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Preamble: On Medieval Chinese Buddhism,
Tathdagatagarbha Doctrine, and Comparative
Philosophy

There was a time, not so long ago, when the comparative study of
Buddhist and Western philosophy had fallen into disrepute. Buddhologists
had come to suspect that the cross-cultural enterprise—drawing connections
between Nagarjuna and Wittgenstein, or Vasubandhu and Kant, or Dogen
and Heidegger, for example—was a fraught if not hopeless task. Too many
earnest studies of this type suffered from a lack of familiarity with source
languages and texts, as well as from an ignorance of the cultural, institu-
tional, and religious milieux from which the Buddhist materials emerged.!)
Serious scholars of Buddhism were expected to confine themselves to the
rigorous philological study of primary documents set in their original
intellectual context. Comparison was regarded as a lost cause.

But comparative work is making a comeback of late, although recent
proponents tend to avoid the now unfashionable term “comparative philosophy.”
The preferred monikers are “cross-cultural philosophy,” “fusion philosophy,”

9

“confluence philosophy,” “cosmopolitan philosophy,” and the like, all of
which are attempts to distinguish the new efforts from those of previous
generations. And recent studies do tend to be more philologically informed,
historically grounded, and philosophically sophisticated than what came

before.2) Respected scholars now unabashedly reference modern notions of

1) See, for example, the critique of comparative studies of Madhyamaka in Tuck 1990.

2) See esp. recent publications that draw on contemporary Western phenomenology and
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“intentionality,” “self-intimation,” “higher-order thought,” “reductionism,”

“eliminativism,” “emergence,” and “panpsychism” in their analyses of Buddhist
theories of perception (pratyaksa), cognition (vijiiana), non-self (anatman),
and self-awareness (svasamvedana, svasamvitti). This is not to say that the
methodological debates have abated; there are divergent views on whether
the proper task of scholars is exegetical (i.e., the judicious application of
Western philosophical insights to the analysis of classical Asian texts), or
philosophical (i.e., bringing venerable Buddhist insights and arguments to
bear on issues of current philosophical interest), or something in between.
But irrespective of where scholars stand on the hermeneutical issues, everyone
seems to concur that (1) correspondences between certain Buddhist and
Western accounts of mind, consciousness, and selfhood are more than mere
projection and transference; (2) Buddhist philosophers (and indeed Indian
philosophers writ large) were dealing, in a sustained and sophisticated fashion,
with issues of genuine and ongoing import to contemporary philosophy;
and therefore, (3) cross-cultural philosophy, while difficult to do well, is
worth pursuing. The recent spate of cross-cultural work is having an impact,
and eminent philosophers in the Western analytic tradition, including David
Chalmers, Thomas Metzinger, Susanna Siegel, Galen Strawson, and others,
can now be found referencing, if not actively engaging with, Indo-Tibetan
Buddhist thought.

My use of “Indo-Tibetan” is intentional, as the resurgent interest in

comparative philosophy is largely confined to the Indian and Tibetan

philosophy of mind in their analyses of Madhyamaka and post-Dignaga pramanavada-
inflected Yogacara, including Arnold 2005, 2010, 2012; Coseru 2012; Ganeri 2012; Garfield
2015; and Lusthaus 2002.
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traditions.3) When it comes to Chinese Buddhism the situation is not so
rosy. There is, to be sure, continued interest in the comparative study of
Chinese ethical and political thought, but the focus is largely restricted to
pre-Buddhist Confucian and Daoist materials and to later Song Dynasty
(960-1279) Neo-Confucian tracts. With few exceptions, philosophers evince
little interest in a comparative engagement with medieval Chinese Buddhist
writings.) Given the resurgence of interest in the cross-cultural philosophy
of mind, cognition, and consciousness, why are major Chinese Buddhist
intellectual traditions such as Chan, Tiantai, and Huayan largely ignored?

There are several possible responses to this question. One theory, popular
in the 1960s and 1970s, is that the Chinese were not predisposed to the kind
of critical abstraction that marks philosophical discourse in both India and
the West. According to this view, the “Chinese mind” is of a decidedly
practical bent, evident in the humanistic, this-worldly, and pragmatic orien-
tation of Chinese “Axial Age” thinkers such as Confucius, Mencius, Xunzi,
Mozi, and even Laozi and Zhuangzi. The kind of abstract metaphysical and
epistemological speculation characteristic of Western philosophy did not
hold much appeal in China.5)

Some go further, tracing the supposedly utilitarian and anthropomorphic
tendencies of the Chinese to the syntactic structure of the ancient Chinese

language (the absence of case inflection, for example, or the lack of count

3) Scholars do consult medieval Chinese translations when the Indic originals are no longer
available, but they are rarely interested in the indigenous Chinese commentarial tradition.

4) One notable exception is Brook Ziporyn; see, for example, Ziporyn 2000.

5) Two representative and influential works of this genre are Nakamura 1964, and Moore ed.
1967.
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nouns), or to the pictographic origins of the writing system, or to the settled
agrarian roots of Chinese social structure (as opposed to the nomadic roots
of the Indo-Europeans).®) Such “exceptionalist” theories have fallen out of
fashion, and for good reason. The “Chinese mind” is a problematic construct
to say the least, Chinese culture is far from unitary or homogenous, and
arguments predicated on linguistic or orthographic determinism have proven
flawed or unconvincing.

Another explanation is that the Chinese Buddhist tradition, influenced by
Laozi and Zhuangzi, flirted with paradox, and this compromised their
analytic rigor and conceptual clarity. In Western philosophy, if you run up
against contradiction, the assumption is that you made a wrong turn some-
where and you must back up and determine where you went astray. To
tolerate paradox is to condone incoherence, since once a contradiction is
admitted, any assertion (as well as its negation) can be proven true (ex
contradictione quodlibet; in philosophical logic this is known as “explosion”).
The Indian and Tibetan philosophical traditions eschewed paradox for
much the same reason, although some have cited Nagarjuna as a possible
exception.”)

Laozi and Zhuangzi do not seem to have been troubled by paradox.

Indeed Zhuangzi, drawing on sophists such as Gongsun Long A f4#E and

6) Hansen (1983) is perhaps the most sophisticated attempt to link the syntax of Classical
Chinese to the nature of Chinese philosophy, but see the extended critique in Harbsmeier
1998.

7) This is now a matter of dispute; Deguchi Yasuo, Jay Garfield and Graham Priest have argued
that some Indian thinkers, notably Nagarjuna, did endorse paradox (Garfield and Priest 2003;
Deguchi, Garfield and Priest 2008). Tom Tillemans (2009, 2013a) disagrees, but see the
rejoinder by Deguchi, Garfield and Priest (2013).
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Hui Shi #Jii, not only countenanced paradox but reveled in it, and the
same is arguably true of Six Dynasties Occult Learning (Xuanxue % %)
commentators such as Wang Bi £ (226-249) and Guo Xiang ¥4 (d.
312). Occult Learning would in turn influence the early Chinese appropriation
and exposition of Indian Buddhist thought, evident in the writings of
essayists such as Sengzhao {54 (374-414).8) The later Chan, Huayan, and
Tiantai traditions inherited this taste for paradoxical formulations and
tended to work with, rather than around, contradiction. This culminates in
the overtly dialetheic gong 'an A% literature of the Song Dynasty.9)

This penchant for paradox among Chinese Buddhist authors has been
seen by some as further evidence of the pragmatic and anthropocentric
orientation of the Chinese. According to this theory, the Chinese did not
approach philosophical discourse as an end in itself but rather as a means to
elicit a mystical experience that lies beyond the domain of reason. The
point of paradox is to demarcate, and ultimately transcend, the limits of
conceptual thought, placing philosophy in service of a soteriological goal.
This perennialist approach to paradox and religious experience is no longer
taken seriously by specialists, although it still makes its way into popular
writings on Chinese thought and religion. This is not to say that some
Chinese Buddhist exegetes did not openly endorse paradox; it is just that

there are perfectly good philosophical grounds for their dialetheic tendencies

8) This is evident simply from the titles of Sengzhao’s essays: “Understanding is Without
Knowing” (Bore wuzhi lun 45 505%), “Things Don’t Move” (Wu bugian lun ¥)/NEqf),
“Nirvana has no Name” (Niepan wuming lun {2584 5).

9) On the place of paradox in the Tiantai tradition see especially Ziporyn 2000 and 2013; on
Chan see Sharf 2007 and forthcoming.
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(Deguchi et al. forthcoming), and thus there is no reason to dismiss it as a
literary gambit in service of a non-conceptual spiritual experience.

The explanations put forward above to account for the purported short-
comings of Chinese Buddhist philosophy can be dismissed as facile or
misguided. There is yet one more thesis to consider, namely, that the
culprits are the doctrines of tathagatagarbha and buddha-nature. This claim
is most closely associated with the writings of Matsumoto Shird fAZ 5 B
and Hakamaya Noriaki %74 %M of Komazawa University, who dubbed
their position “Critical Buddhism” (hihan bukkyo #tF1{A%).10) Matsumoto
and Hakamaya blame tathagatagarbha (nyoraizée W*5), buddha-nature
(bussho L), and original-awakening (hongaku 7<) thought for all manner
of conceptual and social ills, from the philosophical lassitude of East Asian
Buddhism to dire ethical transgressions—social discrimination, persecution,
militarism—sanctioned by Buddhist institutions.!!) Moreover, they insist
that this lamentable doctrine, which they dub dhatuvada (“substantialism,”
sometimes rendered “locus theory” or “topicalism™) and “‘generative monism”
(hasseironteki ichigenron FE4:5 ) — Jtif), is simply not Buddhism at all.
Real Buddhism is critical Buddhism, epitomized by the early teachings of
non-self (anatman), karma and dependent arising (pratityasamutpada), and
by the later Madhyamaka doctrine of emptiness (Sinyavada).

Scholars in the West have remained largely unmoved by the polemics of

the Critical Buddhists. That Matsumoto and Hakamaya champion Ddgen

10) On Critical Buddhism see esp. Matsumoto 1989, 1993; and Hakamaya 1989, 1990; see also
the English accounts in Hubbard and Swanson, eds. 1997; and Shields 2011.
11) For reasons that will become clear below, in this essay I will use the terms tathagatagarbha,

“buddha-nature,” and “original-awakening” more or less interchangeably.
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Kigen 1G4 % (1200-1253), founder of Japanese Sotd Zen, as one of the
few East Asian Critical Buddhists leads some to suspect that their scholarly
rigor and objectivity have been compromised by their normative social and
sectarian agendas.!?) Moreover, their claim that tfathagatagarbha thought,
and by extension almost all of East Asian Mahayana, is “not Buddhism”
seems historically and hermeneutically naive.

I do not intend to defend the somewhat fundamentalist arguments of the
Critical Buddhists. Precursors of tathagatagarbha thought can be found in
Buddhism from early on, and even were that not the case, it seems pre-
sumptuous for modern scholars to censure a staple of mainstream Indian
Mahayana.!3) Nonetheless, Buddhist philosophical disputation in China
developed along a different trajectory than it did in India and Tibet, and
tathagatagarbha doctrine may well have contributed to its “Sinitic” character.
In India, Buddhist philosophers honed their positions in argument and
debate, giving rise to a host of divergent but equally sophisticated systems:
Vaibhagika, Sautrantika, Pudgalavada, Madhyamaka, Yogacara, and so on.
Each school played the role—real or imagined—of pirvapaksa (rhetorical
opponent) in the exegetical writings of their rivals, and their collective
endeavors resulted in a culture of discourse every bit as complex, recondite,

and self-critical as we find in departments of philosophy today. The Chinese

12) Komazawa University, the institutional home of Matsumoto and Hakamaya, is affiliated
with S6td Zen. Matsumoto and Hakamaya believe that Dogen did not come to reject
dhatuvada until his later writings, particularly the twelve-fascicle Shobogenzo 1R, On
the debates over the Critical Buddhists’ reading of Dogen, see the overview in Heine 1997.

13) On the antecedents and early development of rathagatagarbha thought, see esp. Takasaki
1966, 1974; Ruegg 1969, 1989; Shimoda 1997; Zimmerman 2002; and Radich 2015.
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Buddhist monastic institution rivaled if not exceeded their Indian and
Tibetan counterparts in terms of sheer size, wealth, and textual learning,
and it too gave rise to a monumental exegetical literature. But arguably, the
Chinese scholastic tradition did not evince the same level of interest in
critical argumentation and debate; they preferred to grapple with doctrinal
controversies—with ambiguities, inconsistencies, and contradictions in the
canonical record, for example—through scriptural hermeneutics based on
pseudo-historical classification schemes (panjiao }#), or through claims of
authority based on lineal transmission, approaches that tend to sideline philoso-
phical critique. Is it possible that the unbridled triumph of fathagatagarbha
doctrine in East Asia—a doctrine intended to be taken on faith (sraddha)
rather than on reason—discouraged philosophical analysis and disputation?
That tathagatagarbha doctrine can only be approached through faith is,
in fact, a central tenet in early tathagatagarbha texts, including the Nirvana-
sitra (which repeatedly defines the despised icchantikas as those without
faith),14) Tathagatagarbha-siitra,'5) Ratnagotravibhaga,'0) Srimdldadevisimhanada-
sutra, and so on.!17) The Nirvana-siitra, for example, is unambiguous: “Good
man, this buddha-nature that you possess is thus profound and difficult to

discern. Only buddhas can understand it; it is not understood by sravakas

14) Da banniepan jing KR4S, T.376 (trans. *Buddhabhadra [Fotuobatuoluo R #kFEEE]
and Faxian ), T.374 (trans. *Dharmaksema Z:#:#), and T.375 (a revised translation by
Huiyan i et al.).

15) Dafangdeng rulaizang jing K75 as#4S, T.666 and T.667.

16) Ratnagotravibhaga-mahdaydanottaratantra-sastra (Foxing fenbie dasheng yanjiu yaoyi lun
ML DGR T R Bag), T.1611.

17) Srimaladevisimhanada-siitra (Shengman shizi hu yisheng da fangbian fangguang jing %
BT — IR 8 5 84S, T.353); see the discussion in King 1995, 4-5.
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and pratyekabuddhas. 3551, FrA IR EREAR AR, MEMRER,
R8BI B T ).’ 18) The Ratnagotravibhdga is similarly explicit: “Only
the Absolute Essence is the resort for the contemplation of the mind, only
the Absolute Essence is the argument for the proper understanding of the mind.
This Essence itself is not accessible to imagination nor to discrimination. It
is accessible only to faith.”!9) In other words, faith is not merely one
option; it is the only option. It is difficult to know what philosophical sense
can be made of a doctrine that canonical sources insist cannot be understood
conceptually.29)

That tathagatagarbha is a matter of faith rather than reason may explain, in
part, the proliferation of terms under which the doctrine is known, including
buddhagarbha, buddhagotra, buddhadhatu, paramarthadhatu, dharmadhatu,
dharmakdya, and so on. The profusion of overlapping designations may
be seen as a literary device intended to offset the poverty of conceptual
specification. This does not mean that these terms were not pressed into
philosophical service. While the tathdgatagarbha doctrine never spawned an
independent exegetical tradition in South Asia, Madhyamaka and Yogacara
commentators in India and Tibet availed themselves of the tathagatagarbha
idea, particularly when they found themselves boxed into a corner. It was
used to explain, for example, how liberation is possible—how buddhahood,

which is by definition unconditioned (asamskrta, wuwei #7%4) and thus

18) T.374: 12.412b4-6; trans. Blum 2013, 251, with changes.

19) Trans., from the Sanskrit, Takasaki 1966, 295-296; cf. T.1611: 31.839b13-15.

20) The philosophical problems in dealing with tathagatagarbha and buddha-nature are
structurally analogous to those involved in the conceptual analysis of non-conceptual

cognition (nirvikalpa-jiiana); see Sharf 2016 and 2018.
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unknowable and unattainable (anupalabdhi, bukede A~7]13), can nevertheless
be known and attained. But when Mahayana exegetes aver to fathagatagarbha
and buddha-nature doctrine in this fashion, they typically do so by associating
it with concepts already well established in their systems—concepts such as
storehouse consciousness (@layavijiiana), luminous mind (prabhasvaracitta),
and self-awareness (svasamvedana). Somewhat like the Biblical notion of
an all-powerful but unknowable creator deity, the tathagatagarbha/buddha-
nature nomenclature functions as a placeholder by design—its referent is
said to be beyond all signification—and thus it acquires conceptual specificity
and substance only through its rhetorical deployments.2!)

The Biblical notion of God may be a good analogy for the polemical
logic of tathdagatagarbha. The notion of an eternally abiding, transcendent
and yet immanent tathdgatagarbha or buddha-nature is proffered as an
ineffable something that lies beyond rational thought but that nevertheless
explains how liberation is possible. It is precisely the indeterminacy of the
tathagatagarbha idea that made it strategically useful to Mahayana philoso-
phers, including some with anti-reificationist leanings, much as the indeter-
minacy of “God” allowed eminently critical thinkers such as Descartes,
Berkeley and Kant—paragons of enlightenment rationality—to employ the
concept when needed to get themselves out of difficulty.

While the notion of tathdgatagarbha was adopted strategically in India
by Madhyamaka and Yogacara exegetes, with few exceptions (notably the

Faxiang V%#H tradition associated with Xuanzang %% and his heirs) Chinese

21) For an astute analysis of the original indeterminacy of the Biblical concept of God see esp.
Halbertal and Margalit 1992.
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exegetes of all stripes viewed the doctrine as the sine qua non of their
tradition, the moon to which all scholastic thought and religious practice
points. This raises the question as to its impact on philosophical pursuits in
China—whether it contributed, for example, to a general disinterest in
Buddhist logic and dialectics.

The point of this brief essay is not, however, to bemoan the philosophical
infirmity of tathagatagarbha doctrine or its deleterious effects on Chinese
Buddhism. (After all, my failure to appreciate the conceptual precision and
elegance of tathdagatagarbha thought may simply bespeak my own
prejudices and ignorance.) Rather, my interest lies in the possibility that
certain early Chan teachers were themselves uncomfortable with the
tathagatagarbha doctrine, whether because of its unorthodoxy, or its lack
of coherence, or because of its adverse ethical entailments. Evidence, I
admit, is scanty; our primary documents are Dunhuang manuscripts, often
fragmentary, recording, typically second or third hand, teachings by Chan
masters who did not necessarily place a premium on philosophical
precision and conceptual clarity. Nevertheless, the architects of Southern
Chan—Huineng Z#¢ (638-713) and Heze Shenhui RS (670-762)—
had an ax to grind with their Northern Chan rivals, and there is evidence
that one target of their critique was the Northern Chan understanding of
tathagatagarbha. This “critical” strand of medieval Chan is not as well
studied or understood as is the dominant buddha-nature approach, yet it is
here, 1 suspect, that we find the seeds of a sophisticated and properly
philosophical Chan contribution to the evolution of Mahayana thought writ

large.22)
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Shenhui and the Buddha-nature of the Insentient

In his article “The Meaning of ‘Zen,”” Matsumoto (1997) claims that the
common goal of the Chinese Chan tradition is the cessation of conceptual
thought. Matsumoto finds antecedents of this idea in the teachings of Alara
Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta, the Buddha’s first teachers who mastered
highly rarified states of consciousness—the samapattis—that are said to be
non-conceptual. For Matsumoto, the attempt to curtail all thinking in the
interest of realizing one’s abiding buddha-nature renders Chan the epitome
of dhatuvada, and as examples he cites two influential eighth-century masters,
namely, Moheyan BERT#T (8th ¢.), who is usually associated with Northern
Chan, and the Southern Chan polemicist Shenhui.

Moheyan is well known as the Chinese representative in the so-called
Samye debates supposedly convened by the Tibetan king Trisong Detsen
(ca. 742-800) in the 790s. According to tradition, Moheyan faced off against
the Indian master Kamalasila (fl. 740-795) who, at least according to later
Tibetan sources, decisively vanquished Moheyan. In the fragmentary but
possibly less biased Chinese accounts of the encounter, Moheyan repeatedly
and unabashedly claims that awakening can be had immediately, and that all
one need do is to stop thinking and conceptualizing. Prior practice, rigorous
monastic training, and scriptural study are all unnecessary (Demiéville 1952;
Gomez 1983; Sharf 2014a, 169-170; Tillemans 2013b).

The Northern Chan notion that awakening can be attained rapidly through

22) Inthis short article I do not have the space to pursue the philosophical contributions of Chan
per se; my focus, rather, is on preparing the historical foundation for such a project. For a

more philosophically oriented approach, see Sharf forthcoming.
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meditative practices directed at the cessation of thought is predicated on the
buddha-nature teachings found in texts such as the Awakening of Faith in the
Mahayana (Dasheng gixin lun KIEIL(E5m). Much has been written on this
topic, but in brief, the Awakening of Faith treats terms like tathagatagarbha
(rulai zang WIHGEK), “dharma body” (dharmakaya, fashen 1% 5}), “thusness™
(tathatd, zhenru EU), “buddha-nature” (foxing k), “original awakening”
(benjue &%), and even “store consciousness” (dlayavijiiana, alaiye shi [
HEHRE) as more or less synonymous, linking them to “non-discriminating
mind” (wufenbie xin f43Fl:L») and “inherently pure mind” (zixing qingjing
xin EPEFFL). That we fail to recognize our buddha-nature is due to our
discriminating mind (fenbie xin 53ji:(»), which is captivated by the endless
array of objects that appear before us. If we can just quiet the inner chatter
and turn back toward the source (yuan %), we realize the “illumination of
great wisdom” (dazhihui guangming K3 EEH]), the “universally radiant
dharma realm” (bianzhao fajie #&i%:5%), the “apprehension of reality as it
is” (rushi liaozhi 90'& T %), and so on, all of which are euphemisms, culled
from various scriptures, for buddhahood.

Kamalasila had a rather different understanding of Mahayana, one not
predicated on an abiding metaphysical ground or substrate that undergirds
the momentary arising and passing away of cognition. For Kamalasila, the
cessation of cognitive construction results not in the experience of a reality
lying behind or within the momentary flow of appearances, but rather in the
cessation of consciousness itself. Thus a practitioner who succeeds in stopping
discursive thought simply renders him or herself insentient. Accordingly,

Kamala$ila challenges Moheyan to explain the difference between a realized
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Chan adept and the “gods without conception” (asamyjriika-sattvah, asamjrika-
deva)—a class of mindless zombies who populate one of the rarified heavens
in the fourth-dhyana realm (caturtha-dhyana-bhimi).

This is a serious indictment. Those who are reborn as gods without
conception were, in their previous lives, yogis who practiced heterodox
forms of meditation—presumably practices associated with the non-Buddhist
monistic teachings of the Upanisads and Yogasitras. Such techniques are
aimed at the cessation of mundane consciousness so as to realize one’s
identity with the godhead—I$vara or Brahman—which is pure consciousness
itself. According to the early Buddhists, however, rather than realizing oneness
with the godhead, these benighted yogis end up trapped in a vegetative state
in the Heaven of the Gods Without Conception where they remain for eons
(Sharf 2014a, 150-157). Much like the Critical Buddhists, Kamalasila is
accusing Moheyan of propagating a heretical and pernicious doctrine under
the banner of Buddhism.

For his part, Moheyan is unapologetic. He insists that the mistake made
by the gods without conception is not their practice per se, but rather their
conceptual attachment to non-conceptuality. They just need to free themselves

from thinking. He explains:

Those gods [without conception] posit the existence of both meditative discern-
ments and paths of rebirth, and they grasp at the absorption of non-conception.
It is precisely because of such deluded conceptualization that they are born into
that heaven. If they could free themselves from [attachment to] meditative

absorption into non-conception, then there would be no deluded thought or
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rebirth into that heaven. The Vajracchedika-sitra says, “To be free of all
marks, this is called [the way of] the Buddhas.” In what scripture is it written

that freedom from deluded conception is not the way to buddhahood?23)

The “debate” between Kamalasila and Moheyan in Tibet mirrors a
controversy that took place at roughly the same time in China, in which
leading Chan masters argued the virtues of “mindlessness” (wuxin #:(»)
and the doctrine of the “buddha-nature of the insentient” (wuging foxing &
& #1E). As T have written on these topics at length elsewhere (Sharf 2014a,
2014b), my comments here will be brief and to the point.

The Chan teachers associated with the East Mountain or Northern lineages
taught a range of techniques under the rubrics of “maintaining mind” (shouxin
5F0), “maintaining unity” (shouyi 5F—), “pacifying mind” (anxin %),
“discerning mind” (guanxin €.y, “viewing mind” (kanxin &), “collecting
mind” (shexin ##L>), and so forth. Whatever their differences, the purveyors
of these methods, like Moheyan, held that realization of one’s inner buddha
is effected through stilling thought, and they found scriptural warrant for
their position in popular Yogacara texts such as the Awakening of Faith and
the Lankavatara-sitra. These texts teach the non-duality of grasper and
grasped, of mind and world, of animate subject and inanimate object. Some

Chan exegetes would then argue that as inanimate objects such as walls,

23) Dunwu dasheng zhenglijue SEERIRIEFER, Pelliot 4646, folio 131 r-v (quoting from
Vajracchedika, T.236: 8.754b24-25):
WrE RN B EURAEE, ISR AENOR, AReAe, M AENR, R
=, B VIREARI AR, AR A R tH TR
Cf. Demiéville 1952, 62; and the discussion in Sharf 2014a, 169.
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roof-tiles, and stones are intrinsically free of dualistic thinking and delusion,
they both possess and express this abiding buddha-nature. As such, the goal
of practice is a state of “mindlessness,” which should not be imagined as
akin to being comatose or dead—after all, the distinction between life and
death, like that between nirvana and samsara, is ultimately empty. Rather,
to be mindless is to awaken to one’s intrinsic unity with all things, and to
recognize that the insentient “mindless” things around us are already realized
buddhas.

One of the earliest references to this doctrine in a Chan work is found in
the Record of the Masters and Disciples of the Lankavatara, in which both
the fourth patriarch Daoxin J&5 (580-651) and the fifth patriarch Hongren
507 (602-675?) are depicted as defending the claim that insentient objects
not only possess buddha-nature but also preach the dharma.24) Hongren, for

example, says,

At the moment when you are in the temple sitting in meditation, is your body
not also sitting in meditation beneath the trees of the mountain forests? Are
earth, trees, tiles, and stones also not able to sit in meditation? Are earth, trees,
tiles, and stones not also able to see forms and hear sounds, wear a robe and
carry a bowl? When the Larkavatara-sitra speaks of the dharma-body of the

object sphere, it [refers to] precisely this.25)

24) Lenggie shizi ji #H{IFT&RL, attributed to Jingjue ¥4 (683-ca. 750). On the dating and
authorship of this text see esp. Barrett 1991, who believes the text could not have been
written later than 716; and Faure 1997, 160-176.

25) T.2837: 85.1290a14-18; Yanagida 1971, 287-288:

TIEAEE FPARARS M PR TR AR, — VIR TRREARAA, EARTARRER &



Buddha-nature, Critical Buddhism, and Early Chan 123

As far as we can tell, the doctrine that insentient objects have buddha-
nature was accepted by almost all Northern Chan masters, as well as by
teachers in the Ox-Head and Tiantai lineages. (Zhanran %X [711-782], the
sixth Tiantai patriarch, devoted an entire treatise to the topic, the Jingangpi
&M% or “Adamantine Scalpel.”) Indeed, by the Song Dynasty this position
was largely uncontested, and it was treated as orthodoxy among the Kamakura
schools in Japan as well. It is significant, therefore, that the founders of
Southern Chan, Huineng and Shenhui, are among the few on record to
denounce it. The target of their criticism is not the existence of buddha-
nature per se, which they clearly endorse, but rather the depiction of buddha-
nature as an abiding metaphysical ground that permeates all things (bian
yigie chu #—1]}E).

The surviving corpus is fragmentary and redacted at the hands of later
editors, so it is not always easy to get a clear sense of Shenhui’s teachings,
but his opposition to the buddha-nature of the insentient doctrine is unam-
biguous. See, for example, the following exchange with an Ox-Head Mountain

master taken from his so-called Recorded Sayings (Shenhui yulu 1 & 555%):

Chan Master Yuan of Ox-Head Mountain asked: “Does buddha-nature permeate
everywhere or not?”
[Shenhui] answered: “Buddha-nature permeates all sentient things, but does not

permeate all insentient things.”

ISR, B SR A .

The citation can be found in the first fascicle of Gunabhadra’s SRABEFEAE (394-468)
translation of the Lankavatara-sitra (Lenggie abaduoluo baojing FH{NI5% FF 2 45),
T.670: 16.484a10.
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[Master Yuan] asked: “Venerable elders are all known to say:

Lush groves of emerald bamboos,

Are wholly the dharma-body.

Luxuriant clusters of chrysanthemums,

Nothing is not prajia (wisdom).26)
Now why do you say that buddha-nature only permeates sentient things and
does not permeate insentient things?”
[Shenhui] answered: “Surely you do not mean that the groves of emerald
bamboos are the same as the meritorious dharma-body, or that clusters of
chrysanthemums are equal to the wisdom of prajiia. If the groves of bamboos
and chrysanthemums are equal to the dharma-body and to prajiia, then in which
scripture does the Tathagata predict that an emerald bamboo or a chrysanthemum
will attain bodhi? It thus follows that the notion that emerald bamboos and
chrysanthemums are the same as the dharma-body and prajiia is a heterodox
doctrine. Why so? Because when the Nirvana-sitra makes reference to that

which lacks buddha-nature, it is referring precisely to insentient things.”27)

26

27

=

-~

I have not been able to identify the source of this verse, although it appears repeatedly in
discussions of the buddha-nature of the insentient doctrine; see, for example, the Zutang ji
M AE records for Nanyang Huizhong ®F5EL (Yanagida 1984, 1.125.13), Dongshan
Liangjie Vil R4/ (ibid., 2.65.3), and Dazhu Huihai XEkEH (ibid., 4.47.6).

Yang 1996, 86-87:

AL AT © phEE YIRS 2 B E ORI, e DI, IR SRR
EEE, HEHRM, dekh. BRI BAaEcE, SREETHGEE. e YA,
Al — VIR 2B E L SEE R E TR ? SRR, SR 2 BT
RS CE . QA ATAS D SRELFEITSIEREIRR ? B TR AR E B &
SEENAMERR W, FTRASL 2 VAR B WIS MR, B

Cf. Hu 1968, 139. For a brief summary of the relationships among the various manuscripts

and manuscript fragments of Shenhui’s writings found at Dunhuang, see Yampolsky 1967,
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Here Shenhui rejects the buddha-nature of the insentient out of hand as
preposterous and contrary to scripture, but his objections are based on
principle as much as on textual authority. For one thing, he castigates
Northern Chan teachers of his day for their lack of emphasis on morality
(Sila), and he may have felt that the antinomian entailments of the buddha-
nature of the insentient doctrine undermined the need to adhere to the
precepts. In a passage likely directed at Northern Chan masters, he says,
“Learned friends, should one claim to have attained the practice of unexcelled
awakening without purifying the three actions and without maintaining the
rules of abstinence—{know that] there is no such a thing! %, S 3
P, AF=3E. AREOR. SHAAE. ARZE” (Todai goroku kenkyd
han ed. 2006, 29). It was not merely the Northern Chan tendency to devalue
the precepts that got on his nerves; he was particularly incensed at their
tendency to disparage the Buddha’s teachings as an inessential means
toward an end. He says, “When I talk of ‘discarding,” I only mean to
discard the false mind, not to discard the dharma. AT E[&E . HEZ O,
ANERHIE” (ibid, 53-54). The target of these comments would appear to be
the Northern Chan emphasis on the absolute at the expense of the
conventional, and the ensuing devaluation of both right action and right
thought. It may be no coincidence that this too is a central concern of
Matsumoto and Hakamaya, who hold that buddha-nature ideology undermines
a commitment to ethics, social justice, and critical thinking,.

Shenhui is similarly concerned with the Northern Chan fetishization of

24-26 n. 67. See also the studies/translations of Shenhui’s writings in Gernet 1977; Hu
1968; McRae 1987; Todai goroku kenkytihan BRI 7E ed. 2006; Yang 1996.
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seated meditation, and the wrongheaded conviction that bringing an end
to conceptual thought will, in and of itself, yield wisdom. Rather than
propounding a state of non-conceptual samadhi, Shenhui, drawing on
Prajiiaparamita teachings, emphasizes “discerning insight” (prajia). The
following quotations from Shenhui’s Platform Sermon (Tanyu HE7E)28) all
address his understanding of authentic Chan, in contradistinction to the

errant teachings of his rivals.

You should not lower the eyes in front of you, as you will end up abiding in
[vapid] gazing which is useless. You should not have the intention to focus the
mind, and also not look far away or close—these are all useless. The scripture
says: “Not contemplating is bodhi,” because it is free of recollection.2?) This is
the naturally empty and quiescent mind---.30)

Non-abiding is quiescence, and the essence of quiescence is what is called
meditation. From this essence comes spontaneous knowledge, and the awareness
of the essence of fundamental quiescence is called wisdom. This is the
equivalence of meditation and wisdom-+-.31)

When the scripture says: “From quiescence arises clarity,” this is what it means.

28) The full title is Nanyang heshang dunjiao jietuo chanmen zhiliaoxing tanyu F5F5H_LIEZ#

JRAEME T #EH#EE, “Venerable Nanyang’s Altar Sermon on the Direct Realization of One’s

z

Nature According to Chan Doctrine of Liberation through the Sudden Teaching,” Pelliot
2045; I use the edition in Todai goroku kenkytihan 2006.

29) From the Vimalakirti-siitra, T.475: 14.542b24.

30) Todai goroku kenkyithan 2006, 70:
AREIRF R, (R, AR, MHERRRO. TIAMREEILE, AP, & Al
REERR, MRS B AR

31) Ibid., 73: SE(FRHHT, BEFMNIA A, LA ARE. AT, YA REEE
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The non-abiding mind is not apart from knowing, and knowing is not apart from

non-abiding. Know that mind is non-abiding; there is nothing else to know.32)

In other words, just sitting still in an effort to quiet the mind and realize
one’s true nature is not real quiescence or real wisdom. Practice requires, or
better yet is, “knowing” (zhi %, prajiid), which is to know that even mind is
non-abiding (wuzhu #fT). This notion of non-abiding—a signature teaching of
the Vajracchedika-sitra—seems to be Shenhui’s antidote to the reified
understanding of “pure mind” that, he believes, inevitably becomes an

object of clinging.

Friends, listen carefully, as I will explain deluded mind. What is deluded mind?
Should you all have come here today while yet craving for wealth, sensory
experiences, men, women, etc., or thinking of luxurious gardens and mansions,
this is gross delusion, and of course you must rid yourselves of this mind. What
you don’t know about is subtle delusion. What is subtle delusion? When the
mind hears the teaching of bodhi, it is giving rise to a mind that grasps at
bodhi. When hearing the teaching of nirvana, it is giving rise to a mind that
grasps at nirvana. When hearing the teaching of emptiness, it is giving rise to a
mind that grasps at emptiness. When hearing the teaching of purity, it is giving
rise to a mind that grasps at purity. When hearing the teaching of meditation, it
is giving rise to a mind that grasps at meditation. These are all deluded mind,
and are the fetters of the dharma. These are to have a view of the dharma. The

mind that functions in such a fashion will not attain liberation, as it is not your

32) Ibid., 73: &z @ B LAERE, SRR, MAOAEERL. AIANEERCE, KO, EEAK.
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fundamentally and intrinsically quiescent mind. To attempt to abide in nirvana
is to be bound by nirvana, to abide in emptiness is to be bound by emptiness.
To abide in dhyana is to be bound by dhyana. For the mind to function in such

a fashion is to obstruct the way of bodhi.33)

Thus in Shenhui’s view the Northern teachers were propounding a samadhi
devoid of wisdom, and his alternative is to stress that understanding must
precede technique. Or more accurately, proper understanding or wisdom is
proper technique.

Shenhui has no qualms about accusing many of the so-called masters of
his day of lacking both the wisdom and the credentials to teach Chan.
Commenting on the deleterious effects of Shenxiu 175 (606?-706) and his
followers in his “Treatise on Determining Truth and Falsity with Regard to
the Southern Tradition of Bodhidharma” (Putidamo nanzong ding shifei lun
EIEEER AT, he says:

There must be more than twenty people [i.e., direct disciples of Shenxiu] who
preach Chan and teach people, none of whom have received the transmission or
permission to preach in such a manner. Descending from these twenty or more

people, there are now more than several hundred people preaching Chan and

33) Ibid., 56:
FE. GEHE. REED, (TERO 2 CESSTARLN, aRMn. e REREK B
B, MR, BRI, HER. CEAR. EENE 2 LREEER, OB ;[
SO, ROBURE RS ROEE ; HENE, ROBGE ) MEUE, ROHUE, IR
O, TR, TR, BTG, AR, A BB O. EARE. DO
=B EE, BoER, (RO, EREERE.
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teaching people, yet they lack any sense of hierarchy, lack any sense of the
master-disciple relationship, and all struggle for name and profit while they
lack official sanction. They sow confusion within the true dharma, and confuse
students of the way. These are the signs of the disappearance of the buddha-
dharma. Chan Master Huineng is the one who received the person-to-person
transmission. There are now several tens of thousands of monastic and lay
disciples who studied under him, yet not a single one of them would be so
brazen as to establish himself as a Chan teacher. Up until now I have not heard

a single one claim to have received transmission.34)

(Having lived through the rapid growth of Zen Buddhism in America over
the last half century, I can sympathize with Shenhui’s concerns about the
rampant proliferation of self-appointed “masters,” many of whom draw
large if undiscerning audiences, and the attendant vulgarization of the
Buddhist teachings.)

It is not always easy to deduce the precise contours of Shenhui’s
alternative, but his overriding concern appears to be that buddha-nature not
be construed in substantive terms—as an abiding ground or topos (dhdatu)
that could be construed as the goal of meditative praxis. Instead, drawing

on the Vajracchedika-sitra, he emphasizes non-abiding—the insight that

34) I am using the edition in Yang 1996, 28:
HE T ERAGUEEON, W AR, SRANGR T TERACS T, AR SR I
AWK, MRS, LSRR, SURUR, BURIEE, BREREE, LN, 6
RERAAEAEA, O FMYEEmEAEERN. F — AHaRR M, G5 AR
. EBHARH.
Cf. Hu 1968, 282-283.
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there is ultimately no ground, no place in which to take rest.

In his discussion of Ddgen’s position on buddha-nature, Matsumoto
introduces a distinction between what he calls “innate buddha-nature theory”
(busshé naizai ron {AVENTERR) and “immanent buddha-nature theory” (bussho
kenzai ron {APEER{ERR). The former holds that all sentient beings are in
possession of buddha-nature or ultimate reality and thus have the capacity
to attain awakening. This developed in contrast to the Yogacara gotra or
five-nature theory (wuxing gebie TiPE#+J), which holds that there is a
class of beings—the icchantika (yichanti —[#¢)—that forever lacks the
capacity to achieve liberation. In contrast, the latter “immanent” position is
one of metaphysical monism—it holds that the entire phenomenal world is
an expression of buddha-nature or truth itself (Matsumoto 2000; Heine 1997,
139). Matsumoto claims that Dogen sanctioned the immanent buddha-nature
doctrine in his earlier writings, specifically the seventy-five-fascicle Shobogenzo
1EZHRSE, which contains an entire chapter on the preaching of the dharma
by insentient things (Mujo seppo #fH#%). As he matured, however, Dogen
came to see the error of his ways, and his later twelve-fascicle Shobogenzo,
which foregrounds the teaching of karma and causality, rejects immanent
buddha-nature in favor of innate buddha-nature.

This distinction made by Matsumoto is not, as far as I am aware, clearly
articulated in Chinese Buddhist texts, and it is not necessarily explicit in
Dogen’s writings either. But Matsumoto’s distinction between innate and
immanent is nevertheless a useful hermeneutic tool, as it may well capture
a difference between Shenhui’s position on buddha-nature and that of his

rivals. Shenhui has no objection to the doctrine of innate buddha-nature—
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indeed, his subitist teachings are predicated on this abiding capacity—but
he is an uncompromising opponent of the immanent buddha-nature position.
And this is why I believe Matsumoto is wrong to lump Shenhui together
with the Chan dhatuvadins. Indeed, Shenhui might more accurately be seen

as the original Critical Buddhist!

The Dueling Verses of the Platform Scripture

Shenhui’s position on tathdagatagarbha and buddha-nature is difficult to
pin down, and in depicting him as an “innatist” I might be accused of
cherry picking from his somewhat disorganized corpus. But there is no
question that he objected to the doctrine that insentient things have buddha-
nature, and this contrarian position finds its way into the Platform Scripture

of the Sixth Patriarch (Liuzu tanjing 75HHIB4S, hereafter Platform Scripture),

the most influential Chan work to survive the Tang.35)

35) The Platform Scripture’s critique of the buddha-nature of the insentient doctrine is often
overlooked. It is apparent in the transmission verses associated with the six patriarchs that
are appended to the end of the Dunhuang versions of the text. In the Dunhuang recension the
key verse, attributed to Hongren, reads: “Sentient beings come and lay down seeds, and
insentient flowers grow. Without sentiency and without seeds, the ground of mind produces
nothing. AR T, MAFEMA, MRS, OHUREL” (T.2007: 48.344b9-10; cf.
Yampolsky 1967, 177). A somewhat altered version is found in the Zutang ji (Yanagida
1984, 1.85.11-12) and the Jingde chuandeng lu 588&5% (T.2076: 51.223a17-18), as well
as in the later Song recension of the Platform Scripture, in which the verse has been moved
into the autobiographical section of Huineng’s narrative and incorporated into the secret
transmission from Hongren to Huineng: “Sentient beings come and lay down seeds, and

from the earth fruit is produced. Without sentiency and without seeds there is no [buddha-]
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The Platform Scripture is too complex to discuss in detail here, but many
scholars would agree that its doctrinal position represents a conflation of
Yogacara and Madhyamaka perspectives. (Some might characterize it as a
valiant if ultimately doomed attempt to synthesize the substantialist claims
of the Awakening of Faith with the anti-foundationalist teachings of the
Prajiiaparamita.) For the purposes of the present discussion, I would like to
turn briefly to the celebrated “poetry contest” in the autobiographical portion
of the text. The unknown author(s) of the text intended the dueling verses
by Shenxiu and Huineng to encapsulate the fundamental differences between
their schools, and thus it is significant that the authors/compilers of this
classic work struggled in their attempts to articulate the crux of Huineng’s
position.36)

According to Huineng’s famous (but no doubt largely fictitious) auto-
biographical narrative, Shenxiu, under duress, wrote the following brief

verse to set forth his understanding of Chan.

The body is the Bodhi tree,
The mind is like a clear mirror.
At all times we must strive to polish it,

And must not let the dust collect.37)

nature and nothing is produced. %2 TAE, FiSIEE, MIHNMEME, MR A (T.2008:
48.349a26-27); see the discussion in Sharf 2007, 218-219.

36) Again, there is a large literature on this subject; for a recent analysis of the verses see
Gregory 2012.

37) T.2007:48.337c1-2: B/@E4R8, CunWIsnes, Wikt SUEER. (Koshoji and Jingshan
Tianningsi 111K % editions: 5 = %) Trans. Yampolsky 1967, 130; cf. the Song vulgate
text, T.2008: 48.348b24-25: & 2 EHMH LS BRI B /) (R BEAR.
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Anyone familiar with Chinese Buddhism will immediately recognize this
as a fairly generic expression of buddha-nature doctrine as it had come to
be understood in seventh- and eighth-century China. In this understanding,
tathagatagarbha/buddha-nature does not simply denote one’s innate potential
for buddhahood—a potential that is phenomenally unavailable to the un-
awakened. Rather, buddha-nature is identified with the intrinsic nature of
mind or consciousness itself and hence is always right before you, if only
you know where to look. This immanentalist understanding is arguably
akin to the dhatuvada and perennialist teachings that the Critical Buddhists
find so objectionable; the “dust” that obscures the innate clarity of mind
(the mirror) is precisely conceptual thought, and hence one only needs to
cease thinking—to abandon conceptualization and critical discernment
(fenbie)—to disclose one’s inner buddha.

The hero of the scripture, Huineng, will have none of it. The Dunhuang

editions of the Platform Scripture record his first rejoinder (V1) as follows:

Bodhi originally has no tree,
The mirror also has no stand.
Buddha-nature is always clean and pure;

Where is there room for dust?38)

While the surface meaning of this verse (V1) is clear, its doctrinal purport

is by no means obvious—it reminds one of the somewhat conflicting messages

38) T.2007: 48.338a7-8: EHRAMME, HIBNEE, M (S.5475 reads ) 1% (S.5475 reads
) . (A R Trans. Yampolsky 1967, 132.
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one finds in the writings of Shenhui as well as in much of the Platform
Scripture itself. The first two lines of the poem are a refutation of the
reification of awakening (bodhi) and mind (mirror)—both are deemed empty
or groundless (there is ultimately no tree and no stand), and thus it is a
mistake to construe either as the goal of Chan practice. But the latter two
lines affirm the inherent purity of an abiding buddha-nature, which seems at
odds with the thrust of the first two lines. I suspect this affirmation of
buddha-nature is what disturbed the early compilers of the text. In any
event, something led them to consider an alternative response (V2), which

is awkwardly included in the Dunhuang recension:

The mind is the Bodhi tree,
The body is the mirror stand.
The mirror is originally clean and pure;

Where can it be stained by dust?39)

This second version (V2) has eliminated the overt reference to buddha-
nature, but the overall effect is not necessarily an improvement as an
alternative to the teaching of Shenxiu. V2, like V1, rejects the mediations
of practice (there is no need for polishing), but it does so not by affirming
the intrinsic purity of buddha-nature, but rather the intrinsic purity of mind
(mirror), and perhaps, by association, the body (the mirror stand). Some

might consider this an advance, insofar as intrinsic purity is now located in

39) T.2007: 48.338al0-11: CnZFHEM, SAWSEEE, WISAES, (IEYJEDR. Trans. Yampolsky
1967, 132.
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the conventional (mind/body) rather than the ultimate (buddha-nature), but
it remains a bit of a muddle, and I doubt it would garner the approval of the
Critical Buddhists.

That the redactors of the Dunhuang recensions include both verses without
a hint of pretext suggests that the misgivings I articulate are not mine alone.
The redactors could not seem to decide which verse, if either, was better.
But the most convincing piece of evidence that these verses were deemed
unsatisfactory is the fact that both were eventually replaced by a third
version (V3) that would, I suspect, win the approbation of a Critical

Buddhist:

Bodhi originally has no tree,
The bright mirror also is not a stand.
Originally there is not a single thing,

What is there to attract dust?40)

In this composition, which is eventually canonized in the Song Dynasty
vulgate text, the compiler retains the more apophatic opening two lines of
V1: bodhi and mind are both said to be empty or groundless (no tree and no
stand). In addition, the problematic third line in V1 has now been replaced
with the unambiguous declaration “originally there is not a single thing.” In
other words, not only is there no body and no mind, there is also no mirror,

no purity, and no buddha-nature. And notice also how the fourth line has

40) T.2008: 48.349a7-8: FHAMME, WISTTEEL, ANV, (TEERER. See also the discussion

of earlier manuscript witnesses of this verse in Yampolsky 1967, 94 n.17.



136 &R vol.22

been altered: rather than proclaiming that the mirror can’t be stained by
dust, as we find in V1 and V2, we now learn that there is nothing to attract
dust in the first place. Shenhui’s writings may be muddled, and indeed, the
Platform Scripture is itself far from philosophically consistent, but after
earlier failures, Huineng’s verse—the poetic witness to his awakening—has
attained its final form, a philosophically cogent expression of the gist of the
Prajiiaparamita.

To recap, Shenhui was taken aback by aspects of the Northern Chan
teachings that, to his mind, inappropriately reify the goal of practice, fetishize
meditation, and devalue ethical action and scriptural learning. In articulating
his alternative, Shenhui foregrounds the notion of non-abiding found in the
Vajracchedika-sitra. With time and some textual tweaking, this teaching
finally makes its way into Huineng’s famous verse, and its uncompromising
assertion that there is nothing whatsoever to hold to (benlai wu yi wu A5

#&—4), including mind and buddha-nature itself.

By Way of a Conclusion

Some may view the Critical Buddhist claim that dhatuvada is “not
Buddhism” as an anachronistic conceit—it is predicated on a romanticized
notion of “authentic Buddhism” that reflects post-war Japanese social and
ethical mores. But we have seen that traces of a similar critique can be found
within the early Chan community, as preserved in the debates surrounding

the buddha-nature of the insentient and the notion of mindlessness.
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The Southern Chan masters, much like Matsumoto and Hakamaya, were
concerned with the scriptural warrant for the immanent buddha-nature idea.
But their anxiety over the origins and orthodoxy of the tathagatagarbha/
buddha-nature doctrine was nothing new—the early fathagatagarbha scriptures
betray a similar anxiety, as they tacitly acknowledge that the doctrine is
close to, if not identical with, the heretical armavada teachings of the non-
Buddhists.

To take but one example, the Nirvana-sutra, which some scholars regard
as the earliest surviving fathagatagarbha scripture (Radich 2015), tacitly
concedes the non-Buddhist roots of the fathagatagarbha idea. Evidence for
this can be found throughout the text, but perhaps the most astonishing
example is the second of the famous “five parables on buddha-nature”

found in fascicle 7.

In addition, good man, consider the story of a caring woman and her infant son
who had become ill. In distress, the woman sent for a physician, and when he
arrived he mixed together a medicine made of three things: clarified butter,
milk, and granulated honey. As he gave the mixture to her to feed to her child,
the physician explained, “After the child takes the medicine, do not give him
your milk. You may feed him only after the medicine is used up.” So the
mother then smeared a bitter-tasting substance on her breasts and said to her
young child, “My breasts are smeared with poison so you must not touch
them.” When the child became hungry he wanted his mother’s milk, but
hearing that her breasts were poisonous he pulled away from her. Eventually

the medicine was used up, whereupon the mother washed her breasts with
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water and called out to her son, “Come and I shall give you milk.” But at that
point, though the little boy felt hunger and thirst, what he had heard earlier
about the poison prevented him from approaching her. The mother then told
him, “It was only because I was giving you medicine that I used the poison!
Now that the medicine is finished I have cleaned myself completely, so you
may come and drink from my breasts without bitterness.” Upon hearing this,

the infant gradually returned and resumed his feeding.

Good man, the Tathagata is just like this. It was for the sake of saving everyone
that I [previously] taught living beings to cultivate the teaching of non-self,
[explaining that] after practicing in this manner they will end their egotism
forever and attain nirvanpa, thereby dispelling the erroneous views of the
mundane world and reveal a supramundane dharma. In addition, I showed that
what is commonly taken as the self is fallacious and not real. Cultivating the
teaching of non-self is therefore meant to cleanse one’s identity. Just as in this
parable of the woman who smeared her breast with bitter flavor for the sake of
her child, in like manner the Tathagata explained that dharmas are all without
self in order to [lead his followers to] cultivate emptiness. And just as that
woman called her child only after washing her breasts because she wanted him
to resume feeding, I also choose this particular moment now to expound the
tathagatagarbha. For this reason, bhiksus, do not be afraid! Like that small
child who gradually returned to drink his mother’s milk after hearing her
calling him, similarly the bhiksus should each recognize that it cannot be the

case that they don’t possess the tathagatagarbha 41

41) Dabanniepan jing FEEES, translated ca. 421-432 by *Dharmaksema, T.374: 12.407b29-c19:
BUCERT. BMENEE—TRESR, R aRAORERN, Bmike =M, mAAE,
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After listening to this parable, Kasyapa, apparently in some distress, takes
issue with the Buddha, rattling off, in digest form, a series of arguments for
the Buddhist doctrine of non-self. In response, the Buddha launches into yet
another parable, meant to reassure the flustered bodhisattva that the non-self
teaching was provisional, and the time has now come to embrace the
ultimate teaching of the atman.

What is remarkable in this parable is the frank admission that tathagatagarbha
is none other than the atman taught by the pre-Buddhist “heretics.” That is
to say, tathagatagarbha is the mother’s milk (the monistic doctrine of the
Upanisads that teaches the true and eternal self) that nourished the child
before the doctor (the Buddha) came along and diagnosed an illness. The
bitter salve placed on the mother’s breast is the Buddha’s distinctive teaching
of non-self; it is a short-term contrivance required while the medicine does its
work. Once the course of treatment is complete, the child (a follower of the
Buddha) is free to return to his mother’s milk (atman cum tathagatagarbha).
I cannot imagine better grist for the Critical Buddhist’s mill.

Chan, like many schools of Chinese Buddhism, was trying to square the

circle—to find a way to marry the metaphysical monism of the tathagatagarbha

Bz AMRME N, SOREC HEL, N ORI, SR RIS, &
AL, RAMBRAEM, NUBZAGRERL, HALIREER L, BRI ALK
HA, WILTE, AREGLIL, RN REHEIUE, SRS, FHEREE. Rk
PAEEEE, MEECHROHR, R R, 2 REOHNEN, #8571, WA, R
FE—VIZGE R R, MRBCKERONINER, R R, RE it EE
W, Rt EE R R i, BRIREET A, Wi AR AP s RER, AR
W, R EEEREAR, W NFUAL S P EIR, A TR RN,
S AN, AN SRR R TR L. TN, B A RIS A

Trans. Blum 2013, 227-229, with changes; see also the discussion in Radich 2015, 25-26.
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teachings—a monism that resonated with certain pre-Buddhist Chinese
notions of the primordial dao i& as the singular source of all things—with
the anti-metaphysical teachings of emptiness. Of course, the Chinese were
not alone in this; later scholastic systems in India and Tibet were similarly
dedicated to forging a Madhyamaka-Yogacara synthesis. The Indians and
Tibetans were, however, acutely aware of the philosophical challenges—
that there were profound if not insurmountable differences separating the
Madhyamaka and Yogacara positions. The Chinese, in contrast, were not
always sensitive to the underlying conceptual quandaries, and tended to
take recourse in literary evocation rather than sustained argument.

I have suggested, however, that at least one faction within the early Chan
community recognized the problem and resisted the overtly monistic or
immanentalist reading of buddha-nature doctrine in favor of a more decon-
structive and “critical” approach. This resistance—first articulated, if somewhat
haltingly, in writings attributed to Huineng and Shenhui—survives in the
more discursive and analytical strands of later Chan, embodied, for example,
in the playful but relentlessly anti-foundationalist rhetoric of the Wumenguan
#E[8 (Sharf forthcoming). But this was to remain a minority position. For
most, the comforts offered by the tathagatagarbha teachings, like warm

milk at the mother’s breast, would prove more alluring.
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Abstract

Buddha-nature, Critical Buddhism,
and Early Chan

Robert H. Sharf

University of California, Berkeley

This article begins with a reflection on why medieval Chinese Buddhist
thought has not been more conspicuous in recent comparative work on
Buddhism and Western philosophy. The Japanese proponents of “Critical
Buddhism” (hihan bukkyo #tF{AZ(), Matsumoto Shird FAAHEH and
Hakamaya Noriaki #5737#%&H, would see this neglect as merited since, in
their view, East Asian Buddhism in general, and Chinese Chan in particular,
is philosophically crippled owing to its embrace of tathagatagarbha and
buddha-nature thought. Indeed, Matsumoto singles out Shenhui fafiEf# &
(670-762), one of the architects of the Southern School of Chan, as an
example of the early Chan advocacy of buddha-nature doctrine.

This article is not concerned with whether buddha-nature and tathagatagarbha
thought is actually deleterious to critical philosophical work. Rather, the
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concern is to demonstrate that, far from embracing buddha-nature doctrine,
the eighth-century founders of Southern Chan had serious concerns with it.
Evidence for this is found in: (1) the writings of Shenhui, notably in his
opposition to the doctrine of the “buddha-nature of insentient objects”
(wuging foxing HESEHE); and (2) the Platform Scripture of the Sixth
Patriarch (Liuzu tanjing 7~HIB4S), particularly in the variant versions of
Huineng’s famous “enlightenment verse.” Thus the Southern School may
be viewed as a forerunner of the Critical Buddhist anti-dhdatuvada polemics.
The article closes with comments on the ongoing problems Chinese Buddhist
exegetes had in marrying the metaphysical monism of Yogacara and
tathagatagarbha teachings with the anti-foundationalist thrust of Madhyamaka

and Prajriaparamita literature.

Keywords : Chan, buddha-nature, tathagatagarbha, Shenhui, Platform
Scripture, Critical Buddhism.
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