behavior and their links to 
somatically grounded affects, is it perhaps apposite to consider the agency of human bodies that seek 
their own ends apart from and possibly contrary to conscious choice? In addition, how do particular 
foundational assumptions, for example Buddhist teachings of anatman (the absence of a stable and 
enduring self) or scientific models of material causation, enable or thwart particular forms of human 
agency? 

Our focus on the dynamics of Buddhist practice, in keeping with the continuum of contexts identified 
previously (internal psycho-physical dynamics, sensory engagements with material environments, social 
dynamics), highlights the interactive and emergent character of human agency, and recognizes that 
agency takes on different appearaoces depending upon the viewer's location and the analytical 
frameworks they employ. Broadly speaking, scholars of Buddhist traditions located in Euro-American 
traditions of scholarship work within institutions that value objectivity and support practices aimed at 
intersubjective validation as a means of securing authoritative knowledge. Consequently, claims to 
knowledge grounded in private forms of experience and personal subjectivity are commonly met with 
professional skepticism, particularly in the natural and social sciences. Ideals and disciplines of scientific 
rigor and objective analysis are socially and materially supported through funding agencies, research 
laboratories, libraries, academic presses, and elaborate peer-review practices aimed at minimizing the 
distorting effects of personal bias. At the same time, ideals of individual creativity and ownership of the 
scholar's unique intellectual products are affirmed through formal citation practices and copyright laws 
devised to protect private property. 

An alternative practice of intersubjective validation informs the increasing prominence of field-based 
research within contemporary Buddhist communities. Grounded m epistemologies that affirm the value 
of emotion and embodied experience for interpersonal understanding, these forms of scholarship 
commonly foreground the impact of a scholar's subject-position within a field of unequal power 
relationships and potentially heighten awareness of the ethical implications of scholarly representations 
in ways that text-based analyses of historically distant Buddhist communities have not perceived 
disjunction between those who work in academic institutions and those who participate in Dharma 
communities is heightened in the United States by constitutionally based prohibitions against public 
funding for religious groups. Many scholars of Buddhism working in state-supported religious studies 
departments take pains to sharply differentiate their "study" of religion from its "practice" by Buddhists. 
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Emerging debates over "mindfulness" practices illuminate the fraught nature of this distinction. Whether 
mindfulness counts as "Buddhist" and "religious" depends upon the contexts in which it is practiced, as 
well as on the contested meanings of those categories and the forms of agency that they enable. 
Secularized forms of mindfulness are widely practiced in hospitals and in state-supported educational 
institutions, reflecting what Jeff Wilson has termed a process of "mystification" that obscures the 
practice's historical and cultural roots. Critics of the incorporation of these practices in public schools 
characterize them as forms of "stealth Buddhism;' deeply embedded in a system of ethical values that 
they regard as religious. Collaborative research undertaken by scientists and practitioners of 
"contemplative wisdom" over the past three decades under the aegis of the Mind and Life Institute 
likewise points to an extensive framework of shared inquiry and practice that strategically blurs the 
boundaries between the domains of science and spirituality as these have been formulated within the 
context of Western modernity. 

A focus on agency in the context of Buddhist practice directs scholarly attention away from static 
generalizations about what Buddhists believe and toward the enormous diversity of cultural and 
historical contexts within which Buddhists have taken up particular forms of action aimed at the 
alleviation of suffering. However multiform these practices, they have generally been framed within a 
worldview in which the effects of "skillful" and "unskillful" actions play out over multiple lifetimes, and in 
which access to the Dharma and the sangha, linked to the compassionate activities of buddhas and 
bodhisattvas, provides essential guidance along the path to awakening. 

While some authoritative Buddhist discourses frame action and its consequences primarily in terms of 
conscious intentionality and foreground individual agency as determinative for progressing along the path 
to awakening, others emphasize modes of interdependence. These include accounts of supportive 
relationships forged within Buddhist communities, both lay and monastic, and stories of the liberative 
force of embodied encounters with extraordinary human and nonhuman agents (buddhas, arhats, 
bodhisattvas, deities). Such accounts are often tied to privileged locations set apart through various 
formal ritual strategies (temples, domestic shrines, stupas, mountains) and are frequently linked to 
aesthetically powerful objects (relics and reliquaries, images, mandalas) that materially mediate the 
presence of those powerful agents of liberation. 

These latter settings, which foreground interactive relationships between the bodies of individual agents 
and the material and social settings within which they are situated, figure prominently in the essays 
collected in this volume. While the idea of a handbook implies a certain comprehensiveness and hands-
on practicality, we have organized this collection with a keen awareness that the dynamics of practice, 
embedded in individual bodies and particular locations, push against efforts to generalize and 
systematize. In place of comprehensiveness, we have sought to include a diversity of examples from 
various Buddhist traditions, cultural locations, and historical periods, organized around several 
interpretive settings useful for observing the dynamics of Buddhist practice. These include broad 
regional perspectives, formative examples of material mediation, physical bodies as sites of 
transformation and body-mind interaction, powerful sites of human and nonhuman interaction, 
relationships within and between lay and monastic communities, and several emergent forms of Buddhist 
practice shaped by conditions of modernity and the influence of globalization. By including essays written 
by scholars whose work is informed by a variety of critical methodologies (textual analysis, historical 
research, archaeology, field-based ethnography) and relationships to Dharma practice (hospital chaplain, 
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Dharma teachers, ordained, lay, and non-practitioners), we have sought to showcase a wide range of 
potential approaches, and we are hopeful this volume will support an expanding dialogue as our readers 
make use of it, creating new conversations as they selectively engage the perspectives of individual 
contributors while pursuing their own areas of research.  <>   

BUDDHISM AND WHITENESS: CRITICAL REFLECTIONS 
edited by George Yancy, Emily McRae [Philosophy of Race, 
Lexington Books, 9781498581028] 
The motivation behind this important volume is to weave together two distinct, but we think 
complementary, traditions – the philosophical engagement with race/whiteness and Buddhist philosophy 
– in order to explore the ways in which these traditions can inform, correct, and improve each other. 
This exciting and critically informed volume will be the first of its kind to bring together essays that 
explicitly connect these two traditions and will mark a major step both in understanding race and 
whiteness (with the help of Buddhist philosophy) and in understanding Buddhist philosophy (with the 
help of philosophy of race and theorizations of whiteness). We expand upon a small, but growing, body 
of work that applies Buddhist philosophical analyses to whiteness and racial injustice in contemporary 
U.S. culture. Buddhist philosophy has much to contribute to furthering our understanding of whiteness 
and racial identity, the mechanisms that create and maintain white supremacy, and the possibility of 
dismantling white supremacy. We are interested both in the possible insights that Buddhist metaphysical, 
epistemological, and ethical analyses can bring to understanding race and whiteness, as well as the 
potential limitations of such Buddhist-inspired approaches. 

In their chapters, contributors draw on Buddhist philosophical and contemplative traditions to offer 
fresh, insightful, and powerful perspectives on issues regarding racial identity and whiteness, including 
such themes as cultural appropriation, mechanisms of racial injustice and racial justice, phenomenology 
of racial oppression, epistemologies of racial ignorance, liberatory practices with regard to racism, 
Womanism, and the intersections of gender-based, raced-based, and sexuality-based oppressions. 
Authors make use of both contemporary and ancient Buddhist philosophical and contemplative 
traditions. These include various Asian traditions, including Theravada, Mahayana, Tantra, and Zen, as 
well as comparatively new American Buddhist traditions. 

Review 

With essays from more than 15 thinkers, including Tricycle contributing editor Charles Johnson, this 
book offers new scholarly ideas on Buddhism’s equal access to liberation in the context of the persistent 
racism experienced in America and beyond. The editors write in the introduction that “racism or white 
supremacy is like the water in which we all swim”—though only some of us notice that we’re 
submerged. Contributors from across traditions, who also draw on feminist and cultural studies in 
addition to race theory, ask whether we can use Buddhist philosophy to put an end to racism and white 
supremacy just as we apply teachings to cut through our sense of “self.” ― Tricycle: The Buddist Review 
 
 

https://www.amazon.com/Buddhism-Whiteness-Critical-Reflections-Philosophy/dp/1498581021/
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Buddhism and Whiteness is highly recommended to anyone interested in modern Buddhism, as well as 
an interesting alternative lens for those studying the development of racism in North America and 
Europe. ― H-Net: Humanities and Social Science Reviews Online 
 
Part of the importance of this collection of essays lies in its multipronged approach to both naming the 
white supremacist bedrock of whiteness and describing Buddhist models for understanding how it arises. 
. . Authors in this volume bring to light a number of attitudes that help the reader “see” white ignorance 
in action. . . . Relinquishing the privilege of being the authority on what constitutes “real” Buddhism, who 
is a “real” American, and what counts as “real” practice involves giving something up. That act, and all 
the myriad ways whites can practice giving away unearned privilege, can itself become a powerful 
method of merit-making, of dana as a form of moral development in the pursuit of benefiting others. In 
this respect and others, Buddhism and Whiteness offers gifts of insight that constitute a wise and 
compassionate act of merit. ― Buddhadharma 
 
It is high time for a book like this. For too long the story of the transmission of Buddhism to the West 
has been told without attention to the ways that transmission is inflected by race and racism. This 
carefully curated collection of essays opens that question, and offers a rich set of perspectives on the 
complex interaction of Buddhist transmission, ideology, and practice with race and racism in the West. 
A must read for anyone interested in contemporary global Buddhism. -- Jay Garfield, Smith College 
 
It is impossible to read Buddhism and Whiteness and not experience an itch for action. This timely—and 
indeed, “futurely”— volume challenges all of us to reflect creatively and imaginatively about how we can 
best make a politics of the possible a constitutive contour of our religious lives, our efforts to learn 
about and from Buddhism, and especially our everyday lives, even as all of these are deeply conditioned 
and distorted by structural racism together with other oppressive and exclusionary structures. -- 
Charles Hallisey, Harvard Divinity School 
 
Buddhism and Whiteness instructs with the spirit of Thich Naht Hanh— “Freedom is not given to us by 
anyone, we have to cultivate it.” Composting ignorance and violence, this volume seeds peace for local 
and global care from US to Rohingya and Yemen communities. -- Joy James, author of Seeking the 
Beloved Community 

This volume opens with a foreword by noted scholar of religion Jan Willis in which she observes that 
although there is only one race, Homo sapiens, racism still thrives. The collection documents views from 
the peripheries that reveal that LGBTQ people and people of color are challenged in white US Buddhist 
communities as if they have no place. Often they are not seen at all. The way forward, Laurie Cassidy 
writes, is to listen deeply and take responsibility for the shared reality of all people. In his essay Bryce 
Huebner argues that “races are not biologically real” and “race is a conceptual fiction.” This book is 
about modifying practices as well as changing minds. This reviewer was impressed by the program—
recommended by Jessica Locke (following Patricia Devine)—of implicit bias intervention. Metta 
("lovingkindness") meditation to develop a competing and positive narrative to the racist one about 
blackness is also effective. This important book offers ideas and values that could change how meditation 
works. In an afterword Charles Johnson writes that what is new here “is the effort to find common 
ground between ancient Buddhist ideas and principles with feminist theory, existential phenomenology, 
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and Critical Race Theory, and Critical Whiteness Studies.”  
Summing Up: Highly recommended. Upper-division undergraduates through faculty and professionals; 
general readers. ― Choice Reviews 
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The chapters in this book represent some of the newest and most creative ways of conceptualizing race 
and racism and their possible Buddhist solutions. Their authors are young scholars and writers, all 
working at the intersections of race theory, philosophy of race, feminist and cultural studies, and 
Buddhist philosophy. 

That there is only one race of human beings homo sapiens—extant today 
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should go without question; to hold otherwise is like holding the ancient and equally erroneous view 
that the world is flat. The sciences of biology and genetics have long since shattered the notion that 
there is more than a single race of human beings on earth. 

Yet, racism still lives and thrives among us, though it is but an illusion, a mere social construct, a non-
inherently existent and nonindependent phenomenon. (This notion, I believe, is what PBS intended to 
convey with the title of its 2005 documentary series, "Race: The Power of an Illusion.") In this so-called 
post-racial era of twenty-first-century America, we are supposed to know, and be, better. 

But there is nothing "post" about the racism we see playing out every day in America and other regions 
of the world. Indeed, in America, the afterlife of the color-based slavery that existed here for centuries 
means that racism continues as a mighty, if "invisible," presence in social, political, economic, and other 
spheres today, granting advantages to one group (whites) while disadvantaging all others (blacks and 
other people of color). It continues to be the cause of much suffering and great harm—both physical 
and psychological to those who are "disadvantaged" by it. 

To speak of racism as being a systemic construct which, of course, it is, may actually give it too much 
weight, too much concreteness. (We point to signs saying "white" and "colored" above drinking 
fountains and say, "That's racism!" even though we know that they are just signs.) Perhaps it would be 
better to say that racism or white supremacy is like the water in which we all swim: some of us are 
aware of it, others do not notice it or are in denial of its existence. We are all fish swimming in white 
supremacy. Here I am reminded of two powerful lines in James Baldwin's "My Dungeon Shook: Letter to 
my Nephew": "But it is not permissible that the authors of devastation should also be innocent. It is the 
innocence which constitutes the crime." This water in which we swim, this sea, must be recognized, 
acknowledged, understood, experienced, and called out. Only such seeing, such insight, can free us of it. 

Those of us who study Buddhism are familiar with the notion that a noninherently existent phenomenon 
or fiction—say, the "I"—is capable of wielding tremendous power in our lives. Indeed, according to 
Buddhism, it is our misunderstanding of the nature of reality that causes us to experience suffering: 
grasping onto the conceit of "I" (and its unspoken corollary, I am better than others), we think that the 
world should be as we want it to be. 

All things are impermanent, however, and that means that our wish that things be otherwise than they 
are almost always leaves us frustrated, dissatisfied, and longing for some other state or condition or 
thing—hence our continual craving. This is Buddhism's key teaching: that erroneously grasping after and 
believing in a permanent, unchanging, inherently existent "I," separate from (and better than) others, sets 
us up for suffering. And, conversely: the wisdom that sees our error, that sees through the illusion of a 
permanent, independent, and separate "I," is the only wisdom that can and will free us from the suffering 
that we have caused for ourselves. In the Dhammapada, we are told in verses 153 and 154 that the 
Buddha, just as he was on the cusp of full enlightenment, declared the following two statements: 

 

I, who have been seeking the builder of this house (body), failing to attain Enlightenment which would 
enable me to find him, have wandered through innumerable births in samsara. To be born again and 
again is, indeed, suffering (dukkha)! 
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Oh, house-builder! You are [now] seen, you shall build no house (for me) again. All your rafters are 
broken, your roof-tree is destroyed. My mind has reached the unconditioned, Nibbana; the end of 
craving has been attained. 

The house-builder here is aham-kara, the "I-maker." As Buddhists, we are encouraged to find, see 
directly, and thereby completely destroy the illusory notion of the erroneously grasped-after "I" in order 
to wake up, put an end to craving, and reach freedom. Can we do the same for "racism"? For 
"whiteness"? 

The chapters in this book seek to answer such urgent queries. Can we, through intensely investigating 
the erroneous constructs of racism and  

whiteness, confront their power to harm and their illusoriness, and free ourselves of their ignorance? 

Of course, we must first see both constructs clearly. Then, we need to investigate what causes them. 
We must interrogate not only their origins, but their end. These steps are reminiscent of Buddhism's 
Four Noble Truths. We might say: there is racism, there is a cause, there is an end to it, and a path to 
that end. 

 

Just as the Buddha saw that grasping at a nonexistent "I" was the cause of pain and suffering for the 
human condition generally, what if we could, after clearly perceiving racism's raison d'etre, be 
courageous enough to destroy it? I am again reminded of Baldwin. In his final challenge to white America 
as voiced in Raoul Peck's film, I Am Not Your Negro, he said, "I know who I am. But you have created 
this 'N . . .'. And it's up to you to figure out why you needed it." 

All the chapters here are in one way or another concerned with the liberative prize of "seeing" itself and 
(at least implicitly) challenge us to take action once we have seen the truth. These endeavors, it seems 
to me, are distinctly Buddhist at their core. 

Seeing, in Buddhism, is of paramount concern. In the Buddha's very First Discourse (Dhamma-
cakkapavattana-sutta, "Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Law"), this formula is repeated again and again 
to characterize the Buddha's newly found wisdom: "It gives vision, insight, wisdom, leads to nibbana, 
enlightenment." Indeed, before he could deliver his first teachings to his first five followers, the Buddha 
had to instruct and transform them with the words ehi passika, or "Come and see (for yourself)." Seeing 
is believing in Buddhism and experiencing the truth is the only way to know it, thus replacing mere faith 
with conviction. 

It is always worth recalling that "Buddha" itself is a title—not a name—for one who has "woken up." The 
man born Siddhartha Gautama woke up while he was awake: he saw in a new and different way; he saw, 
finally, what was real and true. So, one repeatedly finds throughout these chapters the trope or meme of 
interrogating, of seeing correctly, and waking up from our ordinary "epistemologies of ignorance." 

Thich Nhat Hanh is said to have rd7h. So,k.d7 Td
[s
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truth," from the absolute point of view (their own, perchance?), no distinctions pertain. Thereby they 
ignore historical fact: namely, that the Buddha was quite the revolutionary activist himself. 

In sixth-century BCE India, in spite of all the strict societal structures and social norms of Aryan society, 
the Buddha allowed followers from all castes, and even women (after some convincing), to join his new 
community. Such allowances were quite radical for their time. Clearly, his Dharma did not preclude 
actual activism and change. It did not exclude certain people with certain bodies from its community. 
Still, there are those today who argue that the Dharma and activism must be kept separate, that 
Buddhism focuses on individual, inner revolution, not outward activism or change. 

Such a view would favor the titular model of Laurie Cassidy's provocative chapter, "The Tranquil 
Meditator." The essay explores "how American capitalism hijacks spiritual practices, such as Buddhist 
meditation, thereby subverting their liberative human potential." Moreover, Cassidy tells us, "I 
intentionally use the word hijack because it refers to how a vehicle for transport is seized and forced to 
a destination other than was originally intended." For Cassidy, American capitalism itself intends to 
subvert the possibility of change, and she employs a cultural and feminist lens to look closely at the 
virtual and structural venues of Buddhist propagation in America. 

Carolyn M. Jones Medine's exploration of "the Confluence of Black and Engaged Buddhism in the 
Vietnam War" uses memoir and other literary and historical sources to shed light on precisely why 
Thich Nhat Hanh and the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. became brothers in struggle. 

Joy Cecile Brennan's full-throttled philosophical inquiry powerfully interrogates "A Buddhist 
Phenomenology of the White Mind" by deftly employing Yogacarin principles to show how the 
"epistemological ignorance of `whiteness'" originates, and why it ought not be trusted. Her opening 
comments are powerful: 

It has been amply demonstrated that whiteness is a construct that is socially, emotionally, 
psychologically, and somatically reproduced in the class of people who thereby come to be 
known as—and to know ourselves as—white. The general question is then: what can Buddhist 
thought tell us about how this construct functions? And what therapy can Buddhist traditions of 
practice recommend as a method of stripping the power from this construct, of exposing it for 
what it is, of de-constructing it? 

More particularly, I should like to examine the social epistemology of ignorance that shapes the 
perceptions and conceptions of whites. Following Charles Mills' work on racialized epistemologies, this 
chapter looks at the epistemic asymmetry between whites and blacks, and the phenomenology of the 
white mind that manifests the white side of this asymmetry. 

Bryce Huebner's chapter, "The Interdependence and Emptiness of Whiteness," likewise draws on 
Yogacara philosophy but focuses primarily on Dharmakirti's work to describe how our minds categorize 
and label reality, and beings, on the basis of our own vasanas (previous karmic imprints).  

It goes further to incorporate historical examples which highlight precisely how we Americans have 
"conjured whiteness into existence." 

A number of the chapters here speak to the embodied experience of Blackness, in general, and within 
Buddhist sanghas in particular, bringing feminist and cultural studies' critiques to bear. Thus, Sharon A. 
Suh speaks of "Buddhist killjoys" and of the experiences of hypervisibility in her chapter, "'We Interrupt 
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Your Regularly Scheduled Programming to Bring You This Very Important Public Service Announcement 
. . .': aka Buddhism as Usual in the Academy." And Rima Veseley-Flad's "Racism and Anatta: Black 
Buddhists, Embodiment, and Interpretations of Non-Self" discusses the memoirs of three African 
American women Buddhist teachers (Reverend angel Kyodo williams, Zenju Earthlyn Manuel, and 
myself) as she explores this embodied experience. Lastly, at least one of the chapters (Rhonda V. 
Magee's "Taking and Making Refuge in Racial [Whiteness] Awareness and Racial Justice Work") speaks 
explicitly about the need for social justice activism and how that might take ritual form. 

My remarks here have focused on only a few of the many constructive ideas and philosophical strategies 
adopted in the fifteen thought-provoking chapters contained here. I hope that they have whetted your 
appetite to read further, I invite you now to take a calm and deep breath, wade into the individual 
pieces, and to see for yourself. 

*** 

Emily McRae: My interest in this project began with two events. The first was listening to a talk by 
George Yancy for my Philosophy Department's colloquia series. Although I had read George's work 
before, I had never heard him speak. His talk was a brilliant analysis of whiteness that performed the 
dual function of explaining and exposing whiteness and, by doing so, destabilizing, deconstructing, and—
as he puts it—"un-suturing" whiteness for (at least some of the) white members of the audience, 
including me. I was moved and challenged. George advised white people to tarry in the uncomfortable 
space of trying to understand what our claims to whiteness really amount to, to resist the hasty 
conclusions of whiteness, and to notice when our whiteness "ambushes" us. 

This excellent advice immediately reminded me of the Buddhist concept of equanimity, the ability to 
abide in an unpleasant (or pleasant) experience without getting high-jacked by our knee-jerk reactions of 
hostility and ego-preservation. Buddhist philosophy, I thought, may have something very useful to 
contribute to understanding contemporary racial injustice in the United States. Charles Johnson's 
Buddhist-inspired response to the police brutality and murder of Black men and boys in the United 
States ("Every 28 Hours")' further strengthened my sense of the importance of Buddhist ethical and 
philosophical perspectives for understanding racism and white supremacy. 

Not long after this encounter, I went on a seven-day meditation retreat with an esteemed Tibetan 
Dzogchen master. The pinnacle of this retreat was receiving "pointing-out" instructions in which a 
qualified master "points out" to the practitioner the nature of her own mind. This is considered a rare 
and precious opportunity, and one that practitioners prepare for through preliminary meditation 
practices. Ideally, the teacher points out the nature of the disciple's mind in an intimate one-on-one 
encounter. This was not the case in this retreat, however. There were over 100 people in attendance. 
Still, great effort was made to maintain the sacred and precious environment for the teaching by, for 
example, asking people to remain in their seats for the entirety of the teaching so as not to disturb the 
transmission of the instructions. We had also taken a vow of silence for several days. 

I give this background in order to better contextualize what happened next. During these precious 
teachings, the Dzogchen master made a "joke" about white people having better karma than Black 
people, which explains their/ our white privilege. Some people laughed, some people seemed 
embarrassed. But one person left. She was one of (as I recall) two Black practitioners in the sangha of 
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over 100 people, the vast majority of whom were white. That she left during the pointing-out 
instruction was significant and noticed by nearly everyone, including, it turned out, the master himself. 

An emergency discussion session was quickly scheduled to talk about the incident (we all had to be 
temporarily "released" from our vow of silence). During this session various opinions were expressed: a 
few expressed disappointment with the teacher, but many others defended him by explaining that US 
racial politics are difficult to understand for people who are not from the United States (the teacher was 
Tibetan). Some pointed out that the teacher was not white, and implied that he therefore should not be 
implicated in pathologies of whiteness. Still others considered the incident to be an overreaction to a 
bad joke. My own contribution was to point out, in a shaky voice unused to speaking for several days, 
the whiteness of the sangha and to ask what mechanisms were in place to maintain such a white sangha. 
I was surprised to find that my fairly tepid and hardly insightful remarks were met with hostile 
defensiveness. The sangha was diverse, I was told, because there were (white) Americans, (white) 
Europeans, (white) Russians, (white) Argentinians. You get the point. This experience tempered my 
enthusiasm for Buddhism's potential to speak meaningfully in our (US) critical conversation about race 
2.8(a)nd r2.8(a)cism. How, I wondered, could a community that is so white—2.8(a)nd so defensively white—possibly 
contribute to dismantling white supremacy? 

Of course, not all US sanghas are so white. There are sanghas that are majority Asian-American, as well 
as a few that are actively committed to racial diversity and achieving racial justice, some of which are 
mentioned in the chapters that follow. Even in/my own sangha some progress was made. The Tibetan 
teacher spoke privately with the Black practitioner who had left the teachings (it turned out that she did 
not leave the retreat altogether). After this private conversation, the teacher publically apologized to the 
sangha, an action that I had never seen a prominent Buddhist teacher do before. Still, clearly, much work 
needs to be done. 

It was with these conflicting experiences in mind that I eagerly agreed to George's suggestion to coedit a 
volume on Buddhism and whiteness.  

This volume is the first of its kind to offer a collection of philosophical analyses of whiteness, r2.8(c)1.3(e)-1.3(, 2.8(a)n)-2(d)-2.9( )]TJ
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operative in Western Buddhism and the academic study of Buddhism in the West. 

The chapters in this volume are diverse, dr2.8(a)wing not only from different Buddhist tr2.8(a)ditions and schools, 

but also employing different disciplinary methodologies. This, I think, is appropriate, since it underscores 
the fundamentally interdisciplinary nature of both Buddhist Philosophy and Critical Philosophy of Race. 
The topics covered in this volume include a Dharmakirtian analyses of the construct of whiteness; a 
Yogacaran account of white subjectivity; an inquiry into white avidya (ignorance); several explorations 
into the intersections of white supremacy, capitalism, and patriarchy in Western cultural and academic 
discourse on Buddhism as well as within Buddhist sanghas; a description of the resonance and 
connections between the philosophies of Dr. King and Thich Nhat Hanh; a presentation of an embodied 
practice of liberation from whiteness; and a Tibetan chod-inspired practice to uproot white supremacy, 
to name just a few. Although diverse along several axes, these chapters raise questions and arguments 
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that speak to core philosophical issues, including the nature of cognition and subjectivity, the limits of 
knowledge and ignorance, and the ethical demands that arise from the fact of human and sentient 
suffering. 

All of the chapters in this volume integrate two philosophical traditions—Critical Philosophy of Race and 
Buddhist Philosophy—that are rarely in dialogue, in academia or outside it. The volume is, I think, a 
testament to the fruitfulness of this integration. It is my hope that this volume will provide a source of 
inspiration for scholars and practitioners who seek to understand the benefits and dangers of Buddhist 
models of social justice. 

George Yancy: Sharing stories about one's life, one's identity, is a constructive affair. After all, memories 
lapse, discourse can reveal and conceal, courage and embarrassment mediate what is or is not said, and 
the imagination fills lacuna. With that in mind, though, I have been "haunted"—from the moment that I 
can really recall when I became conscious of the world (or conscious of myself as being-in-the-world 
with any seriousness)—with a feeling of existential melancholy paradoxically linked to a wonderful 
feeling of existential joy and ecstasy. So, there was (and is) this sense of being awed by the fact that I am, 
that we are; the dread and the beauty are mixed together. By "haunted," I mean the sense of being 
frequented by a sense of overwhelming desire to know why I exist, why there is something rather than 
nothing. This can clearly be described as a profound sense of wonder, but, for me, it is linked, and has 
always been linked, to a sense of suffering; it is the weight of finding that one has awakened in medias res 
where there is no satisfying and epistemologically certain preamble and no sure end that makes sense 
with any certainty. Death makes no sense to me, even if it is a biological necessity. So, I carry the weight 
of this. It arises at different times with various affective intensities. There are times when my body 
literally shakes. But why begin here with a book titled, Buddhism and Whiteness: Critical Reflections? 

My interest in Buddhism, and Eastern thought more generally, is linked to that existential and 
paradoxical sense of suffering and joy, of seeking a meaning to the whole that isn't at all obvious. At 
about twenty years old, I read obsessively, but didn't understand much of what I read. But I was driven. 
The suffering was too weighty. I read J. Krishnamurti, Aldous Huxley, Tarthang Tulku, Peter D. 
Ouspensky, Alan Watts, G. I. Gurdjieff, Khalil Gibran, Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, and others. I bought and 
read parts of the Bhagavad-Gita, the I Ching, the Upanishads, and other religious texts. Of course, by 
this time, I was majoring in philosophy at the University of Pittsburgh, having committed myself to 
philosophy at seventeen years old, but my hunger for meaning wasn't driven simply by philosophical 
wonder, but by a deep hunger for something more, something spiritually transcendent. That hunger 
formed who I was. The hunger was encouraged when I was introduced, while an undergraduate, to 
prominent Hindu spiritual leader Swami Bhashyananda who, after answering a question that I raised, said 
to me, "You will someday become a very wise man." At nineteen years old, hearing that meant the 
world to me, confirmed what felt like my "destiny." This search or hunger for the transcendent is why, 
I'm sure, I've always had a penchant for Plato's theory of Forms. 

Reading Krishnamurti, introduced to me by my father and his close friend, George Williams, made me 
soar and yet travel inward. They introduced me to his books, and later I bought his records and actually 
had the pleasure to meet him, and to shake his hand when I went to Ojai, California, to hear him speak. 
And while Krishnamurti didn't offer "the way," in fact was critical of any such discourse, I was enthralled 
by his emphasis upon mindfulness, having the capacity to possess a silent mind. Around this time, I 
became aware of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, who spoke of the practice and art of dying to the self, the 
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ego. At the time I was unaware of the controversy surrounding him or his followers. Later, I was 
fascinated and transfixed by the transformative narrative of Siddhartha Gautama. The idea of remaining 
completely still despite the outward distractions is still incredibly fascinating to me. I even envisioned 
myself as a mold\ quiet, enlightened, and enveloped in divine reality. As you can see, my conceptual 
understanding. of all of this was being  

driven by various spiritual orientations, but I was seeking with a passion. Devotees within the Hare 
Krishna movement wanted me to join them. People of the Unification Church (founded by its 
controversial leader Sun Myung Moon) tried desperately to recruit me. I didn't join. I was still seeking. 
There were times when I thought that it wasn't philosophy with its analytic style that moved me, but 
something similar to mysticism, something that resulted in a profound and unutterable experience. 

So, when I initially began to think about how Buddhism might speak critically to whiteness, I'm pretty 
sure that it was the work of Krishnamurti that was in the back of my mind. While not a Buddhist 
practitioner, Krishnamurti offered a way of challenging what I had much later come to refer to as the 
opacity of whiteness, the ways in which white people fail or refuse to look at their own whiteness, or 
even the ways in which whiteness, structurally, obfuscates its own self-interrogation, burying itself 
deeper into the white psyche such that white people may not even possibly know the depths of their 
own racism. Buddhism offered (and offers) a language and a practice that suggests strong conceptual 
family resemblances to concepts that I later brought to bear on thinking about whiteness—for example, 
the concept of un-
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Indeed, mindfully, one must embrace that wound. Although he did not have in mind the interior 
structure of whiteness, through a beautiful and moving meditative practice and imaging that is applicable 
to my point here, Zen Buddhist Thich Nhat Hanh says, "Breathing in, I see myself as a 5-year-old child. 
Breathing out, I hold that 5-year-old child in me with tenderness. Breathing in, I see the 5-year-old child 
in me as fragile, vulnerable, easily wounded. Breathing out I feel the wound of that little child in me and 
use the energy of compassion to hold tenderly the wound of that child."' Think of this in terms of 
Baldwin's idea of white people "learning how to accept and love themselves." What is clear to me is that 
whiteness, as a site of brokenness, which reinforces itself through repetitive acts of distancing, 
stereotyping, hating, and alienating people of color, must be undone, shattered, through a mindful 
tarrying of its always already brokenness. And while there is so much more that Buddhism has to offer 
in terms of dismantling the poisonous reality of whiteness, which is precisely the motivation for this text, 
it is because of that powerful sense of mindfulness as a site of temporal disruption vis-a-vis the 
sedimented and habitual practices of whiteness that I eagerly asked my colleague and friend, Emily 
McRae, to join me in producing this unprecedented and collective meditation on whiteness.  <>   
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in defining East Asia is naturally taking centre stage in the Humani ties and specifically within Religious 
Studies. In this respect, East Asia is held tantamount to the Chinese cultural sphere, the ‘Sinic zone’ 
(Fairbank 1968: 2) and ‘Sinic world’ (Reischauer 1974), or the ‘Sinosphere’ (Fogel 2009: 4-5)—all 
referring to the region culturally engrained by the Hàn Chinese discursive archive, politically (via 
tributary relations) and economically clustering in an historical perspective. Regional cohesion is seen to 
be given most notably through both the dissemination of the Chinese script and a distinctive portfolio of 
religious and ethical patterns crystallising in the recognition of the importance of self-cultivation and 
social harmony. For the proponents of a shared East Asian cultural heritage, it is mainly the Confucian 
nomenclature of reality and its practical application by behavioural patterns that lies at the core of the 
Sinic religious reservoir (e.g., Shin 2012; Rozman 1991; Tu 1989); the Chinese cultural sphere as 
essentially a ‘Confucian cultural area’ (Nakajima 1994: 114-115). By bracketing East Asia in this way, 
territorial lines are reshuffled—Mongolia is left out, whereas Singapore is added to the core bloc of 
China/Taiwan, the Korean peninsula, Japan, and Vietnam (cf. Holcombe 2017: 5; Prescott 2015: 5-6). The 
shift happening at the level of nation-states also takes place in the domestic context, where certain 
enclaves may presently (let alone historically) effectively be relocated either inside (e.g., concentrated 
Chinese diasporic settlements in Indonesia and Malaysia) or outside (e.g., Tibet and broad areas of 
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Xïnjiãng) this culturally contoured enclosure. The constellation over a culturally connected East Asia is 
likewise not unanimously agreed upon, with Singapore and Vietnam being the movable elements. As for 
the latter, for instance, the level of ‘Confucianisation’ as to justify the inclusion into the assumed 
Confucian cultural area is contested by some scholars (Acharya 2013: 96 n. 37). 

The definition of East Asia employed in this Handbook draws on the assump tion of cultural, and 
specifically religious, commonalities of the countries included; that is to say, the discursive aspects 
shared by the majority of those contributing to the vast nationally confined cultural repository. A 
determining factor to the East Asian cultural storehouse has been the process of sinicisation, fleshing out 
most saliently via a shared vocabulary as well as the ideological and material heritage of the ‘Three 
Teachings’ (Chinese: sãnjiào; Japanese: sankyõ; Korean: samgyo; Vietnamese: tam giáo): Buddhism, 
Confucianism, and Daoism (cf. Pye 2004). The Three Teachings were adding significantly to the religious 
environment of East Asia, mutually influencing each other as well as existing and newly arriving religious 
systems (e.g., Christianity). The ethical dimension of the Three Teachings, most resonantly voiced by the 
Confucian tradition in days past, supplied a widely recognised standard of mores deemed conducive 
across the region for the establishment/maintenance of social well-being. This became so deeply 
ingrained that it still remains, at least latently, a socio-cultural substratum. The discursive universe of the 
Three Teachings, in varying diachronic and local configurations concerning the magnitude of influence of 
each single ‘tradition,’ keeps serving as the matrix or the syncretising agent of newly emerging and 
transmigrated religious currents, given the accelerating religious globalisation. 

East Asia according to this Handbook denotes the part of Asia whose sociocultural anatomy is 
conspicuously characterised by these discursive aspects inscribed through a millennia-long unfolding 
process in substantial parts of today’s nation-states of China and Taiwan, Japan, South and North Korea, 
and Vietnam. 

New Religious Movements 
Religions have always been in motion. In addition to the transformations within existing religions, the 
emergence of new movements is a constant factor in history. Some of them grow and may become an 
essential aspect of the religious panorama domestically or even internationally. Most of them, however, 
remain small or eventually disappear. Taken from this angle, the term ‘new religious movement’ is a 
relative term. Designating religions as NRMs or ‘new religions’ is a convention, which came into use due 
to the lack of a more suitable terminology with respect to recently emerged religious communities. At 
its heart, the term is defined by a temporal dimension considering the time of institutional formation qua 
discernible community based on a novel religious provider (founding figure) and consumers (adherents 
or practitioners). Accordingly, most scholars, taking the temporal aspect as definiens for NRM, mark the 
beginning of ‘new religiosity’ after 1800, or, alternatively, from the middle of the nineteenth century. 
This rather broad definition of NRM is occasionally juxtaposed by an approach to the concept that limits 
its range to the mid-twentieth century by associating the origin of NRMs with the aftermath of the 
1960s counter culture or, alternatively, with the end of World War II (see, for example, Arweck 2002: 
264; Melton 2007: 30-33). This contraction, however, is Western-centric, for it is linked to the 
emergence of a striking number of groups particularly in the United States and, by extension, Western 
Europe, while ignoring other areas of the world. Moreover, this definition is further compromised since 
many of the movements that were first encountered in the West at the time can be traced back in 
history well before this apparent caesura. The general lack of a clear definition entails that the term 
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‘NRM’ is limited in its temporal and, especially, its regional usage. There is, for instance, no penchant to 
use this category in respect to recent developments taking place in the Islamic world, although one 
could easily think of a plethora of suitable groups, such as the Ahmadiyya, established in the closing of 
the nineteenth century. 

From the perspective of Religious Studies, a proper definition of ‘NRM’ should be broad enough to be 
employed in regionally and temporally diverse contexts. This is most plainly done by adhering to one 
sole criterion with a flexible lower end, namely ‘time.’ This lower end is variously anchored throughout 
nineteenth century religious history in conjunction with industrialisation, colonialism, and incipient 
‘glocalisation.’ At the intersection of socio-cultural, political, and economic shifts that were notably 
taking shape in all areas of the world during the nineteenth century, novel religious programmes were 
devised inhaling a transformative spirit moulded by the surrounding discourse and the new paradigm of 
(unfolding) modernity. ‘New religiosity,’ whenever conceived in the history of religions, is a concerted 
attempt to introduce change (Beckford 1986: x) but with a temporally more recent and thus 
contextually demarcated anatomy. 

One of the major concerns with the label ‘NRM’ is that this category’s history is often depicted as a 
completely separate chapter. Such approach ignores that NRM s are indeed born and bred in a specific 
religious milieu, and, more often than not, brought forth by and may manoeuver within a single ‘parent 
tradition.’ Hence, the expression ‘NRM’ should not be regarded a new branding of religion along the 
lines of Buddhism, Christianity, or Islam, but merely as an umbrella notion encompassing ‘more recent’ 
institutional manifestations. This approach challenges the nomenclature often applied to religious history, 
where NRM s are understood as a separate segment next to ‘world religions.’ NRM s are so multi-
faceted as to defy any overall classification not grounded in a temporal definition. 

In this Handbook NRM is used in preference to the more senior term ‘new religion.’ The latter is a 
direct rendering of shinshükyõ , which has become the standard designation in Japanese academe. 
Closely following Japanese terminology, Korean scholars likewise adopted, as the first choice, this term 
as a calque—sinjonggyo. The rationale behind using NRM is its more inclusive semantics. The term 
‘movement’ provides a broader spectrum of ‘institutions,’ ranging from legally incorporated bodies and 
hierarchically structured organisations to loosely based communities and religious networks in statu 
nascendi. In addition, the term allows embracing the dynamic character of new religious developments. 
The younger and smaller circumscribed institutions are, the more their visibility increases given how 
lived religion is always in a constant state of reshaping. Cowan and Bromley (2015: 197-198) accordingly 
introduced the descriptor ‘experimental faiths.’ In particular, it better depicts the subtle dynamics within 
the early period of formation, which is often characterised by a slow process of emancipation with 
various stages of community building and separation. NRMs scholarship and adjacent disciplines have 
introduced a panoply of alternative terms, many of which explicitly or implicitly convey negative 
associations, or are bound to very particular circumstances concerning their usage. Most coinages are 
animated by a basal dichotomy, as is also incidentally the case with ‘NRM’ or ‘new religion’ (here: 
‘traditional’ or ‘established’ versus ‘new’). These include, among others: peripheral, marginal, or fringe 
religion; minority religion/faith; non-mainstream religion; sectarian religion or group; controversial or 
unconventional religion; alternative religion; and emergent religion. Expressions such as ‘new religious 
organisation’ and ‘new religious current’ are chiefly used in a distinct setting narrowing the semantics of 
NRM. These designations implicate a dichotomy by generally taking as a defining reference a religious 
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‘mainstream’ towards which they appear as an alternative. Such understanding of new religiosity as a 
non-mainline religious arena is not only relative, that is, depending on the regional and temporal context, 
but to some extent echoes inferiority vis-à-vis a mainstream ideal. Specific neologisms have spawned in 
many languages, mostly stimulated by the ‘anti-cult’ discourse. In this respect, blatantly derogatory labels 
such as ‘cult’ and ‘sect’ are being avoided, unless they are arranged within a specific sociological 
explanatory framework, which has its own problems of wider applicability, especially with a view to East 
Asian NRMs. 

East Asian New Religious Movements 
There is no universally agreed definition for the term ‘NRM’ (or alternative expressions), yet it is 
generally perceived as a very useful label—particularly when dealing with the history of East Asia from 
the nineteenth century—for it stresses a new mode of ‘institutionalised’ religious expression. The 
emergence and growth of new religious developments is an important aspect in any description of the 
religious context of the countries concerned. This is perhaps one of the major differences to the 
situation in ‘Western’ countries, where the existence of NRMs is evident as well, but more often than 
not they lack a substantial followership and thus remain marginalised. This difference exists to a large 
degree due to the general religious history of the East Asian countries that is characterised by a greater 
variety in the religious realm, specifically the dynamic presence of the Three Teachings throughout 
millennia, rather than the dominance of just one specific religious system over several centuries (such as 
with Christianity or Islam). In other words, East Asia comprises a much more colourful religious scenery 
in time and space. 

The tendency to use the term NRM in this context must also be evaluated against the background of the 
history of the last two centuries. Doubtlessly, this period constitutes the most crucial phase in the 
history of the region. Key societal and political changes have their beginning in the nineteenth century, 
rapidly transforming the lifeworld of the people. The period witnessed the end of the Chinese emperor 
system ranging back to the third century BCE and— following social upheavals and a civil war—the 
establishment of a Communist state in mainland China and a separate one on the island of Taiwan. In 
Japan, the Meiji Restoration (Meiji ishin) put an end to the isolationist Edo {Ya period (1603-1868) by 
introducing a centralist state focused on (and narrowed down to) the pre-eminence of the Japanese 
Emperor, which eventually resulted in problematic developments in the first half of the twentieth 
century culminating in the country’s disastrous involvement in World War II. On the Korean peninsula, 
Japanese ‘colonial rule’ (Ilje kangjômgi, 1910-1945) concluded the Chosôn dynasty (1392-1910), paving 
the way for the entanglements with the post-war geopolitical situation that eventually divided the 
country into a communist North and a capitalist South following a bloody fratricidal war (1950-1953). 
Vietnam became object of French colonial interests in the nineteenth century and had to struggle its way 
to freedom during the twentieth century, parting the country while being plagued by an atrocious war 
(1955-1975). 

Fuelling further transformation also in the light of advancing industrialisation, technologisation, and 
globalisation, these developments deeply impregnated the religious history of the region and thus are 
also pivotal for the new religious domain. The underlying impetus of these massive shifts across East 
Asian societies was the imperialist encounter with the West, ‘glocalising’ East Asia. For the religious 
field, this encounter meant a rapid expansion of offerings due to transmigration of ideas and their 
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accommodation on the one hand, and a self-adapting generative momentum as a response to foreign 
impact on the other. 

The Vietnamese Phat Giao Htta Haao (Cao Dài) is a most well-known example of a movement 
accommodating both European, ‘Western’ features (most conspicuously from Catholicism and from 
Kardecian Spiritism) and Asian elements in the course of the formation into a new comprehensive 
religious system. A more recent example concerns the new manifestations impacted by the Euro-
American so-called ‘New Age’ in East Asia in the second half of the twentieth century. Groups 
manoeuvring in this ‘new spirituality’ segment either embraced concepts to widen their religious 
portfolio or are a direct outflow of this reception process. Several of these actors, navigating noticeably 
on the trajectory of the New Age current, have now grown into seminal suppliers in the global ‘spiritual 
market.’ 

The formation of ‘new religiosity’ in East Asia at large is mainly based on an impulse brought forth by 
accelerated crisis. Whereas ‘crisis’ is certainly no universally applicable instrument for explaining the 
emergence of novel movements, it nevertheless serves well the East Asian context as a tool for 
understanding the specifics of its new religious developments. ‘Crisis’ is a defining factor of the human 
condition, a biographical disruption triggered by perceived deprivation. The deprivation felt may have 
numerous causes— social inadequacies, illness, identificatory disorientation, etc.—that are engendered 
or at least energised by the dynamics of one’s life environment. The aspect of crisis is well articulated in 
the East Asian new religious cosmos, manifesting in an all-pervading elaborate spectrum of millenarian 
expression that aims at closure of collective deprivation. The rugged transformation process of the East 
Asian region continuously nourished the potential for crisis and thus occasionally gave rise to a social 
response in the form of NRMs. Conducive for this religious crystallisation is the pluralist religio-cultural 
East Asian heritage, offering a wide array of new avenues to spell out novel social programmes. It is this 
vast crucible of traditions old and new, native and nativised, soaked through by the Three Teachings and 
socially grammaticalised especially by Confucianism that distinctively circumscribe the East Asian 
religious context. Born and bred in this specific socio-cultural milieu, East Asian NRMs take on the traits 
of the wider religious framework, shaping the very category this Handbook attempts to explore. The 
millenarian aspect is one vital feature encountered in the East Asian new religious domain, more often 
than not coming to life in a saliently ethnocentric narrative. Other typological elements often listed as 
new religious attributes in the main—particularly a hierarchical structure centering on a founding figure 
or leader, and a generally this-worldly outlook—are likewise to be found among many East Asian NRMs, 
yet none of these may be taken as a truly universal feature.  <>   
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