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This is a revision of my PhD dissertation, ‘Kindness towards Animals in 
Early Chinese Buddhism’, submitted to the School of Oriental and African 
Studies (SOAS), University of London, in 2005. In this edition, most of 
the changes made are to the first chapter of the original version: the 
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of careful reading of the drafts of my work. I also owe him a debt of 
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the examiners of my dissertation, Professor Roel Sterckx of Cambridge 
University and Dr. Antonello Palumbo of the SOAS, for their valuable 
comments and suggestions. 
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Byrnes for carefully checking my English when I was in the SOAS (you 
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to Bankoku Sasagawa for aiding me to transliterate the titles of the 
Japanese publications into roman letter. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Chinese Buddhism is so named not only because it is Buddhism as 
practised in China, but also because it includes distinct Chinese beliefs and 
practices not present in other major Buddhist traditions also stemmed 
directly from Indian Buddhism (such as Theravada Buddhism and Tibetan 
Buddhism). Although it may be an overstatement to say that we should 
treat ‘Chinese Buddhism as the legitimate, if not misunderstood, scion of 
Sinitic Culture’,1 some traditions of mainstream Chinese Buddhism can be 
safely regarded as created by the Chinese under the inspiration of Indian 
Buddhist doctrines and beliefs. As examples of the creation, Buddhist 
vegetarianism, the custom of liberating animals, and the beliefs reinforcing 
the foresaid two practices deserve to be included.  
 

These creations are actually practices and beliefs which illustrate the 
moral treatments of (i.e. mainly kindness towards) animals in early 
Chinese Buddhism, and they are the objectives of this study. They are 
selected, because they are among the features that differentiate Chinese 
Buddhist practices from those of other Buddhist traditions, and because 
the formations of such practices and beliefs may shed much light on the 
early Chinese understanding and hermeneutics of Buddhism.  

 
The study first treats the early development of Chinese Buddhist 

vegetarianism. Then, it addresses its similarly compassion-based practice 
of releasing animals. Finally, it analyses the moral beliefs in recompense 
and retribution which can well be viewed as doctrinal support for the two 
practices. The tradition of Chinese Buddhist vegetarianism and the custom 
of liberating animals have received some attention in Chinese and 
Japanese scholarships. By and large, however, these studies are in need of 
advancement for four reasons. First of all, most of them are general studies 
that cover the whole history of Chinese Buddhism in the form of journal 
articles. As the time scale of the present study is limited to early Buddhist 
history in China, i.e. from the time Buddhism entered China up to the Sui 
Dynasty (隋朝 581-619), it aims to provide a more in-depth, if not 
                                                 
1 Robert H Sharf, Coming to Terms with Chinese Buddhism: A Reading of the 
Treasure Store Treatise (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2002), p. 2. 
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thorough, investigation of the subject. Secondly, all of the previous studies 
seem to have failed to consider the many sources provided by the Chinese 
translations of Buddhist texts. But a complete understanding of the 
formation of these practices can only be achieved by making thorough use 
of both Buddhist translations and secular Chinese texts, for such a study as 
the present one is primarily based on textual materials. Thirdly, with one 
or two exceptions, the previous studies seldom relate the practices in 
question to the Chinese cultural environment. The studies that attempted to 
do so did not succeed in identifying the exact indigenous cultural elements 
that had contributed to the development of the practices nor did it succeed 
in analysing the contribution of these elements. Fourthly, none of the 
previous studies have concluded that the combination of indigenous 
Chinese moral ideas and Buddhist moral beliefs were also responsible for 
the recognition and continuation of these practices in Chinese society.  

 
The development of Chinese Buddhist vegetarianism has been a 

special focus of the work of two scholars. The latest study was done by 
Yan Shangwen and deserves to be singled out. Yan tries to prove that the 
institutionalisation of vegetarianism for the Saṃgha (the community of 
Buddhist monks and nuns) was part of Emperor Wu of the Liang 
dynasty’s campaign to restore his control over the Saṃgha, 2  an idea 
elaborated upon in his book entitled, Liang Wudi 梁武帝.3 Such a view, 
however, greatly oversimplifies the process of the development of 
vegetarian practice and fails to recognize, among many factors, the general 
attitudes of the public towards to the life of Buddhist monastics and the 
importance of the role played by the laity in that process. Nevertheless, the 
present study is indebted to Yan, and other scholars, for inspiration of their 
research and attempts to determine the nature of the tradition. Another 
work completed in 2008 has also partially dealt with the Emperor Wu, but 
I have not seen any newer materials than commonly known being used.4 

 
The custom of liberating animals in Chinese Buddhism has been either 

treated or touched upon by some academic publications. The earliest 

                                                 
2 Yan Shangwen, ‘Liang Wudi de junquan sixiang yu pusa xingge chutan—yi 
Duan jiurou wen xingcheng de beijing weili’ (Guoli Taiwan shifan daxue lishi 
xuebao 6, 1988), 11-36. 
3 Yan Shangwen, Liang Wudi (Taiwan: Dongda tushu gongsi, 1999), chp. 6, pp. 
228-254. 
4 Tom De Rauw, ‘Beyond Buddhist Apology: The Political Use of Buddhism by 
Emperor Wu of the Liang Dynasty (r.502-549)’. PhD dissertation of Ghent 
Univeristy, 2008. 
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attempt was in a 19th century French article. It provides a general 
discussion of the custom that was in well practice in the Chinese Buddhist 
community back then. This study overlooked some important factors such 
as how the custom came to be. One of these factors was the precision in 
identifying canonical sources. What the author identified was a text whose 
translation time dated later than the earliest record on the activity of 
liberating animals. There are two other studies which also discuss the 
custom practised in the Ming dynasty.5 Obviously, they do not overlap 
with the concern of the present study in terms of the dynastic period 
covered. The most recent is the article written by Henry Shiu and Leah 
Stokes.6 This publication “suggests” two major issues. First of all, it is 
problematic to regard ‘animal release’ as a traditional Indian Buddhist 
practice. Secondly, the manner in which ‘animal release’ is currently 
performed raises environmental and ecological issues that are antithetical 
to the ritual’s intended cultivation of ‘compassion’. Their second issue is 
beyond what the current study concerns. As for the first issue, the authors 
have rightly pointed out that there is no evidence showing that the custom 
was a well-developed ritual of Indian Buddhism.  However, they had not 
tried looking in the early Chinese Buddhist translations for passages that 
inspired Chinese invention and encouraged the practice. Instead, they 
relied on the scriptures suggested in some later and current general 
understanding of the custom.  

 
The focal point of this study is kindness towards animals, a value that 

is represented by a couple of Buddhist ethical concepts and illustrated by 
popular Buddhist practices. Its structure consists of four chapters. Each 
chapter is organised in a similar pattern: an outline of beliefs and practices 
in Chinese culture which are similar or compatible with those presented in 
the Buddhist texts translated into Chinese within the period covered by 
this study is followed by discussions and analyses aimed to show how 
these practices and beliefs came to be transformed into new Buddhist 
cultures as a result of the encounter between Chinese and Indian Buddhist 
cultures. In Chapter One and Chapter Two, the two major ways to 
manifest Buddhist kindness towards animals—vegetarianism and the 

                                                 
5 See Yu Chun-fung, Renewal of Buddhism in China: Chu-Hung & the Late Ming 
Synthesis, (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1981), and Joanna 
F. Handlin Smith, ‘Liberating Animals in Ming-Qing China: Buddhist Inspiration 
and Elite Imagination’ (Journal of Asian Studies, 58: 1, Feb.1999, p. 51-84). 
6 See “Buddhist Animal Release Practices: Historic, Environmental, Public Health 
and Economic Concerns”.Contemporary Buddhism, 9:2, November, 2008, pp. 181-
196. 
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custom of releasing animals, are discussed. It is natural to think that being 
kind to animals starts with not killing them. So, the first part of Chapter 
One is an investigation of how the Buddhist doctrine of non-killing 
inspired some Chinese emperors in their policies of prohibiting the blood 
sacrifice, a long-standing state ritual in Chinese civilisation. This is 
followed by a detailed examination of the formation of Buddhist 
vegetarian practices in the Chinese Buddhist community and an 
examination of how vegetarianism was codified as a monastic rule required 
to be observed by every member of the Orders of monks and nuns. 
Vegetarianism should be considered a tangible expression of showing 
kindness to animals, even if the intention in adopting a vegetarian diet in 
some cases is not love or comapssion for animals. After all, even when a 
vegetarian diet is practised for the purpose of different Chinese fasts or 
when vegetarianism becomes a compulsory monastic rule, the act of 
restraining from eating meat still benefits animals in a practical way. Even 
more positive than restraining from eating meat is the action of setting 
animals free, the subject of the second chapter. If non-killing and 
vegetarianism are two passive rules benefitting the animals’ welfare, then 
liberating animals is an active means of caring for them. 

   
Chapter Three deals with the similarity and integration of the moral 

beliefs of the Chinese and the Indian Buddhist and demonstrates how the 
beliefs contributed to the establishment and spread of the two 
aforementioned practices. The discussions include brief descriptions of 
various stories meant to illustrate the moral beliefs and their influential 
effects on the Chinese culture during that time. This is deemed to be a 
window through which we see how some Chinese Buddhists interpreted 
the newly arrived foreign religious system—Buddhism.  

 
Before ending this introductory note, I would like to include a few 

words about practical matters and the sources consulted for this study. 
 
All of the Buddhist texts made use of in this study are Chinese 

translations for the obvious reason that only the Buddhist culture presented 
in the Chinese translations was studied and accepted by the Chinese. Thus, 
with a few exceptions in which cross references are made, no Buddhist 
canonical text in other languages has been consulted, and since the time 
scope of this research is confined to the period between the earliest history 
of Buddhism in China up to the Sui dynasty, the translations consulted are 
limited to those rendered no later than that dynasty.  
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All the Chinese Buddhist translations had been collected and printed in 
a form of canon from as early as the 10ten century right up to current days. 
The widely used edition by today’s academics is the eighty-five-volume 
Taishō Shinshū Daizōkyō (大正新修大正藏 , ‘Taishō Canon: New 
Edition’) that was edited under the direction of Takakusu Junjirō (高楠次

郎 1866 -1945) and Watanabe Kaikyoku (渡邊海旭 1872-1933) and then 
published by Issaikyō Kankōkai in Tokyo from 1924 to 1932. For this 
study, the Taiwanese electronised edition which was made and has been 
continously updated by the Chinese Buddhist Electronic Texts Association 
(中華電子佛典協會) is used. Although the main body of this edition is a 
modern and punctuated reprint of the 13th century Korean edition and 
therefore inevitably comes with the defects of the base edition as well as 
human errors made during reprinting, it is still used in this study for ease 
of reference. Besides, it is the only edition used and easily accessed by the 
international scholarly world of Buddhist studies. The canon is abbreviated 
as ‘T’, which is followed by the page numbers and section letters ‘a’, ‘b’, 
or ‘c’.  

 
Buddhist texts cited but not included in this edition came from the Wan 

xuzang (卍續藏 ‘Wan Sequel to the Canon’), which was originally called 
Dainippon Zokuzōkyō (大日本續藏經, edited in Zōkyōin in Tokyo during 
1905 and 1912). The Xinwenfeng Publishing Company (新文豐公司) 
revised its catalogue and reprinted the whole collection in 1983. Here, it is 
abbreviated as ‘XZ’ and follows the same citation format as that of the 
Taishō Canon. 

 
 The Daoist canon consulted in this study is the Hanfenlou (涵芬楼) 

photo reprint of the Wanli 萬歷 period (1573-1619) edition of the 
Zhengtong daozang (正統道藏 The Zhengtong Taoist Canon). This reprint 
was made in Shanghai during 1923 and 1926 and in reference is shortened 
to ‘DZ’. The sequence numbers from the Daoist texts stem from the 
Harvard Yanjing Index version. The format of the reference is as follows: 
DZ followed by sequence number, fascicle number, and leaf number 
which again followed by ‘a’ and ‘b’ to refer to each page of the leaf. This 
format is also used when referring to other Chinese texts published in the 
traditional fashion. Unless otherwise specified, references made to the 
texts which were discovered from the Dunhuang Caves follow the 
conventional marking used in the scholarly world.  
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Unless unavailable, all the traditional secular texts used are modern 
editions which are mainly published by the Zhonghua shuju (中华书局) in 
Beijing. The only reason for doing this is because the modern editions 
have fewer errors than their traditional prints. Unless otherwise indicated, 
the dynastic histories and other early texts are Zhonghua shuju editions. 
Most university and college journals in Mainland China are published in 
two different forms. One of these is for natural science, while the other is 
for humanities. In this study, all of the articles cited are from humanities 
journals. So, no further specification will be made to each reference. 

 
The authenticity of the texts relies on the evidence of new studies, 

though if none exists, traditional attributed dates will be used. For 
Buddhist texts, Shi Sengyou’s (釋僧祐 445-518) catalogue, the Chu 
sanzang jiji (出三藏記集 ‘collection of records on the making of the 
tripiṭaka’, compiled between 510 and 518), will be used unless a 
translation was made after its compilation. Texts, such as Soushen houji (
搜神後記  ‘later records of searching for the supernatural’), which is 
traditionally considered to have been composed by a Six Dynasties author, 
are not used in arguments where dates of composition or appearance are 
crucial. 

 
The dating of the persons of the past follows three books: the 

Zhongguo lidai renming dacidian (中国历代人名大辞典) which contains 
information on Buddhists, the Shishi yinian lu (釋氏疑年錄 ) which 
concerns mainly Buddhist monks and nuns of imperial China, and the 
Zhongguo fojiao renwu cidian ( 中国佛教人物辞典 ). If dates are 
unavailable in these books, they are approximated according to other 
sources and the general time period in which the person in question was 
alive. The translation of imperial Chinese official titles follows Charles O. 
Hucker’s work entitled, A Dictionary of Official Titles in Imperial China, 
unless otherwise noted. With regards to the names of the Chinese monks 
and nuns, their common religious surname Shi (釋) is omitted after its first 
appearance, and only their given names are provided. For the sake of 
convenience, this study uses ‘monastics’ to mean ‘members of the 
Saṃgha, including monks and nuns’.  

 
The Chinese script is provided whenever appropriate. As for the 

characters, the simplified form is used only when listing modern studies in 
the Chinese language. For all other citations, traditional characters are 
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used. All Chinese characters are transliterated according to the pinyin 
system currently in use for mandarin Chinese. 

 





CHAPTER ONE 

GOVERNMENTAL PROHIBITIONS 
ON ANIMAL SACRIFICES 

 
 
 
The fundamental form of Buddhist kindness towards animals is reflected 
in the spirit of non-killing. Unlike in imperial China where killing animals 
was only occasionally discouraged or prohibited,1 abstaining from killing 
living creatures was one of the essential mental training rules for any 
Buddhist, regardless of his/her sectarian affiliation. In Chinese Buddhism, 
this act is carried out by prohibiting blood sacrifices and practising 
vegetarianism and started from its early history. 

 
In ancient China sacrifices were always regarded as important as any 

other form of state affairs. Particularly since the establishment of the 
authority of Confucianism as a political ideology in the Western Han 
dynasty (西漢 202BCE-9CE), the two ancient practices of state ritual and 
ancestor worship, both of which involved blood sacrifice, had been 
continuously justified as governmental duties. Yet, from time to time even 
under such exclusive and stringent Confucian ruling institutions the 
principle of Buddhist non-killing managed to interrupt the actual practice 
of these rituals in some Chinese dynasties. The first few sections of this 
chapter investigate how these interruptions were made possible as well as 
how they took place. The remaining sections will scrutinise the 
development of vegetarianism in the early period of Chinese Buddhism. It 
                                                 
1 For instance, according to a bamboo manuscript dated about 217 BCE, the first 
six days of a new year are assigned to the six domestic animals, and therefore they 
are not to be killed or eaten. For instance, on New Year’s Day no chicken is 
supposed to be killed or eaten. See Shuihudi Qinmu zhujian (Shuihudi Qinmu 
zhujian zhengli xiaozu ed, Beijing: Wenwu chubanshe, 1978), pp. 192, 194. A 
record of this notion was also made in Dong Xun’s (董勛 4th-5th cent.) Wen lisu (
問禮俗 ‘enquiring about rituals and customs’) as it is quoted in Zong Lin’s (宗懔

ca.500-563) Jingchu suishi ji (荊楚歲時記‘[festival] days of the year in Jing and 
Chu’), Jingchu suishi ji yizhu (Tan Lin trsl. & ed., Hubei renmin chubanshe, 1985), 
pp. 25. The same norm is also recorded in the Weishu 104: 2325. 
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will also focus particularly on the contribution of indigenous Chinese 
vegetarian practices in regards to legitimisation and monastic 
institutionalisation of Buddhist vegetarianism. 

1. Animal Sacrifice in Early China 

The history of animal sacrifice in China began with the practices of god 
and ancestor worships. Material sources show that from as early as the 
Shang dynasty (1600-1027 BCE) sacrifice in China had played an 
important part in the religious activity of the state as well as of its ordinary 
people,2 probably because it was ‘the principle method of approach to 
gods and ancestor spirits’.3 Sacrifice is mentioned by the fourth century 
BCE Zuozhuan (左傳) as one of the two national affairs of the people of 
the Shang and Zhou dynasties.4 According to Xun Kuang (荀況, 313-238 
BCE), sacrifice is a means of commemorating one’s ancestors, a 
humanistic ritual to the elite, and a ghost-affair to the masses of the 
people.5 Confucians believed that sacrifice was the basis of ‘education and 
transformation’ (jiaohua 教化), one of the three duties for a filially pious 
son, and the paramount ritual of the central government.6 

 
There were a variety of types of sacrifices in ancient China. Some of 

them, such as the sacrifice to the ancestors, di (禘 lit. ‘sacrifice’), and to 
Heaven which covers jiao (郊  lit.‘outskirts’), feng (封  ‘sacrifice to 
Heaven’) and shan (禪‘sacrifice to Earth’), were only performed by the 
king/emperor.7 All of the other sacrifices were either performed by the 
local government on various occasions or by the common people in folk 
                                                 
2 Terry F. Kleeman, ‘Licentious Cults and Bloody Victuals: Sacrifice, Reciprocity, 
and Violence in Traditional China’ (AM, 7:1, 1994), p. 188. 
3 S.G.F. Brandon, ed. Dictionary of Comparative Religion, quoted in Kleeman, 
‘Licentious Cults’, p. 185. 
4 CQZZ chenggong13: 861. For sacrifices in Shang and Zhou, see Qin Jianwen, 
‘Cong qingtong mingwen kan Shangzhou de jishi huodong’ (Zhongguo wenzi 
xuebao 1, 2003), at  
http://www.sinoss.com/portal/webgate/CmdArticleShow?articleID=781, visited on 
Saturday, 6th March 2004. 
5 XZJJ (ZZJC vol. 2) lilun13: 250. 
6 LJJJ (jitong) 47: 1236-38, 1243. 
7 Confucius is said to have made such a remark that anyone who knows the jiao 
and di sacrifices could rule a country as easily as watching his own palms. See 
Zhongyong (中庸‘golden means’), in Sishu zhangju jizhu (Zhu Xi 朱熹 1130-1200 
ed., Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1983) 18: 27 and LJJJ (jitong) 47: 1249. 
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religious activities.8 In these sacrifices, receivers of offerings varied, too. 
They ranged from the most important, like ancestors and Heaven, to the 
least, like ghosts, the spirits of mountains, rivers, grains etc.9 From a very 
early time, heroes, be they cultural or military, had also been objects of 
sacrificial offerings. For instance, when Confucius was sanctified, the 
government and commoners alike offered sacrifices to him at a building 
called wenmiao (文廟 ‘culture temple’).10 Hero figures such as the peasant 
rebellion leader, Chen Sheng, (陳勝 , fl.209 BCE) at least until Sima 
Qian’s (司馬遷 b. ca.145 BCE) time, received offerings at a shrine built 
specifically for him.11 Numerous other recipients of sacrifice were deities 
worshipped in shrines, and just before the Later Han, there were so many 
such cult centres consuming animals that Wang Chong (王充, 27 CE-97) 
tried to restrict this activity by appealing for a reduction in the number of 
shrines.12 

 
According to Confucius, vegetables were not good enough to be used 

as sacrificial material. 13 What needed to be sacrificed was the flesh and 
blood of animals, although occasionally human beings were also used.14 

                                                 
8 Evan Morgan, ‘Sacrifices in Ancient China’ (Journal of the North China Branch 
of the Royal Asiatic Society, 70, 1939), p. 32. Ying Shao (應劭 ca. 140-204 CE) 
says that there were five state sacrifices, FSTYJS (dianli) 8: 291.  
9 Arthur P. Wolf, ‘Gods, Ghosts, and Ancestors’, in Arthur P. Wolf, ed., Religion 
and Ritual in Chinese Society (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974), pp. 131-
82; Kleeman, ‘Licentious Cults’, p. 188. A description of an ancestral sacrifice can 
be found in the Shijing, SJJZ xiaoyao-chuci 321-22. For evidence on the ancestor 
sacrifice in the Shang dynasty, see Edward L. Shaughnessy ed., New Sources of 
Early Chinese History: An Introduction tothe Reading of Inscriptions and 
Manuscripts (Berkeley: Society for the Study of Early China and the Institute of 
East Asian Studies, University of California, 1997), pp. 82-86. 
10 Thomas A.Wilson, ‘Sacrifice and the Imperial Cult of Confucius’ (HR 41:3, 
2002), pp. 251-52. 
11 SJ 48: 1961. 
12 LH (shuori)11: 173. 
13 LJJJ (zaji) 42: 1125. 
14 For studies on human sacrifice in ancient China, see Huang Zhanyue, ‘Yinshang 
muzang zhong renxun rensheng de zai kaocha’ (Kaogu 10, 1983), p. 935; Wu 
Tianming, ‘Renxun chuzhong kao’ (Xibei di-er minzu xueyuan xuebao 4, 2003), 
pp. 34-37; Liu He, ‘Mojia yu renxun’ (Dongbei shida xuebao 4, 1983), p. 25. For 
short general discussions about this custom, see Wang Kelin, ‘Shilun woguo renji 
he renxun de qiyuan’ (Wenwu 2, 1982), p. 69; Gu Derong, ‘Zhongguo gudai 
renxun rensheng zhe de shengfen shixi’ (Zhongguoshi yanjiu 2, 1982), p. 112; Poo 
Mu-chou, ‘Ideas Concerning Death and Burial in Pre-Han and Han China’ (AM 3, 
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This prerequisite was, in fact, reflected in the formation of the early graphs 
for sacrificial-related activities. The graph xie (血‘blood’), for example, 
which is found in oracle bone inscriptions, was glossed by Xu Shen (許慎

d. ca. 120) in his Shuowen jiezi (說文解字 ‘explaining phrases and analysing 
words’) as ‘the blood of victim animals offered during sacrifice’. 15 
Accordingly, animal sacrifice was called xueshi (血食 ‘blood victuals’). 
Since there existed in ancient Chinese society a basic social classification 
of the people, materials used in sacrifices were also differentiated 
according to the social status of the individual performer.16This is to say 
that the size of the animal used in sacrifice corresponded to the social 
status of the sacrificer; the higher his social esteem, the bigger the size.  

 
Hence, it is clear that the term sacrifice in pre-modern China referred 

to the sacrifice of animals in most dynasties. The few exceptional 
dynasties in which animal sacrifice was partially or completely banned 
were those in which Buddhism exerted its powerful influence on the ruling 
houses. Buddhism is an Indian religion that, since its inception, absolutely 
opposes animal sacrifices sanctioned by Brahmanism, a tradition much 
older than Buddhism itself. To see how Buddhism caused the prohibition 
of the use of animals in sacrifice, a summary of Buddhist views on the 
killing of animals is in order.   

2. Buddhist Views on the Killing of Animals 

The doctrine of loving-kindness (maitri 慈) and compassion (karuṇā悲) is 
very much emphasised in both pre-Mahāyāna Buddhist traditions and 
Mahāyāna Buddhism which includes Tantric Buddhism.17 It is regarded by 

                                                                                                      
part II, 1990), p. 25; Yang Shi, ‘Mingdai renxun qiantan’ (Yandu 6, 1987), p. 43; 
Mou Xiaodong, ‘Qingchu de yiren xunzang’ (Wenshi zhishi 7, 1987), pp. 60-64; 
Qiu Xigui (Vernon K. Fowler trsl.), ‘ On the Burning of Human Victims and the 
Fashioning of Clay Dragons in Order to Seek Rain as Seen in the Shang Dynasty 
Oracle-Bone Inscriptions’ (Early China 1983-85), pp. 290-92, 297-303. 
15 SWJZ 5B: 105a; Roel Sterckx, ADEC, p. 76. 
16 Some primary sources on this hierarchic regulation are listed in Li Jinglin’s 
‘Rujia de sangji lilun yu zhongji guanhuai’ (Zhongguo shehui kexue, 2, 2004), p. 
111. 
17 For a general study on the development of compassion from early Buddhism to 
Mahāyāna, see Kenneth K. Inada, ‘The Nature of Buddhist Compassion (karuṇā)’, 
in Kuala Lumpur Dharmmajoti et al. eds., Recent Researches in Buddhist Studies: 
Essays in Honour of Professor Karunadasa (Colombo, 1997), pp. 367-77.  
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a scholar to be one of Buddhism’s supreme values.18 Yet, between these 
two forms of Buddhism, there is a difference of degree in relation to the 
term ‘compassion’: it is actually ‘kindness’ in the former, more of an 
altruistic attitude towards others’ welfare in the latter. 19  However, 
generally speaking, in both cases its basic function is rather of 
consequentialism as it is practised to perfect the practitioner’s religious 
goal: arhat (one who has laid down the burden) for the former and 
Buddhahood for the latter. The pre-Mahāyāna spirit of compassion is one 
basic reason for the Buddhist teaching of ‘non-violence’ (ahiṃsā)20 and 
the introduction of the ‘Four Boundlessnesses’ meditation.21 Non-violence 
                                                 
18  Richard Gombrich, Theravada Buddhism: A Social History from Ancient 
Benares to Modern Colombo (London and New York: Routledge & Kekan Paul 
Ltd, 2002 reprint of 1988), p. 88. As an authority on Theravada Buddhism, 
Professor Gombrich also argues that ‘it was the Buddha who introduced love and 
compassion into Indian religion,’ and that kindness is a means to attain Nirvana. 
See his ‘Kindness and Compassion as Means to Nirvana in Early Buddhism’, p.1, 
http://www.ocbs.org/content/view/61/121/, visited on Sunday, April 11, 2010. 
19 For a detailed study on compassion in the Theravada tradition, see Harvey. B. 
Aronson, Love and Sympathy in Theravāda Buddhism, Delhi: Matilal Banarsidass, 
1980. For an understanding of Mahāyāna compassion, see John B. Noss, ‘Mutual 
Love in Mahayana Buddhism’, Journal of Bible and Religion, Vol. 20, No. 2 
(Apr., 1952), pp. 84-89. 
20  There are at least three views on the origins of ‘non-violence’ (ahiṃsā): it 
originated in the Indus Valley civilization, the Śramaṇa tradition, and in the Vedic 
tradition of Brahmanism. For a brief summary of these three and a supportive 
argument for the last one, see Herman W. Tull, ‘The Killing that is not Killing: 
Man, Cattle, and the Origins of Non-violence (ahiṃsā) in the Vedic Sacrifice’ 
(Indo-Iranian Journal, 39, 1996), pp. 223-244. Martin Kovan, ‘Violence and 
(Non-)resistance: Buddhist Ahiṃsā and its Existential Aporias’, Journal of 
Buddhist Ethics 16, 2009, pp. 40-68. Yet, recently, anthropologist Gananath 
Obeyesekere suggests that it was due to the objection of Śramaṇa groups to killing 
that not long after the Buddha’s time a certain Gautama, presumably belonging to 
Brahmin society, posited the doctrine of non-violence. See his Imagining Karma: 
Ethical Transformation in Amerindian, Buddhist, and Greek Rebirth (London: 
University of California Press, 2002), p. 91. Cf. Jan E. M. Houben, ‘The Vedic 
Horse-sacrifice and the Changing Use of the Term ahiṃsā: An Early Insertion in 
TB 3.9.8?’ Studia Orientalia, 94, 2001, pp. 279-90. Still, there are scholars who 
maintain that this concept is one of the contributions made by the Jain tradition to 
the world’s religiosity. See Christopher Key Chapple, ed., Jainism and Ecology: 
Nonviolence in the Web of Life, Cambridge, Mass: Center for the Study of World 
Religions, Harvard University, 2002; Tara Sethia ed., Ahiṃsā, Anekānta and 
Jainism, Lala, S. L.Jain Research Series, vol. 21, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2004. 
21 The four boundless meditations are a set of contemplations which requires the 
practitioner to extend his four thoughts of compassion, loving-kindness, joy and 
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in Buddhism, being one of the starting points of the Buddha to refute 
traditional Brahmanism, is as important as its characteristic teaching of 
‘non-self’. In effect, its importance can often be seen as the Buddha 
emphasizes this in his discourses and in the laying down of one of the 
principal disciplinary rules for all Buddhists—the rule of non-killing. In 
his discourses, the Buddha seems to condemn violence often either by 
pointing out its deterministic unfortunate and unpleasant consequences, 
such as the suffering that awaits the moral wrong-doers in their future lives 
in the realms of hell and animals, or by saying that non-violence leads to a 
fortunate and happy rebirth. For instance, he says that killing living beings 
will cause one to be reborn in a hot or screaming hell.22 He also states that 
by abstaining and preventing the mind from even thinking about killing 
consequently contributes to happiness in both this life as well as a rebirth 
in heaven.23 His most often quoted saying that can be found in both Pali 
and Chinese sources is, “laying aside the stick and the sword, he dwells 
with compassion and kindness to all living creatures.”24 The one possible 
rationale for non-violence in Buddhism appears to have been achieved by 
putting one’s feet in others’ shoes for we are also told in the well-
circulated Dharmapada (‘words of the doctrines’) that “all tremble at 

                                                                                                      
equity to every living being in the universe. This teaching can be found in many 
sūtras, early as well as later ones: Fo kaijie fanzhi aba jing (佛開解梵志阿颰經, 
translater unknown), T. 1, p. 261a; Yuedeng sanmei jing (月燈三昧經, translator 
unknown), T. 15, pp. 612a, 614c, 615b; ZAHJ, T. 2, p. 344c; Ji yiqie fude sanmei 
jing (集一切福德三昧經, translator unclear), T. 12, p. 991b; Wumen chanjing 
yaofa (五門禪經要用法 trsl. by Dharmamitra 曇摩蜜多 fl. 424-443), T.15, p. 
331a, etc. It has been suggested that the Buddhist technique of the four boundless 
meditations is an alternative to the way of uniting with Brahmā in the Upaniṇads. 
Richard. F. Gombrich, New Discoveries of Buddhism (a speech given on the 
seminar commemorating Ven. Saddhātissa on 14th Fabr, 2004, in a London Sri 
Lankan vihara). 
22 “於此賢聖所，輕心起非義，及殺害眾生，墮斯熱地獄。” (ZAHJ, T. 2, p. 
341a), and “瞋恚懷毒害，殺生血污手，造諸雜惡行，墮叫喚地獄。” (CAHJ, 
T.1, p. 125a). Even more horrifying consequences are described in detail in the Fo 
wei Shoujia zhangzhe shuo yebao chabie jing (佛為首迦長者說業報差別經, T. 1, 
p. 891, cf. The first fascicle of the Fenbie shan-e baoying jing 分別善惡報應經 T. 
1, No. 81, pp. 895b-901b).   
23 ZAHJ, T. 2, p273b, 357b, cf. FJJ, T. 4, p. 565b. 
24 “灭杀除杀，舍于刀杖，怀惭愧心，慈悯一切.”CAHJ, T.1, p. 88c; D.i.4, Sn. 
394. 
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violence, all fear death. Comparing oneself with others, one should neither 
kill nor cause one to kill.”25 

 
As a rule, ‘abstaining from taking life’ is in the gravest category of all 

disciplinary rules for monks and nuns and second only to the rule of 
‘abstaining from having any sexual relations with others’.26 An even greater 
importance of this rule can be viewed in the cases of lay practitioners and 
monastic novices: for them, the foremost prohibition is not to take the life of 
a living being.27 According to this rule, any form of killing is prohibited: 
from the basic sense of taking other beings’ lives by any means, to suicide. 
Furthermore, it is not only limited to the human species but to animals and 
plants as well.28 It is also partly for preserving the spirit of this rule that the 
Buddha prescribed his disciples to retreat during the rainy season when 
insects and worms were breeding and use strainers when taking drinking 
water.29 Under normal circumstances, monks and nuns were also prohibited 

                                                 
25 “一切皆懼死，莫不畏杖痛，恕己可為譬，勿殺勿行杖.” FJJ, T. 4, p. 565a; 
Dhp. 129-130. 
26 Five Vinaya versions belonging to different Buddhist schools are preserved in 
Chinese. As far as concerns the non-killing rule, every version places the same 
importance to it. For novice the non-killing precept comes first among the five 
main rules, e.g. T. 22, p. 116c.  
27 Zhongshifen apitan lun (眾事分阿毘曇論, no later than 6th cent, translator 
unknown) T. 26, p. 663a; Shelifu apitan lun (舍利弗阿毘曇論, trsl. by 曇摩崛多

and 曇摩耶舍 during 414-15) T. 28, pp. 574a, 583b. Almost in the same time or 
slightly later, Vinaya texts specifically designed for the laity was also translated: 
Foshuo youposai wujie xiang jing (佛說優婆塞五戒相經, trsl. by Gunavarman 求
那跋摩 after 431) T. 24, No. 1476; the Youposai jiejing (優婆塞戒經 trsl. by 
Dharmakṣema 曇無讖 385-433 in 428) T. 24, No. 1488. 
28 According to the Vinaya, the punishment for setting a trap to kill animals is the 
same as that for killing a human, which means that the killer is expelled from the 
Saṃgha (T. 22, pp. 9a, 41c, 58b, 143b; Da zhuangyan lunjing [大莊嚴論經, 
translator unknown] T. 4, pp. 268c-269c; T. 22, p. 77c, etc). But before the 
formulation of this rule, strangely enough, a monk was found killing animals, 
MHSL, T. 22, pp. 485c-6a; cf. E. Washburn Hopkins, ‘The Buddhistic Rule 
Against Eating Meat’ (JAOS, 27, 1906), p. 457. 
29 T. 22, p. 45a; T. 23, p. 284c, etc. For the rule regarding using strainers, see, T. 
22, p. 129a; T. 22, pp. 144c, 145a; ZAHJ, T. 2, p. 493a-b. For an example of the 
Buddha’s deep concern for organisms in the water, see the story in T. 2, p. 493a-b. 
Damien Keown, remarks that this rule might have been a result of the Jain 
influence but he does not seem to have any evidence to support this view. See his 
Buddhist Ethics: A Very Short Introduction (London: Oxford University Press, 
2005), p.15.  
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from using animal products.30 However, there is an exception: if a monk 
lives in a place where the weather is very cold and harsh, he is allowed to 
use animal skin to make shoes. Even with this exception, yet another 
exception follows, which is that the following ten kinds of animals can not 
be consumed: lion, tiger, leopard, otter, cat, elephant, horse, dog, fox, and 
black deer.31 

 
The question of how the rule of non-killing is directly conducive to the 

religious goal of enlightenment was answered by the Buddha on a number 
of occasions. Almost all the translations of earlier versions of the account 
about the Buddha’s demise agree in stating that the Buddha at his deathbed 
told his disciples that they should respect and value the vinaya (monastic 
disciplinary rules) as well as the sūtras (scriptures containing the discourses 
of the Buddha and the preaching of his chief disciples sanctioned by him), 
as they would be their teacher after his death.32 In one text, the vinaya is 
regarded as the foundation of religious emancipation, because it is on the 
basis of the vinaya that one-pointedness concentration is generated. One-
pointedness concentration, again, produces the final salvation-obtaining 
wisdom.33 This is exactly how the general tradition of Buddhist practice is 

                                                 
30 MHSL, T. 22, p. 488c. There are exceptions to this rule. For instance, to cure a 
certain disease, a monk is permitted to drink fresh blood of a bull, SFL, T. 22, p. 
868b. 
31 SSL, T. 23, p. 286c; WFL, T. 22, pp. 146c, 147a. In Theravada scriptures, there 
are stories showing the ecological concern and proto-scientific observation of 
animal behaviours, and although prohibiting from using animal skins, there is also 
a story about the Buddha who, in a previous life, gave a great number of animal 
skins to others as gifts. See Deleanu, ‘Buddhist Ecology’, p. 89. 
32 See for instance, Fo ban nihuan jing (佛般泥洹經 perhaps was translated by 
Zhu Fahu 竺法護 i.e. Dharmarakṣa 229-306), T. 1, p. 172b; the Ban nihuan jing (
般泥洹經 could have been translated by Zhi Qian 支謙 fl.ca 220); T, 1, p. 188a; 
the Fo chui banniepan lüeshuo jiaojie jing (佛垂般涅槃略說教誡經 trsl. by 
Kumārajīva 鳩摩羅什 344-413 between 401 and 413), T. 12, p. 1110c; the Chang 
ahan jing (trsl. by Buddhayaśas 佛陀耶舍 in 413), T. 1, p. 26a; the Theravada 
Vinaya referred in the Shanjianlü piposha (善見律毘婆沙 trsl. by Saṃghabadra 僧
伽跋陀羅 in 492), T. 24, p. 786a; the FSDBNPJ T. 1, p. 204b-c; Fo suoxing zan (
佛所行讚, trsl. by Shi Baoyun 釋寶雲, d. 449), T. 4, p. 48a; etc. 
33 T. 12, p. 1111a. A similar idea also occurs in the DFBFBEJ (T. 3, p. 158c. This 
sūtra was depicted in wall paintings found in at least two places in China. See Hu 
Wenhe, ‘Dazu Baoding he Dunhuang de Da fangbian fo bao-en jingbian zhi bijiao 
yanjiu’, Dunhuang yanjiu, 1, 1996, pp. 35-42, 184). In a short sermon of the ZAHJ 


