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Abstract

This thesis, a comparison of the concepts of buddha-nature and dao-nature in the
medieval period (from the 5" to the 10" centuries) of China, presents a historical
investigation of the formation of the idea that insentient things are able to possess
buddha-nature in medieval Chinese Mahayana Buddhism. In Chinese Mahayana
Buddhism, the concept of buddha-nature was originally defined as a potential possessed
by sentient beings that enabled them to achieve buddhahood. From the 6™ century, the
concept was reinterpreted within the Chinese Buddhist tradition so that insentient things
were also able to possess buddha-nature. Recent scholarship has pointed out that the idea
of insentient things having buddha-nature is a combination of Buddhist and Daoist ideas
based on the concept of the all-pervading Dao found in the Zhuangzi 3 3 . In this sense,
buddha-nature seems to be interpreted as equivalent with the Dao of Daoism. My project
suggests that the reinterpretation of buddha-nature in association with the insentient realm
should be elucidated in a more nuanced way than the idea of all-pervasiveness of the Dao.
A historical, doctrinal investigation of the intellectual formation of the concept of
buddha-nature in Chinese Mahayana Buddhism demonstrates a new interpretation of
buddha-nature in the context of insentient things having buddha-nature. Further, through
a historical investigation of intellectual exchange between Buddhism and Daoism, some

evidence provided in this project illustrates that the idea of insentient things having



dao-nature in Daoism was not inherited from Buddhism, but drawn from Daoist tradition.
This new perspective is different from that of some contemporary scholars who have
claimed that the idea of insentient things having dao-nature was borrowed from Chinese
Buddhism. A chronological investigation of the discussion of nature in Chinese thought
demonstrates that the idea of insentient things having buddha-nature incorporates earlier

Daoist traditions found in Arcane Study.
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Introduction

In Chinese Mahayana Buddhism, the concept of buddha-nature (foxing # |4) was
originally defined as a potential possessed by sentient beings that enabled them to achieve
buddhahood. From the 5™ and 6" centuries onward, some Chinese Buddhist exegetes
reinterpreted the concept so that insentient things such as plants, trees, mountains, rocks,
and so on, were also able to possess buddha-nature. The idea that insentient things are
able to possess buddha-nature is a distinctive feature of Chinese Mahayana Buddhism that
syncretizes ideological currents found in Indian Mahayana Buddhism and Chinese
Daoism. In Daoism, from the Northern and the Southern dynasties (420-589 A.D.), a
concept similar to buddha-nature appeared in what Isabelle Robinet calls “practical
Daoism,”* or religious Daoism. The concept is called daoxing g 1+, which | translate as

“dao-nature.” The concept became an important Daoist doctrine and was included in

! Robinet, 1997, p. 3. Robinet points out that it is meaningless to draw a distinction between what has been
called “philosophical” and “religious” Daoism. The sources of Daoism are various, and they are not limited
to the Daode jing and the Zhuangzi. Most scholars of Daoism agree that Daoism/daojia i 7. was not a
school, and some scholars argue that Laozi and Zhuangzi were independent thinkers and there is no
evidence that they influenced each other (Robinet, 20114, 1:5). However, many texts and authors reflect the
ideas of both the Daode jing and the Zhuangzi, such as the concept that the Dao is the universal, ultimate
source of the universe, or that people are able to return to the Origin or the Dao by turning within oneself to
achieve the peacefulness and simplicity that are required to experience the Dao (Robinet, 2011a, 1:5). I also
agree with Robinet’s translation of daojiao if % as practical Daoism because the word jiao contains a
meaning of practice of the Way as shown in the Zhongyong # & (the Doctrine of the Mean): 2 i 2 3} %,
in CTP. Although the Zhongyong is considered a Confucian text, the meaning of jiao as shown here
contains a meaning of practice.
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some medieval Daoist texts.? Insentient things are included in the concept of dao-nature.
This idea is parallel with some medieval Chinese Buddhist exegetes’ assertions that
insentient things are able to possess buddha-nature. The parallel between the two
concepts of nature indicates some relationship between these two concepts. By comparing
the concepts of buddha-nature and dao-nature from the 5™ to 10" centuries, this project
will investigate the historical formation of the idea in medieval Chinese Buddhism that
such inanimate things have buddha-nature. By means of historical, doctrinal, and textual
investigation | will lay out the intellectual chronology of buddha-nature and dao-nature

with a focus on insentient things.

1. Discussion of previous scholarship

The notion of the buddha-nature of insentient things in both Chinese and Japanese
Buddhism has been discussed in detail by contemporary scholars such as Kamata Shigeo
k9 5 2, Fabio Rambelli, Lambert Schmithausen, Shi Hengging ## 4% /3, Jacqueline
Stone, and Sueki Fumihiko % + < % 22 For this project it is helpful to consider the

buddha-nature of insentient things as having two aspects: epistemological and ontological.

2 Relevant Daoist texts include the Benji jing # * & (Scripture of the Genesis Point) by Liu Jinxi &
% (ca. 560—ca. 640) and Li Zhongging % ® %%, the Daojiao yishu i % 3 % (Pivotal Meaning of the
Daoist Teaching) by Meng Anpai & % £ (7™ century), and the Xuanzhu lu = k4% (Record of the
Mysterious Pearl), which was composed by Wang Xuanlan % = % (626-697 A.D.).

3 Rambelli, 2001; Schmithausen, 2009; Hakamaya, 1997, p. 73; Shi, 1996a; Stone, 1999; Kamata, 1968.

2
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The epistemological aspect, as pointed out by Robert Sharf, is that of non-duality.* That
is, people, by their conceptual non-duality, view both sentient beings and insentient things
as essentially nondual. The issue of whether insentient things ontologically have
buddha-nature is not emphasized. The second aspect is ontological, and this aspect is the
focus of this dissertation: buddha-nature is universal and exists in both sentient beings
and insentient things. As we shall see, this doctrine is consistent with Daoist ontology. In
contemporary scholarly discourse, the discussion of the buddha-nature of insentient
things primarily focuses on Buddhist intellectual history. | will argue, however, that the
doctrine can only be understood in the broader context of Chinese thought.

Some contemporary scholars such as T. H. Barrett, Hakamaya Noriaki %5 & & P,
Kamata Shigeo, Okuno Mitsuyoshi 1 # £ %=, and Robert Sharf> have already argued
that buddha-nature is a synthesis of Indian Mahayana Buddhism and Chinese Daoism.
These scholars suggest that the holistic inclusion of insentient things in the discussion of
buddha-nature is basically a Daoist idea that combines Buddhist and Daoist concepts and
is based ultimately on the idea of the pervasiveness of the Dao found in the Zhuangzi %

3 . This suggestion might be based on a medieval Chan text, Jueguan lun & .5

4 Sharf, 2007, p. 212; Buswell, 1992, pp. 151-52.

S Barrett, 1991, p. 8; Kamata, 1968, p. 81; Okuno, 2002, p. 393; Hakamaya, 1997, p. 73.

& According to McRae, the knowledge of the text began with the publication of D.T. Suzuki’s 4+ * #
Shoshitsu issho - % %% in 1935. After Suzuki, additional Dunhuang manuscripts and critical editions of
the text were published. Some Japanese scholars such as Ui Hakuju # # i©Z | Yanagida Seizan #ra F ..,
and Kuno Horya 4 %¥ % £, in their studies of the Niuto 2 g8 (Ox-head) school of Chan Buddhism,

3
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(Treatise on the Transcendence of Cognition).” The term “buddha-nature” does not
appear in this text. The author of the Jueguan lun used the word Dao rather than
buddha-nature to discuss the salvation of grasses and trees.® This usage raises a number
of interesting questions: The author must have known the concept of buddha-nature, so
why did he not use the term “buddha-nature” to argue for the salvation of grasses and
trees? Was the author conscious of the difference between the Dao and buddha-nature,
and chose the Dao to argue for universal salvation for grasses and trees? Contemporary
scholars view buddha-nature as conceptually equivalent with the Dao of Daoism. The
problem with this point is that if buddha-nature were equivalent to (on the same level as)
the Dao, it would be easy to misunderstand the concept of buddha-nature as one of
cosmology, which it is not. It is, rather, a discussion of the nature of sentient beings, and
maybe insentient things as in East Asian Buddhism. In Buddhism, there is no creator or a
unique source that bestows life upon any creature in the world, as does the Dao in Daoism.

No doubt most Chinese Buddhist exegetes were aware of the meaning of the Dao in terms

include an examination of the relationship of the text with the Ox-head school. There is some debate about
the authorship of the text. Some scholars such as Kuno and then Sekiguchi Shindai % = £ < suggest that
the author of the text is Niuto Farong “ & ;2 g, who is a legendary figure of the Ox-head school. The
authorship of the text as Farong is mentioned in some texts, see T48.2016.941a24-941a25;
X9.245.707¢22-707¢23; X65.1283.311¢c15. However, Suzuki has a different view on this point. The only
point that all scholars agree with is that the text is associated with the Ox-head school. More discussion
about the text, see McRae, 1983, pp. 171-75; Yanagida, 1980 and 1970.

TR s,ﬁﬁﬁ S BT F 2P RO AR A P B2 @ F e > i & 7% ¥p (Fonds Pelliot chinois,
Notices 2001-2500, Jue guan lun & g3 ; Yanagida and Tokiwa, 1976, p. 91).

8 prw 5 AT 5—‘@"5 VP A e AR 2 s AL 28 0 > 2bihie 4 > T A2z (Fonds
Pelliot chinois, Notices 2001-2500, Jue guan lun % #.%; Yanagida and Tokiwa, 1976, p. 91).

4
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of an ultimate source in Daoism. Unlike the author of the Jueguan lun, some Chinese
Buddhist exegetes did not use the word Dao, but they still used buddha-nature in their
arguments that insentient things were able to possess buddha-nature. Therefore, the
question is: Is there any term and idea other than the Dao that Chinese Buddhist exegetes
might have referred to? | have found a Daoist term similar to buddha-nature in some
Daoist texts; this term is daoxing ig 2, or dao-nature. As | will show in Chapters 1 and 2,
dao-nature for some Daoist thinkers and texts refers to ziran p #X (spontaneity, Nature,
natural). Dao-nature is defined as equivalent to spontaneity. If the Dao and dao-nature
(spontaneity) refer to two separate things, it implies that there is another concept,
dao-nature, rather than the Dao, that we can examine to see its relationship with
buddha-nature. The question of how to understand the term daoxing prompted me to
re-examine the intellectual relationship between buddha-nature and dao-nature in greater
depth.

Some scholars such as Shi Hengging point out that buddha-nature as universal in
some medieval Chinese Buddhist exegetes’ arguments, such as Jizang’s % & (549-623
A.D.), is based on the notion of principle, or li 7.° Contemporary scholars'® have

shown that the source that Chinese Buddhist exegetes referred to in their interpretations

9 Shi, 1996a.
10 See Shi, 1996a; Plassen cites the work of a Korean scholar, Kim Indok £ i= #¢ (Plassen, 1997, p. 2); Liu,
2008, pp. 80-4, and others.
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of buddha-nature in terms of principle is Chapter 27 of the Mahayana
Mahaparinirvana-siitra** (hereafter MMPS), or the Daban niepan jing + 4% ;2 4 = that
was composed in Central Asia and translated by Dharmaksema 2 #& #& (385433 A.D.)
in 421.12 There, buddha-nature is deemed to be equivalent to the

dharmakayaldoctrines/teachings of the Buddha, such as the Paramount Truth of

11 There is a group of siitras entitled Mahaparinirvana Siitra (MPNS, Pali Mahdaparinibbana sutta), which
are divided into two main groups: (1) Nikaya/Agama texts; and (2) Mahayana texts (Radich, 2012).
According to Michael Radich, in the Pali Nikayas, the Mahaparinibbana sutta is Dighanikaya 16. Several
Chinese versions of the Mainstream MPNS are listed in Radich’s discussion of the Nirvana Sutra. The
Nikaya/Agama version relates a series of events leading up to the death and cremation of the Buddha and
the disposal of his relics (Radich, 2012). The discussion of buddha-nature does not appear in the
Nikaya/Agama but only in the Mahayana versions, which contain similar materials, but vastly expanded,
including some new doctrines. One of the new doctrines is the concept of buddha-nature. As for the
Mahayana MPNS, there are three Chinese versions, two translations and one revision: (1) Foshuo daban
nihuan jing # 35+ 4K 2% (Shtra of the Mahaparinirvana Preached by the Buddha), T12.376.853-899,
translated by Faxian ;* &, whose date is unknown but we know that he lived in the 4™ and 5™ centuries,
and Buddhabhadra i < g4 fe % (359-429 A.D.) in the southern capital of Jiankang & & in 418 A.D.
(Liu, 1982, p. 64). This version consists of 6 fascicles; (2) Daban niepan jing ~ ;5 # %,
T12.374.365-603, or the Nirvana Siitra, Northern edition ;%% 3 # 4, translated by Dharmaksema in
Guzang 4z in421. The whole of Dharmaksema’s version of the MMPS was not translated at the same
time. Recent scholars, such as Chen Jinhua F# £ # (2004) and Stephen Hodge (2010 and 2012) do not
question Dharmaksema’s contribution as translator of the additional portions of the MMPS, implying that
the additional portions were not initially written in Chinese. It contains 40 fascicles in 13 chapters; (3)
Daban niepan jing =~ &% # & T12.375.605-852, or the Nirvana Siitra, Southern edition ;2% &3 *,
translated by Huiyan % g (363-443 A.D.), Huiguan £ ., and Xie Lingyun ##%i#& (385-433 A.D.).
This version contains 36 fascicles, and was based on the Northern edition (Liu, 1982, p. 64; Shi, 1996b, p.
32).

12 There is more than one Chinese version associated with the MMPS (Radich, 2012). The complete
version of the Sitra only exists in Chinese translation (Blum, 2003, 2:605). As for the dating of
Dharmaksema’s arrival in China and his completion of translation of the Szitra, Chen points out that there
are two dates for Dharmaksema’s arrival proposed by contemporary scholars, and they are the years 412
and 421. The first is the year 412, and it is first proposed by Fuse Kogaku # *5 ;2 & and Kamata Shigeo
and supported by some scholars such as Funayama Toru 4, .l fic and Yamabe Nobuyoshi L% s & the
arrival date of Dharmaksema in Guzang is 412, and thus, the Sitra was completed in 421 (Chen, 2004, p.
234). Sources that these scholars rely on are the Gaoseng zhuan % i i# (Biographies of Eminent monks),
Lidai sanbao ji A i = § 32 (History of the Three Treasures in Successive Reigns and Catalogue of the
Satras), Da Tang neidian lu + 2 p & 4 (Catalogue of Tang Dynasty Buddhist Satras), and Kaiyuan
shijiao lu B =~ & %4+ (Record of Buddhist Teachings [Compiled during] the Kaiyuan Period). Chen and
Hodge think that Dharmaksema arrived in Guzang around 420 and began, rather than completed, his
translation of the Sizra in 421, completing it around 428 (Chen, 2004, p. 258; Hodge, 2010 and 2012, p.
25).
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Emptiness and the Middle Way,*? the twelve links of dependent origination,'* and so

forth. However, in Chapter 37 of Dharmaksema’s version of the MMPS we read:

B o 4 - P REL E NS e L By o LW
Moo 15

Excluded from buddha-nature are insentient things such as all walls,
earthenware, and stones. [That which is] apart from those insentient things
are named [beings that possess] buddha-nature.

This statement is in the enlarged portion of Dharmaksema’s version of the MMPS.1®
Although buddha-nature is deemed to be equivalent to dharmakaya, insentient things are
excluded from buddha-nature in the MMPS. The notion of principle in Chinese Buddhist
exegetes’ discussion of buddha-nature seems to be inconsistent with the concept of
dharmakaya in Buddhism.

Although contemporary scholars have pointed out that some Chinese Buddhist
exegetes asserted buddha-nature as universal in terms of principle, they do not further
explain why it is necessarily to be principle if buddha-nature is claimed as universal.

Therefore, the notion of principle in Chinese philosophy will be examined in Chapter 1.

13 T12.374.523c13.

14 T12.374.524a3-524b1.

15 T12.374.581a22-581a23.

16 Stephen Hodge suspects and suggests that the author of the additional portions of the MMPS is
Dharmaksema (Hodge, 2010 and 2012, p. 26). This requires verification. However, it has been tacitly
accepted by scholars that the additional portions of the MMPS are of Central Asian origin (Hodge, 2010
and 2012, p. 26). The geographical origin of the additional portions of the MMPS, Central Asia, makes it
clear that the idea of the rejection of insentient things from buddha-nature is not of Chinese origin, but of
Central Asian origin. Therefore, the MMPS does not include insentient things in the subject of
buddha-nature.
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The significance of the notion of principle in the discussion of nature in Chinese thought
provides us with some references to understand more broadly how Chinese Buddhists
exegetes interpreted buddha-nature in terms of principle, and why buddha-nature is
necessarily to be interpreted in terms of principle as the claim to be universal already

includes insentient things.

2. Methods and questions addressed in this project

My project offers a comparison of the concepts of buddha-nature and dao-nature and
suggests that the idea of a universal buddha-nature for medieval Buddhist exegetes should
be elucidated in a more nuanced way than simply viewing it as a Buddhist appropriation
of the pervasiveness of the Dao. From historical and doctrinal approaches, this project
suggests that, rather than being simply equivalent to the Dao, buddha-nature is parallel to,
but not identical with, dao-nature, which is further defined as ziran, and not equivalent to

the Dao itself. Questions addressed in the study include:

1. What is the definition of buddha-nature according to Chinese Buddhist
exegetes?

2. If buddha-nature is defined as a universal essence that may have been partly
influenced by Daoism, then why and how are the concepts of buddha-nature
and dao-nature made compatible?

3. In what way are insentient things included in the Chinese Buddhist
understanding of the world both ontologically and soteriologically?

For this project, | choose Jizang and Zhanran 7% 7% (711-782 A.D.) as two among
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several Chinese Buddhist exegetes who asserted that insentient things were able to
possess buddha-nature. There are three reasons for addressing the works and methods of

these two Buddhist exegetes:

1. Their ontological view is consistent with Daoism;

2. Their assertions incorporate Chinese thought;

3. Jizang and Zhanran belonged to different Chinese Buddhist schools, the
Sanlun = 3# (Three-Treatise) school and the Tiantai = 5 school,
respectively. However, they both proclaimed their teachings as orthodox,
based on Nagarjuna % #f (2" -3 c.), the founder of the Indian
Madhyamaka school (Zhongguan * #).

The conviction of both Jizang and Zhanran that insentient things are able to possess
buddha-nature is based on the ideas of the Madhyamaka school. However, a
contemporary Chinese philosopher, Mou Zongsan £ % = (1909-1995 A.D.) points out
that the Miila-madhyamaka-karika (Zhong lun ¥ #, Treatise of the Middle
Contemplation)—a significant text that represents the main idea of the Madhyamaka
school—does not talk about buddha-nature.!” The concept of buddha-nature is associated

with Tathagata-garbha thought of Indian Mahayana Buddhism.!® Buddha-nature is

17 Mou, 2004, 1:179. According to Mou, the Madhyamaka school and the Prajiiaparamita sitras
emphasize the true reality of all dharmas. The notion of buddha-nature appears in the Nirvana Sitra. The
Miila-madhyamaka-karika (one of Madhyamaka texts) does not talk about buddha-nature. However, Mou
also points out that the ideas of permanence (chang %), joy (le ), self (wo #), and purity (jing %) in
the MMPS also appear in siitras associated with the Prajiiaparamita sutras (Mou, 2004, 1:180). The
doctrine of sanyata (emptiness) is the core teaching of the school. This doctrine does not particularly belong
to the Madhyamaka school.

18 Contemporary scholars such as Ogawa Ichijo -] "' — % (Ogawa, 1990, pp. 232, 241) and Brian E.
Brown (Brown, 1991) have detailed discussion of buddha-nature in terms of Tathdagata-garbha thought in
the Ratnagotravibhaga-Mahayanottaratantra-Sastra, or RGV in abbreviation.
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deemed synonymous with tathdgata-garbha'® since both terms can refer to a cause that
enables sentient beings to attain buddhahood.?’ Garbha means storehouse, womb,?:
hidden, embryo, and matrix.?? Tathagata-garbha is defined “matrix,” “seed,” or
“treasure-store of the Tathagata.”?® Tathdgata-garbha thought is a Mahayana doctrine
that expresses a conviction that, in William H. Grosnick’s words, “all beings have within
themselves the virtues and wisdom of the Tathagata (buddha), but that these are hidden
by a covering of defilements (klesakosa).”** The existence of virtues and wisdom of the
Tathagata (tathagata-garbha) indicates the nature of sentient beings in a positive way.
Tathagata-garbha thought affirms the ultimate existence of the nature of sentient beings.

Besides Tathagata-garbha thought, the MMPS also has the same view on the nature of

19 EDBT, s.v. “f%,” 2:710-11; Takasaki, 1974, p. 127. The synonym of these two terms can be seen through
a comparison of the three statements of the RGV, which are: (1) “As for someone who lacks
tathagata-garbha, [the one] is unable to detest suffering and happiness and to crave for nirvapa” % & 4r %
FH o 7 RS £ AL%, T31.1611.831a10; (2) “As for someone who lacks buddha-nature, [the one] is
unable to detest all sufferings” % & i t}_—‘F‘f 7 FREE =+, T31.1611.831al5, and (3) “As for someone
who lacks buddha-nature, [the one] is unable to crave for the bliss of nirvana, neither has desire nor wishes
for [attaining nirvapa]. As for someone who has desire, the one will crave for nirvana” % & i riiff * F8
IR G A R o X ;5)?‘%( o fuR 4k &, T31.1611.831al7. These statements are parallel, but only foxing
i 4 replaces rulai zang 4= % &%. Both foxing and rulai zang mean a cause that enables sentient beings to
desire liberation from suffering and to attain buddhahood or nirvapa. The Sanskrit term of foxing @ 44 is
buddha-dharu (Nakamura, 1961, p. 69). As | will show later, there are more terms than buddha-dhatu for
foxing.

2 This is from a cause perspective. Zimmermann points out that garbha can be identified with dhatu, in
reference with hetu as a meaning of cause. In this sense, tathagata-garbha refers to the cause of sentient
beings to attain buddhahood (Zimmermann, 2002, pp. 58-9). According to Brown, tathagata-garbha refers
to both cause and effect in different perspectives (Brown, 1991, p. 23).

2l Takasaki, 1974, p. 55; Hookham, 1991, p. 99. It also means embryo or treasure in a mine that implies a
meaning that, in Hookham’s words, “something is valuable or potentially valuable as well as its container
or bearer” (Hookham, 1991, p. 99).

22 Grosnick, 2003, 2:826; Rawlinson, 1983; Shinoda, 1963.

23 Grosnick, 2003, 2:827.

24 Grosnick, 2003, 2:827.
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sentient beings as Tathagata-garbha thought does. In the MMPS, buddha-nature within
all sentient beings is characterized by permanence (chang %), joy (le %), self (wo #\),
and purity (jing 7£).% Buddha-nature that is characterized by self affirms the ultimate
existence of the nature of sentient beings. The nature of sentient beings in positive view in
these two concepts (buddha-nature and Tathagata-garbha thought) seems to contradict
the view in the Madhyamaka school. According to the Mila-madhyamaka-karika, the
nature of all things is sinyata (emptiness), or non-self, or dependent origination.?® The
existence of the nature of all things and sentient beings in the Madhyamaka school is seen
negatively. Tathagata-garbha thought and the Madhyamaka school have different views
on the discussion of the nature of sentient beings. These two different views of the nature
of sentient beings are syncretized in Tathagata-garbha thought. According to David
Seyfort Ruegg, the doctrine of sinyata is subsumed in the Tathagata-garbha texts such as
the Ratnagotravibhaga-Mahayanottaratantra-Sastra (hereafter RGV), or Baoxing fenbie
dasheng jiujing yaoyi lun g4+~ w + 3k 7 = & &3 (Analysis of the Source of the
[Buddha] Jewel), or Jiujing yisheng baoxing lun % s - & ¥ +#% (Treatise of the
Treasure Nature of the Ultimate Ekayana) and its commentaries, and other scriptures and

doctrines associated with fathdgata-garbha.?’ S.K. Hookham points out that the RGV is

% Blum, 2003, 2:606.

% See T30.1564.33b11-33b22.

27 Ruegg, 1992, p. 36. Also see T31.1611.840a5-840a12. The RGV is a significant text for the study of
Tathagata-garbha thought because it is the only Indian Buddhist treatise composed in the 5™ century A.D.
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a synthesis of the Tathagata-garbha sttras and the Prajiiaparamita (Perfection of
Wisdom) siitras, and the latter “have primary focus on the exposition of sinyata and the
elaboration of its pervasiveness to all things.”?® Sinyata in both Madhyamaka school and
the Prajiiaparamita sutras is the truth of all things. However, the Tathagata-garbha sttras
represent a different class of literature than that which are associated with Nagarjuna’s
Madhyamaka.?® Tathagata-garbha thought does not exclude the doctrine of sinyata.
However, it evaluates the doctrines of the Prajiiaparamita sttras as incomplete
teachings.>® Some Tathdgata-garbha siitras such as the RGV were composed after the
emergence of Madhyamaka thought. The RGV justifies its claim as supersession of the
previous doctrine of the Madhyamaka thought.®* The RGV®? and the Srimaladevi

Simhanada Siitra (Shengman shizihou yisheng dafangbian fangguang jing =% ¥ g7 5 =

devoted to Tathagata-garbha thought (Grosnick, 2003, 2:827). The concept of buddha-nature is associated
with Tathagata-garbha thought of Indian Mahayana Buddhism. Buddha-nature in the MMPS also refers to
the doctrine sinyata, but the doctrine is called the Paramount Truth of Emptiness (diyiyi kong % - % )
(See T12.374.523b12-523b13). As will be shown later, the doctrine of sinyata in both Tathagata-garbha
thought and the MMPS refers to dharmakaya, which is inseparable from wisdom.

28 Brown, 1991, p. 145; Hookham, 1991, p. 169. Also Grosnick points out that the Madhyamaka

school understood thusness to mean the emptiness of all dharmas (Grosnick, 2003, 2:827). The view on the
nature of all dharmas in terms of $iznyata in Madhyamaka school is consistent with the view in
Prajiiaparamita sutras.

2 Hookham, 1991, p. 169.

30 Brown, 1991, p. 135. According to Hookham, the Tathdgata-garbha siitras, in comparison with the
Prajiiaparamita sutras, are a later development of Mahayana thought, and they appeared in India around the
3 century A.D. (Hookham, 1991, p. 169). They were probably a little later than the Prajiiaparamita siitras,
of which the earliest ones arose around approximately 1% century B.C.D. (Hookham, 1991, p. 169).

3L Brown, 1991, p. 150.

R REEEBEET U B o AR E o T KR FRERE R - R - ¥
o2 Z4okil o MRS A HA R R o B R &, T31.1611.840a15-840a19.
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- 3k % = @ > B &, or the Lion’s Roar of Queen Srimala, hereafter Srimala Sitra)®
discuss sanyata. They assert that tathagata-garbha is both sianya (void) and asinya (not
void).3* According to these two Tathagata-garbha siitras, tathagata-garbha in terms of
sunya is for someone who has an erroneous view of the existence of substantial essence.
Therefore, the doctrine of simyata is provided for one to detach from this false view,*®
and to inspire one to perceive the phenomenal world as relative, conditioned,
impermanent, dependently originated, and indeterminate, that is as ultimate essence of
things.®® However, the sravakas and pratyekabuddhas who over dogmatize the doctrine
of sinyata and disappreciate the existence of Tathata (the Absolute Suchness of reality)
as the real essence of all things®” also hold an erroneous view. A warning for this
erroneous view is given by tathagata-garbha in terms of asinya.>® The RGV, as

Grosnick points out, “insists that while the tathagatagarbha is empty of klesas, it is not

BRE o kI LT o ok FHMERER o - Rl o B Tk o
WA ES A A R B2 Lk 2 T12.353.221¢16-221¢18.
3 Brown, 1991, p. 141. Detailed discussion on Tathagata-garbha as both Sinya and asinya, see Brown,
1991, pp. 141-49. Brown quotes from Takasaki that “The Essence (of the Buddha) is (by nature) devoid
[sanya] of the accidental (pollutions) which differ from it; but it is by no means devoid [asinya] of the
hlghest properties which are, essentially, indivisible from it” (Brown, 1991, p. 141).

5 See footnotes 32 and 33.
% Brown, 1991, p. 136.
7 Brown, 1991, pp. 136-37.
¥ §ohedek e $ g 4 %), T311611.824b24; @i A ApdE o kpRE - FEBE LT - -E' o
% J,«&rixa cHEITIEI A BT R o A LRI E o 2 A ifr'rn‘iﬂ" T31.1611. 835b27 835b29 -
e R LA L E o Ak A AR A E R RPN P E A o B A R S _3;_
rox ¥ *'éwz o AL K F oo drdAey LA LA 2 Ao P Ay B Fhef oA Ao kR
e g o E e RFLAE o - P HERBELEE o 2907 0o KA o AR E o AH1T
¢, T731.1611.840a16-840a29.
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empty of the virtues of the Buddha.”*® Thus, in terms of asinya, the existence of the
virtues of the Buddha is not negated. Tathagata-garbha thought affirms that the virtues of
the Buddha ultimately exist. Tathagata-garbha thought places sinyata as an incomplete
view. Therefore, Tathagata-garbha thought assimilated sinyata into its teaching by
positing sinyata as an incomplete teaching. Tathata as the Absolute Suchness of reality
ultimately exists.

In Chinese Buddhism, the syncretism of the two distinct views on the nature of
sentient beings in Madhyamaka thought and Tathagata-garbha thought is shown in the
idea that insentient things have buddha-nature in Jizang’s and Zhanran’s assertions. They
claimed that their teachings and discussions were based on the teachings of Nagarjuna, so,
how did they syncretize these two distinct views (tathagata-garbha/buddha-nature and
sunyata) of the question of nature? In order to do so, they needed to adjust the definition
of sentient beings in a way that makes sentient beings equal in some sense with insentient
things. Thus, this project will investigate the definition and interpretation of sentient
beings in Jizang’s and Zhanran’s arguments to see how these two Buddhist exegetes
adjusted their definitions of sentient beings to create such an equal valence. Is there any
Chinese thought and/or method that would enable them to reconcile the discussion of

nature in these two distinct Indian Mahayana approaches? These are the main points of

3 Grosnick, 2003, 2:827.
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this project, which aims to investigate why and how Jizang and Zhanran were able to
reinterpret buddha-nature in terms of Chinese thought in order to include insentient things

in the discussion of buddha-nature.

3. The significance of the idea that insentient things have buddha-nature
for East Asian Buddhism

The idea that insentient things possess buddha-nature represents a crucial moment
that shifts the whole spectrum of East Asian Buddhist thought in a new direction. Further
Buddhist teachings and practices in East Asian Buddhism, such as the Tendai Hongaku
shiso +* & # (Original Enlightenment thought)**—the key doctrine of medieval
Japanese Tendai Buddhism*' and some medieval Japanese literature*>—were developed

based on this new perspective. In addition, Hongaku shiso extended Buddhist soteriology

40 The term “Original Enlightenment thought” did not appear until the early 20" century. Shimaji Daito §
¥+ % (1875-1927 A.D.) used the term to designate the intellectual mainstream of medieval Japanese
Tendai Buddhism (Stone, 1999, p. 3).

4l Jacqueline Stone explains that “original enlightenment thought denotes an array of doctrines and
concepts associated with the proposition that all things, both sentient beings and insentient things, are
enlightened inherently. All things, both sentient and insentient, are innately Buddhas, and the whole
phenomenal world is the primordially enlightened Buddha, or tathagata. Thus, not only human beings, but
ants, mountains, and rivers, grasses and trees are all innately Buddhas” (Stone, 1999, p. 3).

2 For instance, the phrase, “grasses and trees realizing buddhahood” is reconstructed to read “the Buddha
who becomes even grasses and trees” (Stone, 1999, p. 160). The study of Original Enlightenment is
significant because it affects the interaction between Buddhism and Shintd. Stone explains “Shimaji saw
original enlightenment thought as representing the ‘climax’ of Buddhist philosophy and argued that
research in this area would shed light not only on the development of Japanese Buddhism, but on medieval
Japanese culture itself, including Buddhist-Shintd interactions, ethics and morality, literature and the arts”
(Stone, 1999, p. 3). The Japanese Zen master Dogen’s i = (1200-1253 A.D.) Sansui kyo i~k &
(Mountains and Waters Sutra) offers another famous illustration of the idea of the non-duality of sentient
beings and insentient things.
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to the insentient realm. Plants are not only able to possess buddha-nature but could also
become buddhas. The argument about the salvation of plants is shown in the somoku
jobutsu ¥ & = i (plants becoming buddhas) thought discussed in Kiikai’s 7 ;%
(774-835 A.D.) esoteric Buddhism,*® and other works.** Some scholars of Japanese
Buddhism, such as Hakamaya Noriaki, have pointed out that when the concept of
buddha-nature came to Japan in the 7" century, along with the doctrine of original
enlightenment, it was a Chinese Buddhist idea that combined Buddhist and Daoist
concepts.*® Thus, the concept of buddha-nature in East Asian Buddhism, especially the
incorporation of insentient things into the discussion of buddha-nature, has been
considered an example of the syncretism of Chinese Mahayana Buddhism and Daoism.
This raises the following question: In what way is the concept of buddha-nature

reinterpreted in terms of Daoism to justify the idea that insentient things have

43 As for Kikai’s discussion of the possibility of the salvation of plants in terms of esoteric Buddhism, see
Rambelli, 2001, pp. 30—40. Kukai was the first Japanese Buddhist to mention the possibility of the salvation
of plants (Rambelli, 2001, p. 30).

4 These works are listed by Rambelli (2001): The Tendai monk Annen’s % 7% (841-895? A.D.) Taizo
kongo bodaishingi ryaku mondo sho "5 & B2 #% < &% B ¥ 4. (Annotations from an Abridged
Dialogue on the Concept of Bodhicitta as Related to the Womb and Vajra Mandalas) and the Kantei
somoku jobutsu shiki #.%_% 4 = i 4 7z (A Personal Collection of Selected Passages on Plants
Becoming Buddhas), Rydgen’s % & (912-985 A.D.) Somoku hosshin shugyo jobutsu ki ¥ 3 < 13 {7

= i 2z (Record of Plants Arousing the Desire [for Enlightenment], Performing Religious Practices, and
Becoming Buddhas), Genshin’s /& 7 (942-1017 A.D.) Sanjiishika no kotogaki = - = 1% % (Notes on
Thirty-four Items), and Chiijin’s & & (1065-1138 A.D.) Kanko ruiju % % #g %_ (Classified Collection of
the Light of the Han) (Rambelli, 2001, pp. 13-5). These medieval Japanese Buddhist texts contend that
plants are endowed with buddha-nature and are able to become buddhas. Rambelli mentioned that none of
these traditional authorships is correct because the texts appear to have been written later during the Middle
Ages (Rambelli, 2001, p. 13). See further details on plants becoming buddhas in Japanese Buddhism in the
work of Rambelli (2001).

45 Hakamaya, 1997, p. 73.
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buddha-nature? Textual and doctrinal investigations on the discussion of nature in
Chinese thought, especially in a Daoist context, are crucial to understanding how the

concept of buddha-nature was able to include insentient things in its framework.

4. Background: The legitimacy of the idea that insentient things have
buddha-nature in non-Chinese sources

In order to show that the idea that insentient things have buddha-nature is part of the
mainstream of Chinese Buddhism, it is necessary to examine the legitimacy of this
concept in Indian Mahayana Buddhism. The term buddha-nature does not appear in either
Indian or Central Asian Mahayana Buddhism. Foxing is a Chinese term. There is no
single Sanskrit term that corresponds to foxing. As for the Sanskrit term(s) for
buddha-nature in the MMPS, some contemporary scholars have made comparisons
between the MMPS in Chinese and later Tibetan translations of the MMPS.%® It has been
suggested that the term foxing translates a number of Sanskrit terms such as

tathagata-garbha, gotra, tathagata-dhatu, or Buddha-dhatu.*’ These diverse terms

46 Scholars such as Shimoda Masahiro = = & 3+ (1997) contributed to the study of this issue by making a
comparison of all three Chinese translated versions as well as the Tibetan translation. Common ideas in all
three Chinese versions are suggested to be close to the original meaning of the Sanskrit version of the Sitra.
Although it is difficult to fathom the real meaning of the Siitra—unless fragments of the Sizra are
discovered and some of fragments have been found—Shimoda’s method is one way to arrive at accurate
translations of the Sifra. Shimoda suggests that Faxian’s version is closer to the original meaning of the
Stitra, based on the chronology of the translations of the three versions (Shimoda, 1997, pp. 168—69).

47 Nakamura, 2007, p. 263; Shi, 1996b, p. 62.

17



Ph.D. Thesis — Chih-mien Adrian Tseng; McMaster University — Religious Studies

suggest that there is no single Sanskrit term for buddha-nature. In fact, there are several
Sanskrit terms that were mapped onto the concept of buddha-nature, such as
Buddha-dhatu,*® Buddha-gotra,*® Buddha-garbha, tathagata-dhatu, tathagata-gotra,
gotra,>® tathagata-garbha, dharmata, dharmakaya, buddhatva, buddhavamsa, and
buddhata.®® These terms may be considered the original Sanskrit drawn upon by Chinese
translators for the concept of buddha-nature. The term foxing corresponds to more than
one Sanskrit term even in the same text. For instance, in the RGV, the term foxing is a

translation of the Sanskrit term Buddha-dhatuh in the statement:

Buddha-dhatuh sacen na syan nirvid
duhkhe ’pi no bhavet /

néccha na prarthana napi pranidhir nirvritau
bhavet®

"

FEOEY P ERFEE P REH

1

S

# 73 g

One who lacks buddha-nature is unable to detest all sufferings, neither
seeks for the bliss of nirvana, nor has desire for and wishes for [attaining

nirvana)] >

In this passage, foxing translates Buddha-dhatuh in Sanskrit. However, in the same text,

48 Grosnick, 2003, 2:826.

# Lai, 1982, p. 99. Also, another possible translation of buddhagotra into Chinese is fozhong # 4, which
appears in the Lotus Sitra, see T9.262.15b22-15b23; T9.262.9b8-9b9. However, the meaning of
buddhagotra can be considered synonymous with buddha-nature.

0" Nakamura, 2007, p. 263.

51 EDBT, s.v. “# 4, 2:568-69; Ogawa, 1963, pp. 166-67; Rawlinson, 1983, p. 259.

2 Nakamura, 1961, p. 69.

8 T31.1611.831a7-831a8.

5 My translation is based on Chinese version of the text.
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foxing translates another Sanskrit term in another statement:

gotrarh tad dvi-vidharh jiieyarh nidhana-phala-vriksavat®
CTEN IR IR R B R s

Buddha-nature [can be understood] in two aspects. First, [buddha-nature]
is like a store of the earth. Second, [buddha-nature] is like a fruit of a
tree.>’

According to the passage, foxing translates another Sanskrit term, gotras. Therefore,
foxing can correspond to more than one Sanskrit term in a text.

The reason for the coexistence of multiple terms related to foxing is because of the
word xing {4 (nature). The word xing was used to translate several different Sanskrit
terms, such as prakrti, gotra, dhatu, and svabhava,®® and these Sanskrit terms were also
translated with Chinese characters other than xing, such as ti %g, shen ¥, zhen Z ,and
shi 5 .5° Therefore, there is no single Sanskrit term that corresponds to xing and no
single Sanskrit term that is equivalent to buddha-nature.

When the multiple Sanskrit terms associated with buddha-nature were translated
simply as foxing in Chinese, it made the meaning of foxing ambiguous. Therefore, the
understanding and interpretation of buddha-nature between Indian and Chinese Mahayana

traditions became problematic and complex.

% Nakamura, 1961, p. 139.

%6 T31.1611.839a1-839a2.

57 My translation is based on Chinese version of the text.

% EDBT, s.v. “I+,” 2:710-11.

% EDBT, s.v. “/4,” 2:710-11; Rawlinson, 1983, pp. 259-60.
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The Sanskrit terms mentioned above that correspond to foxing comprise three main
concepts: dhatu, gotra, and garbha.®® In combination with the terms buddha- or
tathagata-, such as buddha-gotra, rathagata-garbha, and buddha-dhatu, they can be
understood to mean a cause that enables sentient beings to achieve buddhahood.®*
Takasaki Jikido % * # i %2 and other scholars®® have made significant contributions to
our deeper understanding of each concept. Since this project emphasizes the discussion in
Chinese Buddhism, the project avoids repeating these scholars’ detailed contributions
concerning buddha-nature in Indian Mahayana Buddhism. In general, according to the
writings of these scholars, the three concepts do not show that insentient things are
included in the topic of the possession of buddha-nature.

The assertion that insentient things have buddha-nature in an ontological view is
based on the dhatu concept, and, as mentioned, the source that Chinese Buddhist exegetes
such as Jizang and Zhanran quoted (to be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4) is found in
Chapter 27 of Dharmaksema’s version of the MMPS. There, buddha-nature is deemed to
be equivalent to dharmakaya of the Buddha. Jizang and Zhanran only quoted the
doctrines of the Paramount Truth of Emptiness (diyiyi kong % — % 7 ) and the Middle

Way as being equivalent to buddha-nature in the MMPS in order to argue that insentient

80 QOgawa, 1963, pp. 166-67; Shinoda, 1963, pp. 223-26.

61 EDBT, s.v. “}4,” 2:710-11; Takasaki, 1974, pp. 178, 180-81; Yamabe, 1997, pp. 195-96.
62 See Takasaki, 1974.

83 See, for example, Lai, 1982; Tokiwa, 1972; Zimmermann, 2002.
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things have buddha-nature. The problem for Jizang’s and Zhanran’s interpretations of
buddha-nature in terms of the doctrine of the Paramount Truth of Emptiness is: Is the
doctrine associated with the insentient realm in the MMPS? The statement “as for
buddha-nature, it is described as the Paramount Truth of Emptiness. The Paramount Truth

% £

of Emptiness is described as wisdom” I“iiﬁ“ LE- A% o %- K% LA EM inthe
MMPS indicates that buddha-nature refers to wisdom while its equivalence with the
Paramount Truth of Emptiness is also equivalent to wisdom. The author(s) of this
statement restricted the Paramount Truth of Emptiness to an association with wisdom.
The idea of buddha-nature in terms of dharmakaya and the Paramount Truth of
Emptiness in the MMPS also appears in the RGV and the Srimala Sitra.

In the RGV, tathagata-garbha is associated with and is not separated from
dharmakaya.®® In this text, as Grosnick points out, “dharmakaya is identified as
‘thusness apart from pollution’ (nirmala tathata).”®® Thusness, in Grosnick’s words,

“means supreme truth apprehended by non-discriminating and undifferentiated

wisdom.”® Dharmakaya is not separated from wisdom. As mentioned,

64 T12.374.523b12-523b13.

8 “The Aniinatvapirpatvanirdésa-Sitra (the Sitra of Neither Increasing nor Decreasing) states, “Sariputra
says, ‘As for tathagata-garbha, it is identical with dharmakaya.” Also, saints, the Srimala Sitra states,
“The World-honoured one, without separating from dharmakaya, there is tathagata-garbha. The
World-honoured one, without separating from tathagata-garbha, there is dharmakaya” # 3 7 g3 o
EAT Aok gy o TRZ L A RFFBEYET L TRBZ LG Aok E o T dde
kG 2 £, T31.1611.835¢9 —835c12.

% Grosnick, 2003, 2:827.

87 Grosnick, 2003, 2:827. In Indian Mahayana Buddhism, dharmakaya can refer to dharmata. The term
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Tathagata-garbha thought also includes Sinyata. Sanyata in Tathagata-garbha thought is
associated with wisdom as shown in kongzhi % 4 (the wisdom of sinyata, or the
voidness knowledge®). In the context of kongzhi, tathagata-garbha is both sinya and

asiinya as described in the Srimala Sitra:

= ].u: e

FoORARREEH LB o AR FHRERER o - R o
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The voidness knowledge of the Tathagatagarbha is of two kinds. The two
are as follows: Lord, the Tathagatagarbha is void [sinyata] of all the
defilement stores, which are discrete and knowing as not liberated. Lord,
the Tathagatagarbha is not void of [asinyata] the Buddha dharmas which
are non-discrete, inconceivable, more numerous than the sands of the
Ganges, and knowing as liberated.”

In terms of asinya, according to the passage, tathagata-garbha is not void of the
Buddhadharma (Buddha dharmas)/dharmakaya, or fofa # ;. In terms of asinya,
kongzhi becomes a wisdom of sinyata. Sinyata refers to conceptual knowledge and

wisdom of non-differentiation and non-discrimination. All buddhas possess this wisdom.

dharmata in the Prajiiaparamita sttras refers to the real nature of things as empty yet diverse in their
appearances. Zimmermann points out that the term dharmata contains at least three meanings in the
development of the history of Buddhism. First, dharmata can stand for the nature of all dharmas in the
sense of the rule to which all dharmas are subject, primarily the law of pratityasamutpada, which is not
introduced in the Tathagatagarbha-Sitra. Second, dharmata can simply mean the character, nature or
essence of somebody, or something. Third, in a later development that is restricted to Mahayana Buddhism,
dharmata came to designate the true essence of all dharmas, and here it is understood in a metaphysical
reality more or less synonymous with fathata. In this sense, dharmata represents the absolute truth
(Zimmermann, 2002, pp. 54-5). John Makransky points out that other than the dharmata of all things, the
limitless field of the buddhas’ enlightened knowledge and power is also referred to dharmakaya
(Makransky, 2003, 1:78).

8 This is Brown’s translation of kongzhi, see Brown, 1991, p. 31.

89 T12.353.221c16-221c18.

0 Brown, 1991, p. 31. Brown quotes this passage from Wayman and Wayman’s translation of the Srimala
Sttra.
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According to Takasaki, Buddhadharma is not separated from gura,’® or virtuous qualities
(of buddhas), or fogongde # x4 4¢..”?> Dharmakaya is the basis of the guna of all buddhas.
Virtuous qualities of the Buddha are the attendants of dharmakayalwisdom. Such virtuous
qualities of the Buddha are called butuo zhihui gongde 7 "% % £ 74 4g, in Chinese, or
avinirmuktajiianaguna. The term avinirmuktajiianaguna consists of two parts: guza,
(virtuous qualities of buddhas), and j7iiana, wisdom, or zhi, which involves awakening, wu
{Z.” The guna (gongde = 4g,, virtues) of the Buddha are inseparable from jiana (zhihui
# £, wisdom). Such wisdom, of which the virtuous qualities of the Buddha are
attendants, is called butuo zhihui # %4 %.7 Virtuous qualities of buddhas are
manifestations of Buddhadharma/dharmakaya,” and they truly exist permanently. Thus,
in the context of kongzhi, tathagata-garbha as the wisdom and the virtuous qualities of
the Buddha is not void. The true nature of sentient beings (dharmakayalwisdom and the
virtuous qualities of the Buddha) is not void. The existence of dharmakaya in the

tathagata-garbha texts shows that dharmakaya is not separated from the sentient realm.’®

"L For a detailed discussion of dharmakaya as inseparable from wisdom and virtues of the Buddha, see
Takasaki, 2009, pp. 108-11.

72 Takasaki, 2009, p. 110.

3 For a detailed discussion of the term avinirmuktajianaguna and the word amuktajiia, see Takasaki, 2010,
pp. 67—76.

4 For a detailed discussion on the inseparable of virtuous qualities of the Buddha and wisdom, see
Takasaki, 2010, pp. 67—76; Schmithausen, 2009, pp. 253-54.

G SeR o FACE AR TN TR o e K 0 2 B AR o T e KO S T
Wiz o Lhekiz ber e MR EHAY o TR I AoRB Lgpd o A F LS BRE -
HARER RGP T PRI R o R TR B E KA RLE B
Bro FRFEEFER c R A ¥ F A2 7T Lk o A LAk, T31.1611.827a1-827a9.

6 «According to the Aninatvapirnatvanirdésa-Sitra [Sutra of Neither Increasing nor Decreasing],
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Thus, the definitions of dharmakaya and of the wisdom of sinyata restrict the subject of
possessing tathagata-garbha/buddha-nature to sentient beings.

Similar to Tathagata-garbha thought, the Paramount Truth of Emptiness in terms of
dharmakaya in the MMPS is a conceptualization of sinyata as wisdom and knowledge,
and it is what the statement “the Paramount Truth of Emptiness is described as wisdom”
% - &% ¢ 5% % means. The equivalence of the Paramount Truth of Emptiness with
buddha-nature indicates that buddha-nature refers to dharmakaya, and buddha-nature is
also associated with wisdom. It implies that buddha-nature is restricted to the sentient
realm. In this sense, insentient things are not included in the subject of possession of
buddha-nature; they are incapable of possessing wisdom/consciousness in the Buddhist
perspective. Therefore, insentient things are excluded from the discussion of
buddha-nature. This corresponds to the statement in Chapter 37 of the MMPS that
insentient things such as walls, earthenware, and stones are excluded from buddha-nature
mentioned before. The statement in Chapter 37 of the MMPS is significant because it

clearly excludes insentient things from those beings that possess buddha-nature.

Thus, the idea that insentient things have buddha-nature is not considered legitimate

“Therefore, Sariputra, the [ordinary] living beings and the Absolute Body (dharma-kaya) are not different
from each other. The living beings are nothing but the Absolute Body, and the Absolute Body is nothing but
the living beings. These two are non-dual by meaning, and different merely by letters” (Takasaki, 1966, p.
170. Takasaki’s translation is based on the original Sanskrit text) 4=7 3 7 /52 o £ 412 o 2 g4
Ryl lg WA R o R Fwz b o2 WA R IS o p o FER- LR,
T31.1611.832b17 —832h20.
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in either Tathagata-garbha thought of Indian Mahayana Buddhism or the MMPS.

5. The definition of “sentient beings”

According to the concept of buddha-nature, all sentient beings have buddha-nature.
The question is: Are plants and inanimate things sentient beings? “Sentient beings” are
defined differently in different religious traditions. In pre-modern Chinese folk religion,
there is some evidence for the belief that some trees, plants (including vegetables and
fruit), material objects (household articles), and minerals are endowed with mystical
power or spirits.”” Plant spirits manifest themselves in human and animal form.”® Thus,
plants and inanimate things possess spirits just as humans and animals do. There is no
distinction between animals, humans, plants, and inanimate things in terms of possession
of spirits.

Both the Vedic and Jain Indian religious traditions include plants and trees as
sentient beings.” In Jainism, all concrete beings in the universe, both animate and
inanimate, are endowed with sentience, but they are classified in five different levels; the
level of the “beings” is based on the number of senses that each classification of “beings”

possesses. Earth matters are the lowest sentient beings, because they possess only a sense

" Doré,1918, 5:XI, 5:717-735; Doré, 1914, 1:134-137. The idea that spirits metamorphose into various
objects is also shown in figures number 61-1, 61-2, 61-3, and 61-4 in Doré 1914, 1:134-137.

8 Doré, 1918, 5:733.

8 Schmithausen, 1991, pp. 3-4.
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of touch. Human beings are considered the highest level of beings since they possess five
senses.®% Therefore, the classification of all beings in the universe in the Jain tradition is a
matter of the degrees of sense, not of kind or species.5!

In Chinese Buddhism, the idea that insentient things have buddha-nature is
expressed in Chinese texts as caomu you foxing ¥ + 3 i % (grasses and trees have
buddha-nature) and wuging you foxing # 3 # {+ (insentient things have
buddha-nature).®? These two expressions are synonymous. The term wuging &
(insentient things, or things that do not have sentience/consciousness/sentiment) in the
second expression was applied probably after Xuanzang’s = ¥ (602?7-664 A.D.)
translation of sattva (“being”) as youqing % i (sentient beings, or beings having
sentiments, emotions, thoughts, etc.).8 In Chinese Buddhism, both terms wuging and
caomu ¥ A (grasses and trees) refer to insentient things. They are distinct from and not
included in the sentient realm.

In Japanese, terms such as somoku kokudo 3 + &+ (plants and the territory),
somoku kasen gareki ¥ * @ "' 3 # (plants, rivers, bricks, and stones), and somoku ¥

+ (plants) all refer to concrete things in the material world.8* Therefore, the term

8 WVallely, 2008, p. 98. The Vallely’s source refers to Umasvati.

81 Vallely, 2008, p. 98.

8 For example, passages such as: ¥ & 7 @ 4, T45.1853.40023; & 7 |+. T46.1932.781b1; & 7
14, T51.2076.438a28.

8 Schmithausen, 1991, p. 242; Foguang da cidian, s.v. “% % .”

8 Rambelli, 2001, pp. 1-2. For works about this idea in Tendai teaching, see Rambelli, 2001, pp. 12-30,
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somoku in Japanese medieval doctrines, such as the concept of buddha-nature, can be a
collective term including both plants and inanimate things, and they are all considered to
be insentient.®

In Indian Buddhism, according to Daniel A. Getz, “sentient beings is a term used to
designate the totality of living, conscious beings and audience of the Buddhist
teaching.”® Moreover, Getz states that “translating various Sanskrit terms (jantu, bahu
jana, jagat, sattva), sentient beings conventionally refers to the mass of living things
subject to illusion, suffering, and rebirth (samsara).”®” Based on Getz’s explanation,
sentient beings are not only living beings but also conscious beings. They are capable of
generating karma which determines their destinations to be reborn into one of the six
categories of being in the samsara world, or of being liberated from the cycle of rebirth to

become enlightened beings.®® However, some Vinaya texts such as the Shisong It -+ &

and footnote 44. As mentioned, jobutsu % + = # (plants becoming buddhas) thought was discussed in
Kukai’s 7 /& (774-835 A.D.) esoteric Buddhism. Therefore, the idea of universal buddha-nature and
salvation for plants had appeared in Japanese Buddhism around 8™ century. Before 8™ century, the
discussion of universal Buddha-nature had appeared in Chinese Buddhism such as Jizang’s work as will be
shown in Chapter 3.

8 Rambelli, 2001, pp. 1-2.

8 Getz, 2003, 2:760.

87 Getz, 2003, 2:760.

8 Getz, 2003, 2:760. The six of the ten categories of beings refer to gods (deva), demonic beings (asura),
humans, animals, hungry ghosts, and beings of hell. According to Getz, this classification is based on the
Vatsiputriyas, one of the eighteen Nikaya schools in early Indian Buddhism and one division of the
Sarvastivada school; this classification gained popularity in East Asian and Tibetan Buddhism (for more
classification in other Indian Buddhist tradition, see Getz, 2003, 2:760; Muller, 2009). These six categories
are designated as the samsara world (cycle of rebirth). The other four categories are sravaka (voice-hearer),
pratyekabuddha (enlightened by contemplation on dependent arising), bodhisattvas, and buddhas. Beings in
these four categories are considered to be enlightened ones. Conventionally, sentient beings refer to beings
of the six categories in the samsara world, and because they suffer and have illusions, they remain in the
cycle of rebirth (Getz, 2003, 2:760; PDB, s.v. “sattva”). In general, enlightened beings in the four categories
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#8% (Vinaya in Ten Recitations) view various spirits such as the mountain spirit
(shanshen .Li#! ), the tree spirit (shushen ##4¢ ), the river spirit (heshen /74! ), and so on,
as sentient beings.*® These spirits abide in trees and plants. Thus, it seems to be the spirits
that are considered sentient beings, and not the trees and plants themselves.

The idea that all sentient beings have buddha-nature, or zhongsheng jieyou foxing %
4 % 3 # %, appears repeatedly in the MMPS. The question is: What is the definition of
“sentient beings” in the MMPS? In Dharmaksema’s version of the MMPS, the idea that
plants and inanimate things are able to possess life is criticized and deemed as a

heterodox teaching as shown in the following:%

- HEA T AT A S o WA i~ -&r’{?‘;ﬁ,—%‘ IR

20 92
‘1_;‘4 o

“Categories associated with all grains, rice, grasses and trees have
life-destiny,®® and the Buddha entered nirvana after saying this.” If a

are also considered to be sentient beings (Getz, 2003, 2:760).

8 Ttis a Vinaya text of the Sarvastivada school.

0 WA K o G A A P AA LA D A AR A S SRR e fRA R T o AR A T A
£ T23.1435.75a23-75a26. Another Vinaya text, Dharmaguptaka-vinaya (Sifen 1u = 4 £, Vinaya of the
Four Categories) also mentions a tree spirit that interacts with monks (See T22.1428.832b15-832c1;
T22.1428.713a9-713a18; T22.1428.584.a24-584a28; T22.1428.785¢28-786a10). Other than Vinaya texts,
tree spirits and other nature spirits are also mentioned in Buddhist satras, such as the Dirghdgama (Chang
ahan jing £ f® 7 %, Longer Agama-Siitra) (T1.1.29a25-29a29), the Madhyamdgama (Zhong ahan jing *
% i, Middle Length Agama-Sutra) (T1.26.711c4-711c16; T1.26.711¢16-712a10), the
Ekottardgama-Satra (Zengyi ahan jing 3 % f# 7 %) (T2.125.621b15-621b29; T2.125.683a7-683a13;
T2.125.721c7-721c16; T2.125.726¢23-727a2; T2.125.814b27-814c7), the MMPS
(T12.374.415a12-415a16; T12.374.602a13-602a18), and others.

91 Schmithausen provides more discussion and examples on this point (Schmithausen, 2009, pp. 113-15).
92 T12.374.408c29-409al.

9 | thank Dr. Wendi Adamek for the suggestion. The translation of shouming 2 # as “life-destiny”
represents a meaning that something or someone not only have life, but also destiny that is generated by
karma (or karmic destiny), and the idea that insentient things have life-destiny is unacceptable in Buddhist
teaching in this context as presented in this passage.
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person says that the World-Honoured One has said this (the statement), it
is spoken by Mara.

BATAEbEA AN Y F AR o AN

“Grains, rice, grasses and trees have no destiny® and no self. They are not
included among sentient beings.” If a person says that the World-Honoured
One has said this (the statement), [the one] is considered my disciple.

FETRF R e - 63 ARG ALY B A
{ lg » /E"_?ﬁ o F l‘ I;IF{‘;H,FI g J‘r”’r’{}ﬁl MT;J}L °

B

If there is [someone who] preaches, speaks, hears, or writes that in the
Maha-Lanka[vatarasiitra] , [it states,] “All kinds of seeds are permitted to
be stored, and all kinds of grasses and trees have life-destiny. The Buddha
said so and then entered nirvapa.” If there is a siitra or vinaya that says this,
it should be known that it is spoken by Mara.

These three passages clearly state that plants (grasses and trees) and crops do not have

destiny, or ming é . The proposition of the MMPS is that the idea of plants and crops

having destiny is unacceptable in Buddhist teaching. Other than plants and crops,

inanimate things are also excluded from sentient beings as shown in the following:

THE ARG e F L g R e R

HHRMAF XA \5’* ° L E
2\ 2 ,‘%_# b
E

9’+°'~-’\€§LE“’?’@‘”§ oo F P EBEAGE - LW e FG A
EE R e AR E A ST o FF AR ARER Y

“[The Buddha] has permitted the storing up of seeds. Grasses and trees

94 T12.374.409a8—4093a09.
% Similar to footnote 93.
9% T12.374.406a23-406a25.
97 T12.374.406a28-406b5.
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have destiny....” If [a person] says that the World-Honoured One has said
this, [one] should know that such [a person] is the kindred of the heretics
and not my disciple.... I say that the four great elements do not have
life-destiny. Should any sitra or vinaya say thus, such is what the Buddha
has said. Any person who acts in accordance with the word of the Buddha
is, one should know, my disciple. Any person who does not follow the
word of the Buddha is a kindred of Mara.

Grasses and trees and the four great elements,®® according to the passage, do not have
life-destiny, or shouming Z #, and this is one of the reasons that grasses and trees are to
be considered as distinct from sentient beings. Since plants, crops, and the four great
elements do not possess life-destiny as mentioned in the MMPS, inanimate things and
plants, according to the MMPS, are not considered living beings. Based on the definition
of sentient beings mentioned earlier, i.e., Getz’s definition, sentient beings are defined as
living, conscious beings. Thus, the definition of sentient beings, or “all sentient beings,”
in Dharmaksema’s version of the MMPS does not include insentient things such as
grasses, plants, and earth elements, since they do not have a life-destiny.*® This exclusion
is consistent with Chapter 37 of the MMPS, in which, as mentioned above, insentient

things such as walls, earthenware, and stones are excluded from buddha-nature. The

% The four great elements are earth, water, fire, and wind, and are considered to be inorganic.

9 Statements referring to “all sentient beings” in the MMPS such as T12.374.407b27; T12.375.648b22;
T12.374.423c1; T12.374.423c12; T12.374.428b21-428h23; T12.374.465c18; T12.374.554b15;
T12.374.557a7; T12.374.559h19; T12.374.559b28; T12.374.512b18; T12.374.516¢8; T12.374.517a7;
T12.374.537.2; T12.374.538a27; and T12.374.539b11 demonstrate that the phrase “all sentient beings”
describes living beings who possess three poisons, five aggregates/skandha, the twelve links of dependant
origination, consciousness, and mind. Insects are included. These elements cause living beings to remain in
the cycle of rebirth in the realms of gods, humans, asuras, animals, hungry ghosts, and hellish beings.
These livings have capacity to have karmic destiny. It seems that plants are not physically included in the
field of sentient beings, or what is called “all sentient beings,” in Dharmaksema’s version of the MMPS.

30



Ph.D. Thesis — Chih-mien Adrian Tseng; McMaster University — Religious Studies

statement in Chapter 37 of the MMPS shows that inanimate things are insentient things,
and they are not, and do not possess buddha-nature.’®® Therefore, the legitimacy that
insentient things have buddha-nature is not granted in the MMPS.

The idea that insentient things have buddha-nature is not supported by either
Tathagata-garbha thought of Indian Mahayana Buddhism or the MMPS. However, the
idea is a feature of East Asian Buddhism. The definition of “sentient beings” in both
Indian and East Asian Buddhism does not include plants and inanimate things as well.
Since inanimate things and plants are still considered insentient things, how can they be
thought to possess buddha-nature? As I will show in Chapters 3 and 4, Jizang and
Zhanran turned to Chinese thought to find a solution to deal with this problem. They
incorporated Chinese thought into their definition and interpretation of the term sentient

beings, reinterpretation of buddha-nature, and models of their arguments.

100 This statement is ambiguous because it does not clearly state the exclusion of insentient things from the
aspect of you foxing 7 # 4% (i.e., having/possessing buddha-nature, the possession of buddha-nature), i.e.,
insentient things are unable to possess buddha-nature, or of shi foxing &_# |+ (is buddha-nature. the
definition of buddha-nature), i.e., insentient things cannot be considered as having buddha-nature. This
ambiguity stems from the fact that the statement is not taken from the original version of the MMPS. It is
taken from the Chinese translation. The only way to be sure of the original meaning of the statement would
be to read a Sanskrit version of the MMPS. Unfortunately, it is hard to determine the original meaning of
the statement because only a few fragments of a Sanskrit version of the MMPS have been discovered
(Habata, 2009, p. 551; Nakamura, 2007, p. 212; Sueki, 1990, p. 11; Takasaki, 1971, p. 1024).
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6. Chapter summaries

Chapter 1

The project suggests that the reinterpretation of buddha-nature to include insentient things
is based on dao-nature/the nature of the Dao.!®* The discussion of the nature of the Dao is
a discussion of the concept of nature (xing) itself. Therefore, Chapter 1 will investigate
the discussion of nature in Chinese philosophy from ancient China to the time of xuanxue
= & (Arcane Study). A contemporary Chinese philosopher, Lao Siguang % X %
(1927-2012 A.D.), divided his discussion of (human) nature in Chinese philosophy into
two distinct systems: the nature of the mind, or xinxing lun < {+#; and ontology, or
benti lun # %83:.192 In his view, Confucianism represents the former, and Daoism the
latter. My discussion of nature is based on Lao’s model. This project suggests that the
idea of the buddha-nature of insentient things in Chinese Buddhism is consistent with the
ontology of Daoism. In particular, Arcane Study is a critical intellectual movement that

brought a new perspective to the interpretation of Daoism. The metaphysical, ontological

101 The term dao-nature does not appear in works associated with Arcane Study, a philosophical movement
characterized by the metaphysical analysis of the Dao/essence dating from the 3™ century. As this project
will demonstrate in Chapter 2, this term began to appear in practical/religious Daoism. However, this does
not mean that the discussion of “dao-nature” did not exist in Arcane Study. It appeared before dao-nature in
practical Daoism. Scholars of Arcane Study discussed the nature of the Dao, but they did not use the term
dao-nature in their discussion. The nature of the Dao in Arcane Study refers to universal principle in
ontology. The concept of dao-nature in practical Daoism as borrowed from the concept of buddha-nature is
a discussion of soteriology. Although the nature of the Dao (ontology) and dao-nature (soteriology) are
different perspectives, both refer to spontaneity. Through this study, the terms dao-nature and “the nature of
the Dao” are used interchangeably to refer to spontaneity.

102 Lao, 2010, p. 87.
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discussion by scholars of Arcane Study significantly influenced later Daoists and Chinese
Buddhist exegetes. | will suggest that the interpretation of buddha-nature and the
discussion of insentient things having buddha-nature by Jizang and Zhanran were based
on the discussion of the nature of the Dao (spontaneity) from Arcane Study, rather than

the Dao itself.

Chapter 2
The concept of buddha-nature is an exploration of the doctrine of salvation, known as
soteriology. Aside from the developments within Buddhism itself, religious Daoists
borrowed the concept of buddha-nature from Chinese Buddhism to form the
soteriological concept of dao-nature from the time of the Northern and the Southern
dynasties to the Tang dynasty (618-907 A.D.). The term dao-nature first appeared in
religious Daoism. Dao-nature became a soteriological topic that was discussed in some
key medieval Daoist texts.!®® Therefore, the discussion of buddha-nature not only had
profound effects on Buddhism in East Asia, but also attracted attention from other
religions such as Daoism.

However, evidence will be offered in Chapter 2 to illustrate that the idea that

insentient things have dao-nature in the ontological perspective is inherited from Daoism,

103 See footnote 2.
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rather than from the Buddhist tradition. This argument differs from some contemporary
claims that the idea of insentient things having dao-nature was inherited from Chinese
Buddhism, especially from Jizang. Textual investigation rearranges the intellectual
chronology between buddha-nature and dao-nature as related to the concept of insentient

things having buddha/dao-nature.

Chapter 3

Chapter 3 closely examines Jizang’s assertion that grasses and trees have buddha-nature.
The question for this chapter is: In what way did Jizang’s argument allow for grasses and
trees to have buddha-nature? This examination will demonstrate that Jizang’s
interpretation of buddha-nature is based on the discussion of dao-nature found in Daoist
texts of the time. In addition, the method applied in Jizang’s assertion incorporates

concepts formulated in the works of Arcane Study thinkers.

Chapter 4

Chapter 4 examines another Chinese medieval Buddhist exegete, Zhanran, who stated
that insentient things have buddha-nature. Both Zhanran’s and Jizang’s interpretations of
buddha-nature are based on the discussion of dao-nature. However, the method that

Zhanran applied in his argument is different from Jizang’s model. Therefore, this chapter
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will examine how Zhanran incorporated Chinese indigenous thought to establish his

assertion that insentient things were able to have buddha-nature.

This study, with its focus on Daoist materials, will provide a new perspective on the
concept of buddha-nature from an approach that reflects Chinese culture and
philosophical developments in medieval China. It will demonstrate the encounter and
interaction of two religious traditions in China. As regards syncretism in the study of
religion, this research will demonstrate how two different religious ideas, originally from

two religions in different cultures, were able to be assimilated.
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Chapter 1: An Examination of the Relationship between
Human Nature and the Nature of Inanimate Things in Chinese

Thought

As this project suggests and as will be demonstrated in Chapters 3 and 4, the
Buddhist exegetes Jizang # % (549-623 A.D.) and Zhanran % 7% (711-782 A.D.)
took an ontological view when they asserted that insentient things had buddha-nature. In
this ontological perspective, buddha-nature is understood and interpreted as universal
nature. However, as mentioned in the Introduction, the idea that insentient things have
buddha-nature is not given legitimacy in Tathdgata-garbha thought of Indian Mahayana
Buddhism or in the MMPS. When some medieval Chinese Buddhist thinkers, including
Jizang and Zhanran, used the term foxing # {4 (buddha-nature), they were consciously
or unconsciously drawing on different nuances of the discussion of xing |+ (nature)
from Indian Buddhist works and the MMPS. This chapter suggests that the discussion of
nature in non-Buddhist Chinese thought also served as a source for Chinese Buddhist
exegetes to develop their arguments to the effect that insentient things had buddha-nature.

Therefore, this chapter will explore the discussion of nature in classical and medieval
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Chinese thought and examine its unique contribution to the discussion of (buddha-) nature