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ABSTRACT:

This article examines a Buddhist vinaya (or, monastic code) precept against the use
of silk; it includes the broader contexts of Chinese Buddhist silk culture and Chi-
nese applications of Indian monastic codes. Medieval Chinese commentators ap-
propriated this precept to ban silk from the monastic uniform — echoing earlier lay
Buddhist anti-silk drives — on the grounds of the Mahayana ethic of universal com-
passion. This was similar to broad efforts by Chinese Buddhists to reconcile the so-
cial agendas of vinaya codes with the lofty moral ambitions of the bodhisattva path.
But with the Chinese sangha (monastic establishment) immersed in the ubiquitous
sericulture industry, this call to ban silk monastic uniforms appears more socioeco-
nomic than ethical. Elite clerics took a stand against silkworm killing only as it con-
cerned the cassocks, while silk cloth otherwise flowed throughout monastic precincts;
their motive chiefly was to fortify lay-monastic distinctions by creating a conspicu-
ous absence of silk. This case illustrates how Indian sources of authority were both
indispensable and fungible in medieval China: here they were deployed to demon-
strate accordance between Buddhist ethical, social, and commercial interests and cul-
turally embedded traditions of material production.
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INTRODUCTION

hat did it mean to be a Buddhist monk in medieval China? Cer-
tainly the identity had multiple dimensions, but one was that of
being partly non-Chinese. Buddhist monastics in China laid claim to
the religious heritage of ancient India, and in so doing they assumed
a uniquely hybrid identity that demanded negotiations of boundaries
sociocultural and spatiotemporal. Chinese Buddhists were challenged
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to develop paradigms of doctrine and practice that would be both
rooted in ancient India and suited to the ideals and aspirations of con-
temporary China. Several aspects of this negotiation have been well
charted in modern scholarship, from competing Chinese and Indian
cosmologies and soteriologies to kinship structures, state-sangha rela-
tions, and lay-monastic distinctions.® On this last count much prog-
ress has been made in our understanding of how Buddhist monastic
roles have developed within Chinese society, rather than apart from
it, providing salutary correctives to modern Romanticist ideals of mo-
nastic “otherworldly asceticism.”? But one crucial aspect of monastic
and lay Buddhist identities in medieval China that has yet to receive
sustained scholarly attention is how they shaped and were shaped by
the ubiquitous Chinese silk industry. Sericulture has always been a cen-
tral defining feature of Chinese civilization, and silk a cornerstone of
Chinese Buddhist material culture. In many ways silk was the fabric of
monasticism throughout premodern China, woven into the daily lives,
monastery environs, ritual practices, economic activities, social rela-
tions, and juridical and soteriological discourses of Chinese Buddhists.
Against the backdrop of normative Indian Buddhist pronouncements
concerning material production, commercial engagement, attachment
to luxury goods, and especially killing living beings — including silk-
worms specifically — the topic of Chinese Buddhist silk culture offers
novel insights into monastic identity as a negotiation between avowedly
foreign religious paradigms and widespread, culturally embedded, tra-
ditions of material production.?

1 Scholars of Chinese Buddhism have always been preoccupied with the question of how
Indian and Chinese forms of Buddhism related to one another. Recent representative exam-
ples include John Kieshnick and Meir Shahar, eds., India in the Chinese Imagination: Myth,
Religion, and Thought (Philadelphia: U. Pennsylvania P., 2013); Chen-kuo Lin and Michael
Radich, eds., 4 Distant Mirror: Articulating Indic Ideas in Sixth and Seventh Century Chinese Bud-
dhism (Hamburg: Hamburg U.P., 2014); C. Pierce Salguero, Translating Buddhist Medicine in
Medieval China (Philadelphia: U. Pennsylvania P., 2014); and Stuart H. Young, Conceiving the
Indian Buddhist Patriarchs in China (Honolulu: U. Hawai‘i P., 2015).

2 See esp. Jacques Gernet, Buddhism in Chinese Society: An Economic History from the Fifth
to the Tenth Centuries, trans. Franciscus Verellen (New York: Columbia U.P., 1995); Hao
Chunwen #i% ¥, Tang hougi Wudai Songchu Dunhuang sengni de shehui shenghuo "¥ %31~ &
KPR ['!':Jﬂi‘ﬁji iﬁ (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1998); an(E the over-
view of scholarship on the topic by James Robson, “Introduction: ‘Neither Too Far, nor Too
Near’: The Historical and Cultural Contexts of Buddhist Monasteries in Medieval China and
Japan,” in James A. Benn, Lori Meeks, and James Robson, eds., Buddhist Monasticism in East
Asia: Places of Practice (London: Routledge, 2010), pp. 1-17.

3 John Kieschnick’s The Impact of Buddhism on Chinese Material Culture (Princeton: Prince-
ton U.P., 2003) remains the landmark study of this topic, but it largely overlooks the central
roles of silk in Chinese Buddhism.
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Perhaps no civilization is more deeply enmeshed with a specific
material commodity than China is with silk. The English word “silk”
may ultimately derive from the Old Chinese pronunciation sie¢ for the
modern si ##, and ancient Greek and Latin terms for “China” trans-
late as something like “the land of silk.” Silk was produced in China
for at least five millennia before the Common Era,®> and traders along
networks of “silk roads” spread this prized Chinese textile commodity
throughout Eurasia. Silk was a standard medium of exchange not only
in trans-regional trade and diplomacy, but also within the domestic
economies of most Chinese dynasties. Chinese states often taxed their
citizenry in silk cloth and yarn, and the cultivation of silkworms and
mulberry trees (to feed them) was mandated throughout the empire.
Silk was in enormous demand across all social strata, whether for use
in clothing, as medium for writing and painting, trade or commerce,
or for paying taxes. As a result, sericulture spread to every corner of
the Chinese imperium, and it would be little exaggeration to say that
nearly every Chinese subject had some association with silk.®

This is the context in which the Chinese sangha came to be. Chi-
nese monks, nuns, and lay followers worked to define their vocations
within and through this omnipresent textile industry — in all of its so-
cioeconomic, cultural, as well as religious dimensions. Indeed, Chinese
sericulture was always a religious as well as commercial enterprise, with
popular pantheons of associated deities, seasonal schedules of ritual
sacrifice, and elaborate mythic and cosmological underpinnings.” Given

4 See Endymion Wilkinson, Chinese History: A New Manual, 3d rev. edn. (Cambridge, Mass.
Harvard U.P., 2013), p. 194.

5 Recent study of soil samples from tombs in Jiahu £#}f] (Henan province) may push this
date back considerably; see Gong Yuxuan et al., “Biomolecular Evidence of Silk from 8,500
Years Ago,” PLoS ONE 11/12 (2016): e0168042. doi:r0.1371/journal.pone.or68042.

6 Important studies of Chinese silk history — including its functions as medium for social
distinction, commercial exchange, writing, painting, and decorative arts — include Dieter
Kuhn, Science and Civilisation in China, vol. 5, Chemistry and Chemical Technology, pt. o,
Textile Technology: Spinning and Reeling (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1988); Dieter Kuhn
et al., ed., Chinese Silks (New Haven: Yale U.P., 2012); Tsuen-Hsuin Tsien, Written on Bam-
boo and Silk: The Beginnings of Chinese Books and Inscriptions, 2d edn. (Chicago: U. Chicago
P., 2008); Shelagh Vainker, Chinese Silk: A Cultural History (New Brunswick: Rutgers U.P.,
2004); and Zhao Feng ¥, ed., Zhongguo sichou tongshi [lIBZAFHE]FL (Suzhou: Suzhou da-
xue chubanshe, 2005).

7 See Julie Broadwin, “Intertwining Threads: Silkworm Goddesses, Sericulture Workers
and Reformers in Jiangnan, 1880s-1930s,” unpub. Ph.D. diss. (University of California, San
Diego, 1999); Michael Como, Weaving and Binding: Immigrant Gods and Female Immortals
in Ancient Japan (Honolulu: U. Hawaii P., 2009); Dieter Kuhn, “Tracing a Chinese Legend:
In Search of the Identity of the ‘First Sericulturalist,)” 7P 70 (1984), pp. 213-45; Stuart H.
Young, “For a Compassionate Killing: Chinese Buddhism, Sericulture, and the Silkworm God
Asvaghosa,” Journal of Chinese Religions 41.1 (2013), pp. 25-58; and Zhengxie Xipingxian
weiyuanhui ({717 555 F;'lﬁ, ed., Canshen Leizu: Xiping wenshi ziliao di qi ji, Zhongguo
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how widespread and deeply ingrained this religio-material culture was
in premodern China, there can be no complete account of Chinese Bud-
dhism without a firm understanding of its relationships with silk. And in
fact, preliminary investigations reveal an intricate interweaving of Chi-
nese Buddhist and sericulture practices, ideals, and institutions, despite
the deeply fraught relationship that some Buddhists had with silk. Seri-
culture was an especially problematic industry for Buddhists because it
involved the killing of countless silkworms: pupae were boiled or stifled
inside their cocoons before they could transform into moths, which
would break through and destroy the silk filaments. Viewed in light of
the Buddha’s frequent admonitions against harming living beings, silk
and sericulture would therefore seem quite contrary to Buddhist law,
and a number of sources expressed this perspective forcefully.

But Buddhist attitudes toward silkworms, silk, and sericulture were
far more diverse than this straightforward argument for prohibition
might suggest. In traditional monastic regulations (vinayas), for exam-
ple, silk was always among the materials permitted by the Buddha for
use in monastic attire, and Indian Buddhist scriptures often expressly
implored lay devotees to donate silk to the sangha.? In China, similarly,
Buddhists treated silk in many ways other than just by shunning and
outlawing it, although a number of prominent monks, nuns, and lay
followers did argue against it and personally abstained from using it.
In fact, the growing body of evidence for close Buddhist involvement
in the Chinese silk trade far outweighs the few instances of devotees
decrying sericulture as a murderous enterprise and silk as a superflu-
ous luxury. Throughout premodern times the Chinese monastic com-
munity traded, stocked, and received in offering enormous quantities
of silk. The earliest Chinese references to both Buddhist monks and
monasteries include mention of silk adornments.® Silks were often used
in Chinese monastic settings as media for manuscript copying; sttra

Henan Xiping Leizu wenhua yantaohui zhuanji B T 2 fligp] 57 86, B0 P
PRI Y ID’HI’-F:J FT;'J! i (Zhumadian: Diqu Zhongguo renmin Zhengzhi Xieshang Huiyi Henan-
sheng Xipingxian weiyuanhui, 2007).

8 See Liu Xinru, Silk and Religion: An Exploration of Material Life and the Thought of Peo-
ple, AD 600-1200 (Delhi: Oxford U.P., 1996), p. 13; Suwa Gijun ZiF547, Chuagoku chisei
Bukkyashi kenkya [[IS1HI 717742 (Tokyo: Daité shuppansha, 1988), p. 92; and Mohan
Wijayaratna, Buddhist Monastic Life According to the Texts of the Theravada Tradition (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge U.P., 1990), p. 3$8. A similar example is leather, which was also permit-
ted for monastic use despite its potential association with killing; see Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Zhe
Buddhist Monastic Code II: The Khandhaka Rules Translated & Explained by Thanissaro Bhik-
khu (Geoffrey DeGraff), 3d rev. edn. (Valley Center, Cal.: Metta Forest Monastery, 2013), pp.
30-40, 43-44. See n. 93, below.

9 John Kieschnick, “Buddhist Monasticism,” in John Lagerwey and Lii Pengzhi, eds., Early
Chinese Religion, Part Two: The Period of Division (Leiden: Brill, 2010), pp. 550, 552.
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wrappers, casings, and bindings; hanging banners and tapestries; altar
valences; carpeting for ritual arenas; and most prominently the uniforms
of monks and nuns.!® Members of the Chinese clergy were sometimes
paid in silk by the state — as was the norm for government officials —
and they sold silk for cash in markets adjoining monastery grounds.!!
In some instances, Chinese monastics themselves produced silken goods
that were prized across the land as the highest quality available.!? Not
only were silk and sericulture implicitly sanctioned by Chinese Bud-
dhist institutions — despite the explicit denouncements that sometimes
marked Buddhist canonical and commentarial literature — but it also
appears that monastics sought to meet the empire-wide demand for silk
deities and ritual techniques.'®

What does all of this indicate about the relationships between Bud-
dhism and silk culture in premodern China? How did Chinese Buddhists
thereby represent their traditions within Chinese society more broadly
— both in terms of their observable activities and their discourses about
them? What did it mean that Chinese monks could freely engage in
ritual and commercial activities that Indian Buddhist writings often
condemned as murderous and ideally confined to lay society? And how
were Chinese monastic and lay Buddhist identities shaped in terms of
their relationships with this ubiquitous material culture? A key part of

10 These various Buddhist uses of silk are documented, e.g., in Gernet, Buddhism in Chi-
nese Society, pp. 82-83, 89-92; Huang Minzhi ¥\ 51¥, Tangdai siyuan jingji de yanjiu | {*
Fy B VP4 (Taipei: Guoli Taiwan daxue wenxueyuan, 1971), pp. 84-98; Lee Chor Lin,
“Euddhist Textiles in the Chris Hall Collection,” in Wong Hwei Lian and Szan Tan, eds.,
Power Dressing: Textiles for Rulers and Priests from the Chris Hall Collection (Singapore: Asian
Civilisations Museum, 2006), pp. 62-74; Liu, Silk and Religion, pp. 62, 68-72; Edwin O. Reis-
chauer, trans., Ennin’s Diary: The Record of a Pilgrimage to China in Search of the Law (New
York: The Ronald Press Company, 1955); Tansen Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade: The
Realignment of Sino-Indian Relations, 60oo-1400 (Honolulu: U. Hawai’i P., 2003), pp. 44, 74,
116, 184, 205, 217; Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkyoshi, pp. 119-28; Kathryn Ann Tsai, Lives of
the Nuns: Biographies of Chinese Buddhist Nuns from the Fourth to Sixth Centuries (Honolulu:
U. Hawai‘i P., 1994), pp. 21, 22; D. C. Twitchett, “The Monasteries and China’s Economy in
Medieval Times,” BSOAS 19.3 (1957), p- 531; and Zhao Feng, ed., Textiles from Dunhuang in
UK Collections (Shanghai: Donghua U.P., 2007).

11 Reischauer, Ennin’s Diary, p. 80; Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade, p. 217.

12 See Huang Minzhi, Songdai Fojiao shehui jingji shi lunji & {° F’J?ﬁ:ﬁi’ﬁlimlrﬁ% (Taipei:
Taiwan xuesheng shuju 1989), pp. 214-16; Lin, “Buddhist Textiles,” p. 62; Quan Hansheng
L, “Songdai siyuan suo jingying zhi gongshangye” N (3 [ FLY T fy ¥, in Zhang
Mantao 9584, ed., Fojiao jingji yanjiu lunji P17 & (Taipei: Dacheng wenhua
chubanshe 1977), pp. 154-55; Shiba Yoshinobu, Commerce and Society in Sung China, trans.
Mark Elvin (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1970), pp. 113-14; and Michael J. Walsh,
Sacred Economies: Buddhist Monasticism and Territoriality in Medieval China (New York: Co-
lumbia U.P., 2010), pp. 63-64. Preliminary research indicates that most silk-producing mo-
nastic establishments were convents. In future articles I will explore the gendered dimensions

of Chinese Buddhist silk culture.
13 See Young, “For a Compassionate Killing.”
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the answer is that Chinese objections to Buddhist involvement in the
silk trade were relatively few and far between. This fact suggests that
silk culture was one arena in which Indian Buddhist identities were
readily accorded with traditional Chinese ideals and practices. Silk
was so deeply ingrained in Chinese civilization that few found its use
in Buddhist settings even worthy of mention, much less deep debate.
But there were some Chinese commentators for whom silk production
and consumption did require thorough consideration, particularly in
light of Indian Buddhist vinaya codes and doctrinal ideals. In these
commentarial writings the Indian heritage of Chinese Buddhists, some-
times inimical to sericulture, was both adduced and muted in ways that
would ultimately reconcile Buddhist ethical and ritual systems — and
commercial interests — with the all-important Chinese silk trade.

This article examines one such case in which medieval Chinese
exegetes debated the propriety of sericulture and concluded, quite
against the grain for their time, that silk was contrary to Buddhist law,
both moral and juridical. The fact that their Indian sources nonethe-
less clearly permitted silk suggests, firstly, that Indian norms were
invoked precisely in order to be reinvented, at least when it came to
Buddhist views on silk. Further, this case evinces a perspective ob-
served in other Chinese contexts according to which Indian monastic
jurisprudence lacked proper ethical consideration.'* Chinese Buddhist
exegetes tended to view the whole of their religion through the lens
of Mahayana soteriology. Thus they worked to supplement traditional
vinaya ordinations with so-called bodhisattva precepts from scriptures
like the Brahma Net Sutra (Fanwang jing %A, T no. 1484), which fo-
cused on grounding monastic behavioral stipulations in Mahayana
moral principles.’® This was not necessarily an innovation — Indian
monks probably did something similar'® — but it was also not the only
way that Chinese Buddhists worked to weave ethical considerations into

14 On Chinese views of vinayas as narrowly Hinayana and requiring Mahayana ethical
supplementation, see William M. Bodiford, “Introduction,” in William M. Bodiford, ed., Go-
ing Forth: Visions of Buddhist Vinaya (Honolulu: U. Hawai‘i P., 2005), pp. 4-7; Ann Heir-
man, “Vinaya: From India to China,” in Ann Heirman and Stephen Peter Bumbacher, eds.,
The Spread of Buddhism (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p. 175n51; Suwa, Chigoku chiisei Bukkyashi, pp.
126-27; and Yifa, The Origins of Buddhist Monastic Codes in China: An Annotated Translation
and Study of the Chanyuan Qinggui (Honolulu: U. Hawai‘i P., 2002), pp. 23-24, 54.

15 Funayama Toru, “The Acceptance of Buddhist Precepts by the Chinese in the Fifth Cen-
tury,” Journal of Asian History 38.2 (2004), pp. 97-120; Paul Groner, “The Fan-wang ching
and Monastic Discipline in Japanese Tendai: A Study of Annen’s Futsi jubosatsukai kishaku,”
in Robert E. Buswell, Jr., ed., Chinese Buddhist Apocrypha (Honolulu: U. Hawai‘i P., 1990),
PP- 251-90.

16 Yamabe Nobuyoshi, “Visionary Repentance and Visionary Ordination in the Brahma
Net Satra,” in Bodiford, ed., Going Forth, pp. 26-27.
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monastic regulations. Chinese commentators on Indian vinaya texts
also directly inserted Mahayana scriptural references into exegetical
discussions of what should be deemed the (“Hinayana”) precepts’ true
intent: to regulate the moral inclinations of individual practitioners.

Medieval Chinese Buddhists thus waded into territory later ex-
plored by modern scholars of Indian vinaya writings, concerning the
relationships between comportment, social identity, and juridical law
on the one hand, and morality, psychology, and karmic law on the
other.'” If, from a medieval Chinese perspective, Indian vinayas were
insufficiently ethical, then what important functions did they otherwise
fulfill>? Modern scholars concur that vinaya texts were written solely
for monastic consumption and that they were centrally concerned with
how their charges might be seen by the public.'® From this perspective,
vinayas were less interested (than satras or §astras) in the mental worlds
or moral aptitudes of individual practitioners; they were not primarily
phenomenological or psychological in orientation. Vinayas were juridi-
cal documents, social contracts, focused on defining and policing the
boundaries of monastic identities as against many others, including es-
pecially Buddhistlay followers. Medieval Chinese monastics apparently
interpreted Indian vinaya texts in a similar fashion, as focused primarily
on social dynamics and thus functioning to govern communal opera-
tions and the comportment and public perception of sangha members.
As eminent vinaya master Huaisu [#% (624-697) emphasized, “If good
bhiksus (monks) follow the vinaya, their comportment will be perfect;

the faithless will see them and give rise to faith.”!®

This perspective is evident in medieval Chinese commentaries
written concerning a brief vinaya story, which is examined in the fol-
lowing. The story is about monks who go begging for silk to make up
their bedding, watch silkworms be killed in order to meet this request,
and are condemned by the Buddha for thus earning the rebuke of lay
followers. The moral problem of killing is a secondary concern through-
out this story; its climactic scene highlights the dismay of silk donors,
who question the validity of “monks” who seek to consume the prod-

17 See, e.g., Janet Gyatso, “Sex,” in Donald S. Lopez, Jr., ed., Critical Terms for the Study
of Buddhism (Chicago: U. Chicago P., 2005), pp. 271-go.

18 On the social agendas of the vinaya, see, most recently, Shayne Clarke, Family Matters
in Indian Buddhist Monasticisms (Honolulu: U. Hawai‘i P., 2014), and Ann Heirman and Ma-
thieu Torck, A Pure Mind in a Clean Body: Bodily Care in the Buddhist Monasteries of Ancient
India and China (Gent: Academia Press, 2012).

19 Sifenlii kaizong ji D455 HHF, X no. 735, 42:3668: T35, [%_’"Ef\) &, PR kL
+* [ﬁjﬁi;‘/, ElIES fﬁ*“\. Cf. Shanjian li piposha ?"‘,Eiﬁﬁﬁii@"i’]} (*Sa;nantapdsddikd), T no. 1462,
24:715A.
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ucts of death. These vinayas thus acknowledged that sericulture was a
murderous enterprise and they sought to curb monastic involvement
with it. But this was not done for strictly moral reasons — that is, con-
cerning unwholesome states of mind or karmic consequences attending
the act of killing, much less the ultimate fates of silkworms themselves;
rather, this involvement was problematic because it created a confused
and otherwise negative image of the sangha in lay society. Perhaps both
cause and effect of this ultimate lack of moral compunction over silk-
worm killing was the fact that in other contexts vinaya sources expressly
permitted monastic uses of silk. In different versions of this story, and
in other, later, commentaries on it, there were some circumstances in
which begged silk was deemed a non-violation, and other sections of
the vinayas uniformly allowed this avowedly murderous textile for use
in monastic attire. As these vinaya discourses would apparently have it,
monks could be draped in the entrails of insects so long as the monastic
distinction remained intact — with silken robes ostensibly serving as a
salutary marker of Buddhist identity.

According to this vinaya story, after condemning the monks
for their wrongdoing, the Buddha established a new precept: one of
the minor rules of forfeiture and expiation, typically thirty in number,
which concerned material goods wrongfully obtained or possessed. But
it was not entirely clear what was done wrong here, or what exactly
was banned: was it about begging for silk, about entering sericulture
households (sometimes likened to butchers’ shops) and observing silk-
worm killing, about possessing silk, making things with it, or using it in
certain ways? This ambiguity is evident in both Indian vinaya sources
and medieval Chinese vinaya commentaries that attempted to define
monastic codes for local communities. Confusion reigned over the de-
tails of cocoons, insects, fabrics, weaving processes, cloth forms and
uses, and so forth, and how all this pertained to what precisely was
banned, censured, or permitted. But at least one point was relatively
clear: this precept was fundamentally concerned with legislating com-
portment rather than morality — that is, what cloth to carry or wear on
the body and how to properly behave in public — as a means of main-
taining boundaries between lay and monastic identities.

The apparent disjuncture between Buddhist ethics and the social,
juridical agendas of vinaya discourses seems to have struck some me-
dieval Chinese authors as deeply problematic. From the time of the
eminent vinaya master Daoxuan ¥ (596-667), especially, and other
well-known Chinese vinaya commentators who followed in his wake,
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this precept was rewritten to incorporate Mahayana ideals of universal
compassion for all living beings, including silkworms especially. By
thus making inwardly held psychological states the sine qua non of le-
gally permissible monastic behavior — in other words, compassion for
living beings — these commentaries interpolated a phenomenological
soteriology into otherwise juridical frameworks and ideally bridged the
gap between ethics and comportment, between proper performance of
social roles and the maintenance of abstract moral values. However,
this maneuver would also contribute to blurring the boundaries of mo-
nastic identity that vinaya discourses otherwise functioned to police.
With outward appearance, comportment, and institutional affiliation
rendered subservient to the individual’s inward moral stance, the role
of the sangha was diminished. Why would monks or nuns be any bet-
ter or truer to the Buddhist path than lay followers — regardless of ap-
pearance and public behavior — if only those with virtuous hearts and
minds were truly acting in accordance with the Dharma?

Perhaps these tensions led Chinese vinaya commentators to finally
negate their promises of silkworm clemency by dwelling on exceptions
to the rules against silk — making their stance on universal compassion
appear somewhat less doctrinal than rhetorical. Indeed, those voices
in opposition to monastic uses of silk were all but drowned out in the
cacophony of sociocultural, political, economic, and material forces
conjoining Chinese Buddhist and sericulture institutions. Silk was ul-
timately and enthusiastically endorsed by Buddhist monastic commu-
nities because it was the fabric of Chinese society. To mark monastic
identity with abstinence from silk was to render the sangha decidedly
un-Chinese. Instead, Buddhist monastics deeply engaged in all aspects
of Chinese silk culture, adorning their monasteries, altars, icons, and
bodies with myriad silken goods and appropriating the cultural cachet
accorded this singular textile finery. Buddhist monks were thus the
ones to be marked in China holy by silk, in express accordance with
both Indian Buddhist and traditional Chinese values: incorporating
lofty ideals of bodhisattva compassion, formal behavioral stipulations
from Indian vinaya codes, and infusing this most esteemed symbol of
hallowed Chinese civilization into the material cultures of Chinese
Buddhism.2°

20 A similar dynamic is apparent in medieval discourses on Daoist robes and accoutre-
ments, in which silk was used in ways that would represent Daoist masters as both grandiose
and austere. In some cases elaborate silk adornments were advocated; in other contexts luxu-
rious silk garments were shunned. On Daoist ritual robes (fafu ) in the medieval period,
see especially Tanaka Fumio ['If[1¥ %, “Dokyo hofuku ko” 371753 #, in Fukui Fumimasa

Hakushi koki taishoku kinen ronshi kankokai f7 %] ¥ Wéﬁ{ ﬁ[ st Tt ﬁﬁfuj‘% FiF £, ed., Fu-
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CHINESE AND BUDDHIST ATTITUDES TOWARD SERICULTURE

Buddhist adepts in medieval China were exposed to a wide vari-
ety of conflicting images of silkworms, silk, and sericulture, stemming
both from traditional Chinese sources and from the imported Bud-
dhist literature of India. In broad strokes, the sericulture industry as a
whole was accorded very positive valuation from pre-Buddhist times in
China: silkworms symbolized the mysterious powers of natural meta-
morphoses; silk represented abundance, prosperity, and social status;
and sericulture was the heritage of the ancient Chinese sages bequeathed
for the benefit of civilization. Indian Buddhist sources transmitted to
China from medieval times, however, painted a rather different pic-
ture. Silkworms illustrated self-delusion and the bonds of samsara; the
symbolism of silk was ambivalent, revolving at once around the glo-
rification of the Three Jewels and the soteriological perils of material
luxury; and sericulture was largely depicted as a murderous enterprise,
though some sources spoke in more neutral terms about the use of co-
coons from wild silkworms. Buddhist texts certainly did not praise and
encourage the silk industry like Chinese sources did, even if they did
not necessarily condemn it outright. And on the whole, this divergence
between conceptions of the propriety of sericulture offers a first step
toward explaining the broad disjuncture between Chinese Buddhist
normative prescriptions regarding silk and what Chinese monks and
nuns actually did. For although some Chinese Buddhist authors railed
against silk and sericulture, echoing and manipulating certain strands
of normative Indian Buddhist discourse, the vast majority of Chinese
monastics held fast to their local roots in participating actively in every
aspect of the silk trade.

One of the most prominent ancient Chinese images of the silkworm
itself was provided by the Confucian philosopher Xunzi #17" (340-245
BC), who wrote in his “Rhapsody on Silkworms” (“Can fu” i),

Here is a thing: how naked and bare its external form, yet it con-

tinually undergoes transformation like a spirit. Its achievement

covers the backs of the world, for it has created decorations for a

myriad generations. Ritual ceremonies and musical performances

are completed through it; noble and humble are assigned their
proper lots with it. It cares for the old and nurtures the young, for

kui Fumimasa Hakushi koki kinen ronshi: Ajia bunka no shiso to girei t8% ¥ 7L ﬂiﬁr”.;d &
Fik, 7Y 7 (T DOREE FHL (Tokyo: Shunjusha, 2005), pp. $51-70; Tanaka Fumio, “Chisei
E‘g()ky() no hofuku to hogu” HHIEF*DFE &% 2!, in Saito Ryaichi Zfi#E- , Suzuki Takeo
M AR, and Tsuchiya Masaaki + gfg'g'[FV—J, eds., Dokyo bijutsu no kandsei S{IF55 DR F= 1%
(Tokyo: Bensei shuppan, 2010), pp. 95-106.
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with it alone can one survive.... Does it not continually undergo

transformation and never grow old? |$47 [, featam = EUS B

L PR RSP T, BRI, BERL,

B R

Manifesting divine transformations and transcendent longevity
— through its uncanny metamorphoses from caterpillar to chrysalis to
moth — clothing human kind with silk-spun cocoons and thereby mark-
ing natural and necessary boundaries, cosmic and social: these were the
wondrous merits accorded the silkworm. In essence, according to Xunzi,
this marvelous insect was no less than a fundamental building block
of all human civilization. In this regard, silkworms were associated in
numerous ancient Chinese myths with a host of revered culture-bearers
and innovators of human kind’s life-sustaining technologies — includ-
ing Lady Yuanyu ?rofh Princess Yu TEIJ the legendary Yellow Emperor
(Huangdi F 'FJ) and his principal wife Lady Xiling ["1I/%, who were all at
various times worshipped as the “first sericulturist “~&4” and forebear
of this semi-divine textile technology.??

Then there is the “Record of the Silkworm-Horse from High An-
tiquity” (Zaigu canma ji - R, a story that is preserved in the
fourth-century aAp Record of the Search for the Supernormal (Soushen ji 1
i), It tells of a young girl who promised to marry a horse if it could
bring back her long-lost father. The horse did as asked but the girl re-
neged on her promise, and when the father learned of the arrangement
he slew the horse, skinning it and hanging its hide in the courtyard
to dry. The horsehide later rose up, wrapped itself around the young
girl and flew into the limbs of a nearby tree. The lost girl and horse
were finally found in the tree, where together they had transformed
into a giant silkworm spinning itself a cocoon. “Therefore everyone
rushed to plant from [that tree], which is the same as [the mulberry
trees| cultivated today. It is said that [today’s] mulberry silkworms are
descended from that ancient silkworm.”?® The young girl then became
the famous Horse-head Maiden (Matou niang FLPfi#l), a mainstay in

21 Chinese text and trans. John Knoblock, Xunzi: A Translation and Study of the Complete
Works (Stanford: Stanford U.P., 1994) 3, pp. 199—-200.

22 Kuhn, “Tracing a Chinese Legend.”

23 Yang Jialuo H%F%, ed., Xinjiao Soushen ji ¥4 {315 (Taipei: Shijie shuju, 1962), p.
Tog4: [IEFFHEETE Y S rr%f;”J Fl%ﬁ’??ﬂ i & é?i%fﬂi Cf. trans. Como, Weaving
and Binding, pp. 186 87, and Kenneth DeWoskin and] L. Crump, Jr., trans., In Search of the
Supernatural: The Written Record (Stanford: Stanford U.P., 1996), p. 166. See also Alan Mill-
er, “The Woman Who Married a Horse: Five Ways of Looking at a Chinese Folktale,” Asian
Folklore Studies 54 (1995), Pp- 275-305.
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the Chinese pantheon of deities who aided in the rearing of silkworms
and production of silk.

While the entomic ancestry of this goddess again signals the divine
symbolism of the silkworm in ancient Chinese thought, the sericulture
etiology offered here also reflects the fundamental importance of silk
production to the welfare of the Chinese people. Indeed, a flourishing
silk industry was often seen as signaling a prosperous kingdom led by
a righteous ruler, as Mencius (4th c. Bc) famously remonstrated: “Let
mulberry trees be planted around households of five mu (about 0.8
acres), and people of fifty will be able to be clothed in silk.... It has
never happened that people of seventy have worn silk and eaten meat,
and the black-haired people been neither hungry nor cold, without
the ruler having been a true king.”?* Examples of this sort are readily
multiplied, and of course disparate images could also be adduced to
provide a more nuanced portrait, but in broad outline these sources
represent the general Chinese approbation of the time-honored seri-
culture industry.

Some of the most influential Indian Buddhist scriptures transmit-
ted to China, however, offered a jarring alternative to this broadly
laudatory portrait of silkworms and the commodity culture surround-
ing their cocoons. Perhaps the most prominent trope attending the
silkworm itself in these early sources related to the central problem of
Buddhist soteriology: self-wrought suffering. Here the emphasis was not
on divine transformation and longevity — mirroring the sublime mys-
teries of the gods and sages — but rather on the propensity of sentient
beings to bind themselves in webs of self-delusion. The most famous
Buddhist satra to propagate this symbolism was the Mahayana Scripture
on the Great Departure, or Nirvana Satra, translated into Chinese in the
early-fifth century:

5| gﬁg[{pﬁ@g}g ff £l The wheel of the myriad sufferings is

limitless; unceasingly it turns and turns.
= Eﬁﬁﬁfﬁﬁ%ﬂ?ﬁj%‘ﬁ The entire Triple World is impermanent;
there is no happiness in existence.

FE A A :"”%Tﬁ«“ffl Emptiness is the essential nature of all

paths of existence.

24 Trans. Irene Bloom, in Wm. Theodore deBary and Irene Bloom, eds., Sources of Chinese
Tradition: Volume 1, From Earliest Times to 1600, 2d edn. (New York: Columbia U.P., 1999),
pp- 118-19. Chinese text and alternate trans. in James Legge, The Works of Mencius (1895; rpt.
New York: Dover Publications, 1970), pp. 131—32: Mengzi %=, pt. 1, chap. g: Zr ikl =& A
E SR TONENTENIEEE EH T AN R3S s EF AT
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I %ﬁt?ﬁ@ﬁfj’ﬂ@ilg What is destructible comes and goes,
forever marked by apprehensions
and vexation.
IREOEER T8 The fears of all the wrongs and evils
done, ageing, sickness, death and distress
RLFEEE 3 PSR Al these have no bounds; one is easily
destroyed, invaded by enmity.
*E‘[‘@}ﬁ?ﬁ%%’ﬁﬁ['ﬁﬁ%@ Seized and fettered by afflictions, just
like the silkworm wrapped in its
own cocoon.
l 7' uLfﬁ F{' #5174  None who has wisdom can find joyina
state like this.2®
Such is the juxtaposition of the silkworm life cycle with the bonds
of suffering and delusion in this impermanent world — wrapped in its
cocoon like all beings are bound by their afflictions. Elsewhere the
Nirvana Sitra employed a similar analogy, explaining that “sentient
beings constantly cycle through births and deaths, binding themselves
like silkworms or dung-beetles,”® and “just as the silkworm spins its
cocoon, where it engenders its own birth and death, such is the case
with all sentient beings.”?” Here the silkworm weaves around itself not
a shield to protect it from predators or the elements during its vulner-
able transformative stages, nor does it provide a valuable commodity
for the benefit of human civilization, but rather it constructs its own
tomb for the perpetuation of the dark, horrible suffering of sentient ex-
istence. The Lankavatara Sutramade a similar point as well, expounding
on the deluded perceptions of continuity and duality in the phenom-
enal world, to which sentient beings stupidly cling:

In this way the foolish worldlings, with all their various thoughts,
distinguish continuity [in phenomena]. Then on the basis of this
[perceived] continuity they foolishly discriminate [between things].
They are like silkworms spinning their own cocoons. Based on
their own [limited] views they distinguish threads of continuity,
and then happy in this [perceived] unity they bind themselves and
bind others. J[TRLEE A, SENES Y H[Jﬁ'?@ (P, e T HI,
JELTER. DN BL, 0T IREARE, RIS, F IR 28
25 Da banniepan jing I 85%Z, T no. 374, 12:3738. Cf. trans. Mark L. Blum, The Nirvana
Sutra (Mahaparinirvana-siira), Volume 1 (Berkeley: Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai America, 2013),
p- 39. Parallel passage at Da banniepan jing & 85, T no. 375, 12:613A.
26 T no. 374, 12:413G: 5 & il d 5= FG JERGERL. Cf. trans. Blum, Nirvana Sutra, p.
258. Parallel passage at T no. 375, 12:654C.
27 T no. 374, 12:524A: YEE(SR, |15 [15=, — T8 2% b (G Y1|L Parallel passage at T no.
375, 12:768cC.
28 Ru lengqie jing * B A%, T no. 671, 16:545A.
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The Great Perfection of Wisdom Treatise expanded this same meta-
phor to illustrate the fate of those hapless silkworms in the sericulture
process:

Entering all the various paths [of rebirth, beings] thus receive all

kinds of physical bodies. Receiving all kinds of bodies [beings]

thus receive all manner of suffering and happiness. They are like
silkworms making silk and binding themselves for no reason, be-
fore enduring the torments of roasting. * /i ﬁy IEFE E’Jf U7

R £y, RO, 96, YRS, 1S VO I, SR

And further,

Sentient beings engender various afflictions due to the causes and
conditions of their delusions. They commit evil crimes and cycle
through the five paths [of rebirth], enduring the sufferings of birth
and death. It is like the silkworm that makes silk and binds itself
before entering the scalding water to be boiled over fire. Ordi-
nary sentient beings are also like this. 5% f?f?ﬁ;@%ﬁi @5%}5“;/[
(RIS, fil o, O % g PR AR FIGE, Rk, ey
gl 30
What, then, did early Buddhist sources make of those who did
this boiling and thereby made their living as sericulturists? The Scrip-
ture on the True Dharma Foundations of Mindfulness, for one, warned of
the horrible karmic retributions in store for those who might take up
such an occupation:
Further, bhiksus, know the consequences of karma. Observe the
various kinds of animal rebirths; what are the karmic causes for
them to have attained rebirth in these bodies? Now by the wisdom
obtained through hearing, know that in previous lives these beings,
for the sake of obtaining silk, raised silkworms and killed them in
their cocoons — soaking them in water, some steaming them and
some boiling them. [These sericulturists| are reborn as countless
insects called “fiery topknot” insects. There is a group of heretics
who practice perverse rituals in which they take these tiny insects
and throw them into the fire as an offering to the various gods, in
order to obtain blessings. When the bodies [of these insects] are
destroyed and their lives come to an end, they then fall into the
hells where they will endure all manner of torments. &- %%

29 Dazhudu lun % 5, T no. 1509, 25:2048; cf. trans. Etienne Lamotte, Le traité de la
grande vertu de sagesse de Nagarjuna (Mahaprajiiaparamitasasira) (Louvain-La-Neuve: Institut
Orientaliste, Université de Louvain, 1976) 4, p. 2130.

30 T no. 15009, 25:697A.
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ifﬂﬁv BIGEE, VI, 0 Sy JITJRIE, R SR,
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And if this warning proved insufficient to deter sericulturists,
the Digest of the Four Agamas would elaborate on the hellish retributions
for those who murdered silkworms:

In this [hell] realm people who have committed heavy sins are
roasted. It looks like a (pointed roof) bathhouse with a floor of
molten copper filings. [Beings] are led in to be boiled and cooked.
After being cooked they are led out, and wicked dogs are fed the
flesh of their giant bodies. After their flesh is eaten completely,
a wind then blows to regenerate their bodies and they are driven
back inside. It is the fate of sericulturists to exist in this realm
where they are boiled and roasted. [t * £L 1 5kl 5 H, f@f/['fﬁi(
SRR ) B ARSR ] Y. BRI ARDEL B RRD, AON SR AR AR
PR FEIA, @ii S UM EiE S R
While these early Buddhist texts apparently aimed to discourage
sericulture by instilling in their readers the fear of dreadful karmic
recompense, other sources offered somewhat less dramatic moraliz-
ing prescriptions. The Universal Dharani (Incantation) Scripture, for ex-
ample, admonished followers to protect the integrity of the precepts
by not frequenting five kinds of industry households, including those
of silk producers.®® The Sarvastivada Vinaya Commentary, furthermore,
likened sericulture to injurious occupations such as hunting, thieving,
butchering animals, raising livestock, and litigating.®* And while these
sources failed to specify whether their proscriptions were intended for
monastics or laity, the Scripture on Lay Precepts clearly stipulated that
sericulture was a sin for lay Buddhists in particular.?”

Along similar lines, commentaries on the Scripture of Benevolent
Kings (Renwang jing [~ = 5%, T no. 245) by Guanding 1#'} (56 1-632) and

31 Zhengfa nianchu jing (1% 8952 ([Saddharmalsmrtyupasthanasatra), T no. 721,
I7:T04A.

32 Si ahan muchao jie 75 f%ﬂ}fj’*’i T no. 1505, 25:13B.

33 Dafangdeng tuoluoni jing 71 ITTEHATIAT (*Mahavaipulyadharanisitra), T no. 1339,
21: 657C.

34 Sapoduo pini piposha J¥ 2SI (*Sarvastivadavinayavibhasa), T no. 1440,
23:510A.

35 Youposai jie jing B 555 (* Upasakasilasitra), T no. 1488, 24:10508; trans. Shih Heng-
ching, The Sutra on Upasaka Precepts (Berkeley: The Numata Center for Buddhist Translation
and Research, 1994), p. 83.
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Jizang ?I}% (549-623) both included sericulture in a list of twenty-eight
offenses committed by Buddhist laypersons — alongside such transgres-
sions as consuming alcohol, neglecting one’s parents, teachers or elders,
and intentionally giving rotten food to mendicants®® — and Yijing #
¥ (635-713) famously argued that it was improper for Buddhist lay
followers to even witness silkworm killing, much less take part in it.3”
Below, I return to this issue of Buddhist precepts for lay devotees, but
for now we can clearly see how Buddhist texts that were widely avail-
able in medieval China depicted the propriety of sericulture. These and
other satras and commentaries were largely unanimous in their con-
demnation of the silk industry — at least to the extent that it involved
killing silkworms — and as such they would seem to have presented a
clear prescription for how the Chinese sangha should situate itself in
relation to this omnipresent commodity culture.

BEGGING FOR SILK IN THE VINAYA

Indian vinaya sources translated into Chinese from the early-fifth
century told a somewhat different story. In official monastic regula-
tions it was not so obvious whether, why, or to what extent monastics
should shun silk. The most prominent points of contact between society
and the sangha were of course the bodies of its representatives, which
were thus the primary fields of conflict over monastic uses of silk. What
kinds of garments were monastics allowed to wear? All of the vinayas
circulating in medieval China unanimously agreed that silk was an ac-
ceptable material for use in the monastic uniform, the kasaya (jiasha
#3E), or, cassocks. This fact would often be overlooked by medieval
Chinese authors, monastic and lay, who invoked Indian precedent in
arguing against the use of silkworm products for Chinese Buddhists.
But in all these vinayas there was also a precept against silk, not neces-
sarily for monastic clothing but for cloth possessions more generally.
For medieval Chinese authors this precept would further muddle the
Indian Buddhist stance on sericulture, an industry which was otherwise
a primary staple of the Chinese sangha’s financial solvency and social
integrity. In the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, which by the early-eighth cen-
tury had become the main source for Chinese discourses on monastic

36 Renwang huguo bore jingshu {~ = FEWVEF 54, T no. 1705, 33:282¢; Renwang bore jing-
shu {~ = 45 A2, T no. 1707, 33:349B.

37 For Yijing’s views on silk, which often directly contradicted Daoxuan’s, see Kieschnick,
Impact of Buddhism, pp. 98-99; Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkyoshi, pp. 119—24; and J. Takakusu,
trans., A Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practised in India and the Malay Archipelago (A.D.
671-695) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1896), pp. 58-60.
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discipline, this precept appears as item number eleven of the faults re-

quiring forfeiture of goods and expiation through confession:
At one time the Buddha was in the Wilderness realm when the
Group-of-Six bhiksus were making new bedding mixed with silk
from wild silkworms.2® Some looked for finished silk; others looked
for unfinished silk. Some looked for dyed, some undyed. Some
looked for new, some for old. They went to a sericulture household
and asked for silk. [The sericulturist] replied, “Wait for the silk-
worms to boil.” The Group-of-Six bhiksus stood aside to wait and
watched as the cocoons burst open and the silkworm pupae cried
out. The laymen who observed this all disparaged [the monks],
saying, “Do the sramana (renouncer) disciples of Sakyamuni have
no shame for murdering living beings? Outwardly they claim to
practice the true Dharma, but how is this true Dharma — begging
for silkworm cocoons to make new bedding?” @&’Eﬁ [ PEER P
L, PRI kA B, Rl gvaw%mﬁ
A W?Fﬁg?’fﬁ */?p?(sf:ﬁ EX-1/% :F“I, Iy El-]f i r@j@&’f 'ﬁ, 7
R .2 P RS R R, AR B B
IR, S S NGRS 7 91, 25 1ST0%, DAL T T,
KB 27

Among the bhiksus who heard this criticism was one who prac-

ticed dhita[guna] (austerities), was contented with few desires, en-
joyed studying the precepts, and knew contrition. He upbraided
the Group-of-Six bhiksus, saying, “How could you beg for silk-
worm cocoons to make new bedding?” After thus criticizing them
he went to the World Honored One, bowed his head before his
feet, sat to his side, and told him the whole story. On account of
this matter the World Honored One gathered all the bhiksus. He
rebuked the Group-of-Six bhiksus, saying, “You have committed
an offense — an offense against proper deportment; an offense
against Sramana Dharma; an offense against pure practice; an of-
fense against accordant practice. None of this should be done.
How can this Group-of-Six bhiksus beg for silkworm cocoons to
make new bedding?” I'J7[! F:JRPFF'E‘LJE%,'L‘: M. e J/\'FL Il = g
%?\*ggfﬁﬂl%lﬂ?ﬁ B A e e ?%ﬁf%%l%ﬁ"?” L FPFEG =l
) A R — [l PR ] €7, 1] 611 P s
i %‘fffbff,,“iﬁﬁfr?f’b , 7R BRIRBH ?*JEYQI*JHW'ES B “Et"
SO (T e i) N S 1 f%}‘ £rp?

38 See Clarke, Family Matters, p. 19ggne2, for sources on these “Group-of-Six” monks, who
are said to have caused the Buddha to institute many of the precepts.
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After rebuking them he told all of the bhiksus, “These fool-
ish men; of the various sources of defilement the first is breaking
precepts. From now on bhiksus shall be bound to this precept,
based upon the ten principles (underlying the establishment of
the sangha), up unto the preservation of the True Dharma.”?° i
giauf[g%w: “ofe ) STEEMBLR YT, I SRR, &
4 A EIERE

Wishing to elaborate this precept, it is said that if a bhiksu
makes new bedding mixed with silk from wild silkworms, this is
naihsargika-prayascittika (a fault requiring forfeiture and expia-
tion). The meaning of “bhiksu” is as above. Here “mixed” means
including wool, karpasa (cotton), kokila (feathers), milk-leaf grass,
ksauma (flax), or hemp.*® If a bhiksu himself mixes in silk from
wild silkworms to make new bedding, and he finishes it, this is
naihsargika-prayascittika. If he does this but does not finish it, it
is duskrta (a minor transgression requiring confession). If he tells
another person to make it, and it is finished, this is naiksargika-
prayascittika. If this is done but not finished, it is duskrta. Having
another do it, whether finished or not, is duskrta. This [material]
should be forfeited. Here forfeit means to chop it up finely with
an axe, mix it with mud, and smear it on the walls or floor [as
plaster]. For bhiksuni (nuns) this is duskrta; for siksamana (proba-
tioners, between novice and full ordination), sramanera (novice
monks), and Sramaneri (novice nuns) it is duskria. This is termed
a violation. F"%‘Ef&?ﬁ[ﬁ f/['ﬁ_ ¥ ,'LE @%ﬁﬁ f%fg' P
Lol b R N B L TR, % b 2

{18 S (S 5, w?@ﬁ@a (e 5%, KT B,
ﬂl”j * |‘p s, F‘Jﬁﬁfz@zﬂfﬂ 05, R RE BRI W7, &F,
i ALTH, 21157, B0 S, R 1

FQ &FH ’%}ﬂﬁ ”,%E’) ig)&l kj ﬂg\é ii'ﬁﬂj

It is a non—v1olat10n if, the f1n1shed [beddmg] having been
obtained, one chops it up with an axe, mixes it with mud, and
smears it upon the walls or floor. It was not a violation when first
done and not yet regulated by precepts. Being in a state of mental
delusion and tormented by afflictions [the Group-of-Six monks
cannot be held responsible| (item 11). 7Y% T/ H=ISH 15

39 On these ten principles | /5 see Ciyi % [T,, ed., Foguang dacidian "&£ &1 (Taipei:
Foguang wenhua shiye youxian gongsi, 1988-1989) 1, p. 409B.

40 I take juzheluo T‘FJ .5 to be a variant of jugiluo T‘F@‘. 5t as transliteration for kokila, which
is a black cuckoo. See Ciyi, Foguang dacidian 7, p. 65798—C.
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The narrative portion of this precept begins by situating its audi-
ence in the so-called Wilderness Realm, which was a Chinese translation
of Alavi, the name of a kingdom up the Ganges River from Varanasi
and south of Sravasti.*2 The identity of this location is confirmed by
the Mahisasaka Vinaya, but the Mahasamghika, Malasarvastivada, and
Sarvastivada vinayas instead set the scene in Vaisali, Sravasti, and
Kausambi, respectively. Taken together, these vinayas would indicate
to their Chinese readers that silk was a mainstay of textile production
across the Ganges River basin, since before the time of the Buddha
— including some of the most sacred stations of original Indian Bud-
dhism.*2 The Dharmaguptaka Vinaya notes from the start that these bad-
apple Group-of-Six monks were making bedding mixed with silk from
wild cocoons.** This means that they were using cocoons scavenged
from the forest, rather than raised domestically, and then mixing the
cocoon filaments with other materials such as wool, hemp, or cotton.
However, lest one conclude that Buddhist monks were thus innocent
of silkworm murder, and that Indians produced silk only from broken
cocoons discarded by their silkworm-moths — as claimed by both medi-
eval Chinese exegetes and modern scholars*® — all five of these Indian
vinayas then go on to describe how the monks sought to satisfy their
silken desires by frequenting local sericulture households.

41 Sifen Li Y55 &, T no. 1428, 22:613C-14A.

42 See Ciyi, Foguang dacidian 4, pp. 3691B—02A.

43 A similar point is made by Hirakawa Akira 1 /[[22, Nikyaku-gojukkai no kenkyia = F1=-
P D4 (Tokyo: Shunjasha, 1993) 2, pp. 224-25. Some assert that sericulture did not reach
India until the early centuries of the Common Era (e.g., Heleanor B. Feltham, “Justinian and
the International Silk Trade,” Sino-Platonic Papers 194 [2009], p. 12). This may be true for the
domestication of the Bombyx mori silkworm species, but other parts of the sericulture process
were practiced on the subcontinent long before then. Techniques for stifling silkworm larvae
inside their cocoons and reeling silk whole therefrom were known in the ancient Indus Valley
Civilization, as seen in Harappan bronze artifacts dating to ca. 2600-2200 Bc that reveal intact
silk fibers — not spun together from broken filaments — reeled from cocoons of the wild An-
theraea silkworm species. See I. L. Good, J. M. Kenoyer, and R. H. Meadow, “New Evidence
for Early Silk in the Indus Civilization,” Archacometry 51.3 (2009), pp. 457-66.

44 Only the Milasarvastivada Vinaya concurs; the Mahisasaka Vinaya says that the monks
were “making kauseya (silk) bedding” and the Sarvastivada Vinaya says they were “making
new kauseya bedding,” while the Mahdasamghika Vinaya says they were making felt with wool
before other monks alerted them to the superiority of silk felt.

45 See, e.g., Liu, Silk and Religion, pp. 50-52, which is followed by Kieschnick, Impact of
Buddhism, pp. 98-99. As noted above, archaeological evidence indicates that silk production
around northern India did involve silkworm killing, from at least the third millennium sc,
even if cocoons were harvested from undomesticated species. Textual evidence examined in
the present article concurs.
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Within these households silkworms suffered gruesome deaths, be-
ing boiled alive to still their metamorphoses and dissolve the sericine
congealing their cocoon filaments. The monks personally witnessed
this silkworm murder — pointedly with both eyes and ears, as all but
the (Mila)sarvastivada versions graphically detail the bursting of co-
coons and the wriggling and squealing of poached silkworms.*® The
Mahasamghika Vinaya has the monks personally sticking their fingers in
the cauldron to make sure its heat sufficed; and in the Mahisasaka Vinaya
the monks not only instructed sericulturists to further submerge the
squealing silkworms and ensure their boiling drowns, but some monks
did the dirty job of cocoon boiling themselves. In Alavi, Vaisali, and
Sravasti one might thus have expected to find murderous sericulture
industries, sometimes with Buddhist monks personally involved, but ac-
cording to the Sarvastivada Vinaya, Kausambi in particular was the place
where “many silkworms were killed” for want of “valuable silk, yarn,
clothing, and cocoons.”®” This vinaya explains that monks often went
begging for silk in Kausambi, telling the local laymen that all the hard
work of unwinding cocoons and weaving silk distracted bhiksus from
doing their jobs of scriptural study and meditation. But rather than give
up silk to spend time pursuing their monastic vocations, these monks
chose to demand silk as alms from households that killed silkworms.

This choice at once occasioned the heated rebuke of observing
lay followers, who in the Sarvastivada version began by accusing the
monks of not living up to their word:

The sramana disciples of Sakyamuni say that they are good and

virtuous, but they make new kauseya (silk) bedding.... Here we
lose the benefit of making offerings [to them]. These men are in-
satiable, hard to support. &1, 'j F‘,i’* |1, 1 (EFThs T
[ f;H IFHE KA, R, JUBREL ¢ a8

The Dharmaguptaka version translated above also emphasizes
lay concern with congruency between the outward claims and actual
practices of Sékyamuni’s disciples, but the Mahisasaka Vinaya in par-

46 This description of bursting cocoons is seemingly at odds with the purpose of boiling
them, which was usually to prevent their resident silkworm moths from breaking through
them. As James Benn suggests (personal communication), this raises the question of whether
the authors and audiences of this tale ever actually witnessed sericulture, or whether this tale
might represent some sort of Indian imaginaire of domestic silk production. That the worms
were thought to vocalize is more clearly indicated in other versions of this vinaya story, which
use the term jiu [/ (animal sound). See n. 66, below.

47 Shisong li 1 &, T no. 1435, 23:47¢: U—“{éﬁla&f}fj?@fj}ﬂ EJ'BJ?L %XQEZF{Y.

48 Ibid.
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ticular focuses on the perception of monastic hypocrisy harbored by
lay followers:

You [monks] always preach the Dharma of not killing living beings,
but now you’re instructing people to kill living beings. This is not
§ramana practice; it violates the sramana Dharma... . [Monks] al-
ways talk of compassion and forbearance toward living beings, but
now they personally boil silkworm cocoons. This is not §sramana
practlce it violates the sramana Dharma. tﬁ W’T 5P
RTINS, AP SRR S S B R S

F'ﬂﬁ, ﬁilzf'ﬂiiﬁ A9

In these terms, the problem with monks killing silkworms seems
to have been that monks otherwise claimed to abstain from killing. As
the laymen of the Mahasamghika version put it,

I have heard that the Sramana Gautama through countless skillful
means extols not killing and disparages murderers. How can you
be a sramana disciple of Sikyamuni? Because you kill living be-
ings you have lost the sramana Dharma. “5EIPI[®E S R (R,
TR, ST, 2 IR R 2 ST 0

Monks were defined as those who refrained from killing living
beings; if one killed even insects he could not be properly deemed a
monk. The main point here would therefore seem to be the shaping of
social identities — how to demarcate the boundaries between Buddhist
monks, other Sramana groups, and especially lay devotees:

We [householders| boil cocoons and bhiksus do the same. What is
the difference between us and the §sramana disciples of Sakyamuni?
FETER, P g VPR I 2ot

>

With these distinctions thus breached and monastic identity
blurred, the laymen of Kausambi (in the Sarvastivada version) la-
mented the absence of merit for giving alms to monks. Similarly, the
Milasarvastivada Vinaya stresses the failure of lay-monastic symbiosis
thereby:

People should know that the §ramana disciples of Sﬁkyamuni are
killers. They do not reject harmful occupations, personally making
or having others make bedding from new silk of wild silkworms.
By doing so they are killing many sentient beings. Why should
we offer fine clothing and food as alms to these bald-headed de-

49 Wufen li =55 &, T no. 1421, 22:34cC.

50 Mohe sengqi lii 57 fﬁ’ﬁ%ﬁj’ T no. 1425, 22:3084.
51 Wufen li, T no. 1421, 22:34C.
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stroyers of living things? &4 * ?’,i[', =L AR =) RLAR T?ﬁ;ﬁ[i’,
[RREE CUREI P Bt6 /R = TR S ey AP %?J'Fﬁ. Y A /
£k w25

While the laymen in all these vinaya accounts disparaged the
monks as wanton murderers for their roles in silk production, the mat-
ter was brought before the Buddha not because the monks were kill-
ing silkworms, but because the laity reviled them for it. And again,
these lay rebukes seem to be less about the fact that monks were kill-
ing — which was apparently kosher for sericulturists, whom the vinayas
never similarly targeted®® — than the fact that monks were supposed
to be defined as non-killing types. Further, the Dharmaguptaka and
Sarvastivada accounts both note that the monk who tattled on the silk-
mongering monks was a master of austerities free from desires, thus
foregrounding concern with luxury indulgence rather than killing — as
with the complaint in the Sarvastivada and Milasarvastivada versions
that monks were therefore “hard to support,” and with the stipulation
in the latter that the use of old, worn out kauseya was not a violation.
Indeed, the monks’ failure to maintain proper deportment 2 5 was the
first concern raised by the Buddha in the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, before
he gathered the assembly to promulgate this new regulation.

What regulation did he institute, exactly? The five vinayas are
fairly uniform at the start of the formal juridical discourse that follows:
if a monk makes bedding mixed with silk, it is naiksargika-prayascittika,
a fault requiring surrender of the offending goods and expiation of
wrongdoing through public confession and repentance. Otherwise, the
Dharmaguptaka Vinaya specifies “mixed silk from wild cocoons” and the
Mahasamghika Vinayaincludes silk mixed with black wool. But from there
the precept becomes a free-for-all across its different vinaya delinea-
tions, with qualifications introduced on the basis of whether the silk is
new or old, pure or mixed with other materials; whether the bedding is
completed or not; whether it is made by pressing or weaving; whether
the monk makes it himself or has another make it for him; whether
the offender is a monk, nun, or other class of monastic; and so on. The

52 Genbenshuo yigieyoubu pinaiye FL4Fi- “TE) ?’,[5,5'-1%?%', T no. 1442, 23:735¢. The fact
that this version, like the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya, stresses the use of uncultivated silkworms

while still claiming that sericulture was murderous, further suggests that wild cocoons were
harvested with pupae still inside.

53 Here one might recall Benavides’ remark (following Tambiah) that “in order for monks
to live in the proper manner, laypeople have to break the precepts—for example, they must
kill in order to feed the monks meat” (Gustavo Benavides, “Economy,” in Lopez, Jr., ed.,
Critical Terms, p. 87). From this perspective, monks should not make silk because this usurps
the lay donor’s proper role (i.e., killing silkworms), and thus reduces that donor’s chance at
earning merit.
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Mahasamghika Vinaya especially provides the kind of juridical nitpick-
ing for which vinaya texts are well known, detailing all the permuta-
tions of silk use that might otherwise have provided loopholes through
the rule.®* This version of the precept is unique in requiring forfeiture
and atonement for all uses of silk, whereas other vinayas provide cir-
cumstances in which the offense is only duskrta, a minor transgression
requiring confession. It is also unusual in proscribing silk for monks’
cassocks, specifically the set of three garments (sanyi = *) — samghati
(senggieli {11505 outer robes), uttardsaniga (yuduoluoseng = %5EfT; up-
per garments), and antarvasa (antuohui 35/[5“‘1"%?'; undergarments) — even
though it elsewhere follows all other vinayas in permitting silk for the
kasaya.®® In this precept the Mahasamghika Vinaya uses the term fuju 5
£', which also appears in other vinayas that do not specify types of
clothing, and in this case would seem most logically to reference cloth
items that could serve as both bedding and body covering. As I discuss
below, the question of whether or not this precept governed cassocks
in particular would become an issue of some contention in medieval
China, especially by Daoxuan’s time when imperially gifted silk robes

were becoming de rigueur.

The Mahasamghika account also differs from others in providing
no direct exceptions to the rule, or “non-violations.” The Sarvastivada
version, for example, stipulates that “it is a non-violation if one obtains

56

already finished bedding,””® which accords with the monks’ complaints
at the outset of this version that making silk takes too much time and
distracts them from studying and meditating. So here, the problem
is not that monks indulged in luxury, killed living beings, or even
used silk at all, but that they wasted their time making bedding. The
Milasarvastivada Vinaya adjures similarly, but also allows recycled mate-

rials so seems more concerned with monks possessing shiny new silk:

If [a monk] obtains materials that are already finished or are old
and used, or if he works with, receives, and uses old materials that
have been recycled, this is a non-violation. ¥ “-=1n% H ™ [P,

PRLET, RIFPRIEI 02 8, 20 57

54 Mohe senggi li, T no. 1425, 22:308A—B.

55 The “three garments” are described in John Kieschnick, “The Symbolism of the Monk’s
Robe in China,” AM gd ser. 12.1 (1999), pp. 1214, and idem, Impact of Buddhism, pp. 87-93.
The term kdsaya (literally meaning “ochre,” the color of traditional Indian cassocks) can refer
to outer robes or monastic robes in general.

56 Shisong li, T no. 1435, 23:48a: £\ H=1SHFE 9,
57 Genbenshuo yigieyoubu pinaiye, T no. 1442, 25:736A.
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The Dharmaguptaka version translated above also makes allow-
ance for a non-violation ruling, if the silk is chopped up and used in
plaster (presumably) for monastery cells. And by specifying new silk
bedding it leaves open the possibility that used silk is permissible —
even if does not say so directly like the (Mula)Sarvastivada versions.
The Mahasamghika precept also specifies new silk, but differs from
the Dharmaguptaka in stipulating that the offending silk cloth be sur-
rendered to the sangha as a whole, after which it can be used freely for
carpeting or curtains.”® Likewise, the Mahisasaka Vinaya states:

It should be surrendered to the sangha, not to other people. The
sangha can use it to spread over the ground, whether as a ham-
mock or upon a bed. With the exception of the bhiksu who sur-
renders his bedding, the rest of the sangha can sit or lie on it in
proper order [of seniority]. II:E#EIE'EIFFT, THEEER S I'FTJ‘}%»"F%, TE
R R RS e I, B R

With all of these mitigating circumstances, conditions of non-
violation, and otherwise fully permissible monastic uses of silk, it be-
comes difficult to determine what exactly this precept was against and
why.%° The Dharmaguptaka Vinaya would seem the most clearly opposed
to silk, even mixed with other materials, whether made by oneself or
another, as it demands that the cloth be pulverized as reparation. But
then it leaves an opening for use of recycled silk — seemingly regard-
less of whether silkworms died in its making. The other vinayas also
appear to forget the problem of killing by the end: the Mahasamghika
and Mahisasaka versions allow ill-gotten silk for the sangha’s use after
its surrender, while the Sarvastivada and Milasarvastivada specifically
permit monks to beg for and possess silk bedding that is ready-made —
just so long as they don’t curtail their more properly monkish endeav-
ors to become sericulturists themselves — even while the latter vinaya
also shows concern for new silk.

One might surmise, on the whole, that this precept accords with
vinaya treatments of meat, which they prohibit only when a monk sees,

58 Mohe sengqi li, T no. 1425, 22:3088.

59 Wufen li, T no. 1421, 22:35A.

60 Hirakawa, Nihyaku-gojukkai 2, pp. 223-45, similarly highlights the inconsistencies be-
tween the different versions of this precept (especially in comparison with the Pali), but ar-
gues that it was ultimately against monks having silk made for the express purpose of mix-
ing into their bedding/carpeting (fuju %¢'%') — i.e., the precept was not about kasaya (contra
Daoxuan), and it was not intended to ban monastic use of silk entirely. He also takes these
unresolved discrepancies to indicate that later generations of Indian monks did not make fuju
with silk, so had no need for further clarification. This was certainly not the case in medieval
China, as discussed below.
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hears, or suspects slaughter committed on his behalf,®! since almost
all its versions (except the [Mala]sarvastivada) recount the vivid scene
of monks standing by to watch squealing silkworms boil. But these
“three pure conditions” are not directly invoked in any version of the
precept and they are not employed in its expressly juridical sections
to determine the propriety of silk. These purity conditions are also be-
lied by versions that render ready-made silk bedding a non-violation,
which would seemingly allow visitation rights for monks at sericulture
households (where all could be seen, heard, or suspected). Fortunately,
however, a few clear points emerge from all this muddle: according to
all the vinaya translations circulating in medieval China, sericulture
was widespread in India at the time of the Buddha, both the murderous
kind and otherwise, but either way silk was not deemed categorically
improper for monastic use, certainly not immoral per se, and concerns
with luxury indulgence and (inciting and observing) silkworm killing
were largely subsumed under the issue of how lay donors would rec-
ognize and relate to Sﬁkyamuni’s Sramanas.

CHINESE BUDDHIST SILK PRECEPTS AND
THE RHETORIC OF MAHAYANA COMPASSION

This concern with the social integrity of the sangha was carried
over into vinaya commentaries written by eminent Chinese scholar-
monks who sought to stake their monastic identities on the contention
that silk production was a morally bankrupt enterprise. These authors
aimed to ban the use of silk by members of the Chinese sangha, espe-
cially for monastic robes, and toward this end they enlisted the Indian
vinaya precept against making silk bedding. On the one hand, Chinese
commentaries on this precept gloss over its marked ambiguity by cit-
ing it to ban the use of silk; but on the other hand they also reproduce
its mitigating conditions and non-violations, and on its basis introduce
further allowances for silk use in the sangha — like setting up monastic
cocoon markets. To strengthen their case that banning silk robes was
the true intent of this precept, Chinese commentators adduced Indian
sitras as authority in asserting that sericulture was inherently immoral,
thus interpolating Mahayana ideals of universal compassion into oth-
erwise juridical discourses governing social comportment. Delineating
monastic identity remained the point for these Chinese authors, but
they would have their monks and nuns defined by abstinence from silk,
which would thus ideally demonstrate perfect inner compassion.

61 Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkydoshi, pp. 92—93, raises this possibility.
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At the same time, however, these Chinese vinaya commentaries
also follow their Indian sources in backing off claims to total absten-
tion from silk products. Against the backdrop of the Chinese sangha’s
deep immersion in local silk cultures and economies, this discrepancy
perhaps suggests rhetorical dimensions to the application of Mahayana
morality in Chinese prohibitions against silk garments. If silk could be
used anywhere but the monastic robes — which were monks’ primary
public signifiers — then the problem with silk was not really its murder-
ous origin, but rather what it represented when draped across human
bodies. This perspective is evinced by the Indian vinaya precept dis-
cussed above; the difference in Chinese commentaries on this precept
is that they claim a stance of moral perfection underlying its establish-
ment, while at the same time carving out space for continued monastic
involvement in the Chinese silk trade.

The most prominent example of this dynamic is provided by the
eminent vinaya master Daoxuan, who wrote several detailed commen-
taries on monastic precepts in which he expounded his views on the
impropriety of silk.°? Daoxuan’s main concern was with the monastic
uniform, and the specific materials that monks should or should not
be permitted to wear. Several issues came to the fore in Daoxuan’s dis-
courses about silk robes: the basic fact that sericulture involved killing
living beings; the ascetic impulse toward renouncing sensual desires and
social entanglements; and widespread Chinese associations between
silk and material luxury. Based on the Indian vinaya precept discussed
above, together with more properly moral admonitions from influen-
tial Mahayana sitras, he classified the possession of such robes as an
offense requiring expiation and forfeiture. Daoxuan’s most oft-cited
arguments along these lines appear in his Notes on [Monastic| Practice
Based on the Four Part Vinaya, Abridged and Supplemented (Sifenlii shanfan

62 Daoxuan’s disapproval of silk cassocks is expressed throughout his vinaya writings, in-
cluding his two main discourses on the monastic uniform: the “Two Categories of Cassocks”
(“Eryi zongbie” = #ifllfjll) chapter of his Notes on [Monastic| Practice (Xingshi chao =Hi&)p, T
no. 1804, 40:104c-17¢), and his Monastic Clothing Regulations (Shimen zhangfu yi B[R
%, T no. 1894), composed some thirty years later, in 657. On the former source, see Kawano
Satoshi Jf' {57 et al., “So-i shiryo kenkya: Shibunritsu gyojisho ni-i sobetsu-hen hombun(sho)
narabi ni yakkai’ fﬁj’“gﬁﬂlﬁﬁéﬁ, PUST E S BT AN, A Y (D)7 NS E R, Bukkyo bunka
#4759 [ 18 (1987), pp- 85-114, and 19 (1988), pp. 74-86; and Koichi Shinohara, “The Kasaya
Robe of the Past Buddha Kasyapa in the Miraculous Instruction Given to the Vinaya Master
Daoxuan (596-667),” Chung-Hwa Buddhist Journal 13.2 (2000), pp. 314-21. The Monastic
Clothing Regulations includes detailed discussion of silk; see Suwa, Chiagoku chisei Bukkyashi,
pp- 112-18, 129-82. The tenor of these writings is accordant with that of Daoxuan’s Xingshi
chao silk precept, presently under consideration, although the Monastic Clothing Regulations
justifies its position more on Mahayana scriptural grounds than on the basis of vinaya stipu-
lations. Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkydoshi, pp. 103-12, also includes a useful examination of
Daoxuan’s Xingshi chao silk precept, to which the present discussion is indebted.
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buque xingshi chao 57 HPIZH|M 7 H1%)), compiled between 626 and
630, which was one of the most influential vinaya primers in medieval
China.®® Among the text’s enumerations of the Indian vinaya prohibi-
tions regarding monastic properties, Daoxuan gave his authoritative
pronouncement on the precept against silk:

Begging for silkworm silk to make kdsaya, precept eleven. %@Fﬁﬁ}
(R~

The Sarvastivada [ Vinaya] Commentary gives four reasons [for this
precept]: one, to prevent slander [of monks]; two, to increase faith
and reverence in them; three, to allow them to practice the path
in peace' and four, to prevent harming living beings 64 Q%E’L'f—é’kz

WIS, © R AR, S SRR TR

In the Four Part [Vmaya], because bhiksus went to a sericultur-
ist and begged for finished and unfinished silk to make bedding,
then stood by and watched while the cocoons burst and [silkworms]
cried out, they were rebuked and this precept was established.
Whether made from pure [silk] or mixed with wool, karpasa, hemp,
or other kinds of thread to complete it, [the material should be]
cut up finely with an axe, mixed with mud, and smeared on the
walls and floor [as plaster|. 977 PNE=% ) =&EF, 24 555 EL"?}?&F},
(L, (T, A . 25, 3 S0, ¥ e
iffl’ﬁ:;;fy:ﬁ, FT R AP, FL g

[Accordlng to] the Sarvastivada [Vinaya] Commentary, silk is
termed kauseya. [It is produced] as with the sericulture method in
the land of Qin (China).%® If one begs for cocoons, silk, or thread
that is woven into cloth to make clothing, it is [a fault requiring]
forfeiture. (“Bedding” [elsewhere in this Commentary] refers to the
three [monastic] garments. Bedding is a general term for these
three garments; they are similar to coverlets that are laid on the
ground, so they are called the same thing.) Two kinds of clothing

63 For more on this text and the sizeable commentarial tradition that it spawned, see Fuji-
yoshi Masumi 5 2147, Dosen den no kenkyi 3 ]E"W)’}Pl‘ﬂu Kyoto: Ky6to Daigaku gakujutsu
shuppankai, 2002), pp. 112—16, and Sato Tatsugen (%= %% 3., Chigoku Bukkyo ni okeru kairitsu
no kenkya [ FHIBITHF H DY (Tokyo: Moku_]lsha, 1986), pp. 2goff.

64 Sapoduo pini piposha, T no. 1440, 23:533A.

65 In this extract, parentheses indicate Daoxuan’s comments, and square brackets, as with
the other translation extracts in this paper, are the author’s insertions. As seen here, the text
includes material written from a Chinese perspective, so is not all translated from Indic sourc-
es. It was probably composed early-5th c. See Funayama T6ru, “Masquerading as Translation:
Examples of Chinese Lectures by Indian Scholar-Monks in the Six Dynasties Period,” AM 3d
ser. 19.1-2 (2006), pp. 44—45. Kauseya is defined as “originating from cocoon” in a Sanskrit
dictionary of the 4th c. Bc; see Marta Zuchowska, “From China to Palmyra: The Value of
Silk,” Swaitowit 11.52/A (2013), p. 143.

53



STUART H. YOUNG

are made in the kingdom [of Kausambi]. For the first, they split the
filaments and spread them out in layers, like how felt is made.®®
For the second they make the silk into thread and weave it into
clothing. Both are used to make clothing that can be received and
worn [in accordance with proper decorum] because they are ob-
tained as alms; making them [oneself] is a fault requiring forfeiture
and atonement.” i l: [F 720 l'ﬁ%ﬁ“‘ﬁ . 1/[[*’\%%%@# A )
e, A ’?‘ﬂ”?ﬁ{; Fifh= 4, fL A (A= AR e
ARl I/ﬁl, ?Js“ifvlmbﬁ:) 9 [qulf‘;:%- rh*‘J~ - PEE HJES’- Z/L (el = ﬂf
(-1, 5 &2 o i (B T l‘ﬁ’?ﬂﬁ[ﬁ
The Well-perceived |Vinaya Commentary] says that mixing with
just a single fiber [of silk] is still a violation. Kauseya means silk
filament.5® What first comes out of the silkworm’s mouth is called
hu.ﬁg Elﬂ . /'JZ_;&# jlz{[ycj [ﬁ?’j ,imxfllr‘fﬁ ﬁ-:]:l-qulbbu
The Mahdsamghika Vinaya says, whether fasteners,”® warp or
woof are laced [with silk], all constitute a fault requiring forfeiture

and atonement; receiving it is a transgression.”! l’ﬁﬁ? g e ke
FHLH, - S I,

[According to] the Angulimala Sitra, if silk or leather goods
should come indirectly, one who has forsaken killing, receives
alms, and upholds the precepts should not accept them. This is the
bhiksu Dharma. To accept these shows lack of compassion, even
if one is not breaking the precepts. “F#ilaE: ﬁﬁfﬁwﬁ, s

:g:fﬁgﬁfy k’ D Jg JLE=s 3'{% 5/}5? S -T\zljg,fy

[According to] the Nirvana Sitra, leather shoes and kauseya
clothing should not be possessed. This is the true Buddhist teach-
ing. Nowadays there is a dhyana (meditation) group that wears

66 Perhaps this explains why cocoons were boiled to bursting in the vinaya precept accounts

(see n. 46) — with the split filaments being matted as described here. Or, perhaps more likely,
this could imply the use of wild, discarded cocoons, which would have been broken already.

67 Sapoduo pini piposha, T no. 1440, 23:533A—B.

68 Shanjian li piposha, T no. 1462, 24:776¢.

69 Cf. Dajue’s % (fl. 712) Sifen li chaopi 153 dﬁ‘—‘lrﬁ‘ X no. 786, 42:8488: B[ IFIHE
2 R A8 2 RS BT P < PR N o e
*[ FU-IT 5 A E\l},—' i TR What first comes out of the silkworm’s mouth is called Au. Ten Au is
one si; ten si is one hao; ten hao is called [i; ten li is fen; ten fen is cun; ten cun is chi; ten chi
is zhang; ten zhang is yin; forty chiis pi; fifty chiis duan.

70 “Fasteners” translates Daoxuan’s nz'udie 4%, which Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkyoshi,
pp- 105-6, takes to be an error for niudie i ¥% in the Mahasamghika Vinaya. Niu is the string
or ribbon used to secure the outer robe, wh11e die would be the small square patches sewn
onto each of the four corners of the outer robe to fortify its seams. See Kawano, “S6-i shiryo
kenkyu,” Bukkyo bunka 18 (1987), p. 88; and Kieschnick, “Symbolism of the Monk’s Robe,”
pp- 20-21. Cf. Qu Dacheng sl ™%, trans., Sifen jichen Daoxuan lishi shuchao yizhu 1155 7%
+ iﬁfﬁ[’f’%‘ fjZ 50 (Taipei: Fotuo jiaoyu jijinhui, 2013), p. 190.

71 Mohe senggi li, T no. 1425, 22:308A—B.

54



BUDDHIST IDENTITY AND SILK CULTURES

mugwort cloth; how could this not accord with the teachingp72
AR L .k, A0, WAL, BT i, AL 4
RS, £, 4

The Five Part | Vinaya] says that after receiving silk as alms from
a silkworm household, a monk should not enter [the household]
himself.73 Zi17i > ?E%lﬁ%“f}, ‘y""L'F@f‘g, THENT.

From this comparison of [vinayas from] the various [Indian]
schools, we see the strict intention of this regulation. Even [using
silk from] wild silkworms is a violation; how much more so that
from silk households? Even mixing with a Au [of silk] is a viola-
tion; how much more so making [clothing from] pure [silk]? Many
people beg for [silk] to make the three garments. It is fitting that
these be cut up and discarded; it is not proper to keep and wear
them. Wearing [silk] is a crime, as the vinayas clearly indicate,
just like all the vinayas say it is a Violation to visit a butcher or
dairy to beg for flesh, blood, or milk. ”‘E%% ﬁ'tﬁ& [ﬁﬁ‘ﬁkﬂjﬁlgl
B ?y&]’” (B TR IH e e %EJ Z L[S IP”EI"T

Ep FroFi. s e 'F , UIEEEIE], T ERE AT
*é;ﬂ"%; e

Thus [according to] the Sarvastivada [Vinaya] Commentary it is
a non-violation to make silk oneself with cocoons begged from
households without silkworms.”* [If they are begged] in order to
sell, and they have insects in them, it is duskr¢a (a minor transgres-
sion requiring confession). Begging for quilted clothing of finished
silk is a non-violation. If insect-damaged [cocoons| are used to
make the bedding, it is a non-violation.”” Making inappropriate
amounts of clothing or bedding is duskrta.”® ﬁ’s" %ﬁﬁ: REN A
Fi It*Tf At SRR K, L= AR A L R

gret yw (e ekl A JE\'ri‘ ?,ﬁé

72 Reference to Nanyue Huisi’s ff#%tRl (515-577) disciples; see Qu, Sifen jieben, p.
191n720.

73 Wufen li, T no. 1421, 22:34C-35A.

74 Ie., a place that collected used and discarded cocoons from the forest, rather than one
that cultivated silkworms and/or killed them; see Qu, Sifen jicben, p. 192n723. However, it is
unclear why Daoxuan and/or the Sarvastivida Vinaya Commentary would here permit monks
to make silk personally. Even if only discarded cocoons were used, this does not resolve the
contradiction with the prohibition elsewhere in the Commentary and in the Sarvastivada Vinaya
against monks making bedding themselves — seemingly regardless of the material employed.

75 Ie., silk made from cocoons that the silkworm moths had already broken open and va-

76 Sapoduo pini piposha, T no. 1440, 23:5334—B.
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In the [Four Part] Vinaya, whether making [silk bedding] oneself
or instructing another to make it, if completed it is a fault requir-
ing forfeiture; if not completed it is duskréa. Having all [kinds of
silk bedding] made by another is duskrta. It is a non-violation if
[a monk] receives already complete [bedding], cuts it up with an
axe, mixes it with mud, and smears it on the floor. EH[[I: [1{EF
(5 8, SN T, R P, < R O, IS, 7
A 77

The first point to note here is that Daoxuan gives this precept his
own, new title — “begging for silkworm silk to make kasaya” — which
indicates from the start his liberal interpretation of the vinaya sources
at his disposal. All the translated versions of this precept refer to the
offending silk goods as either fuju 5= or woju Fi*=', both of which mean
textile materials that were spread out on the ground as matting or bed-
ding.”® Only the Mahasamghika Vinaya also uses the term zhanyi ¥+
(felt clothing), after its enumeration of monastic robes that should not
be made with silk. But, curiously, Daoxuan fails to note this strict and
clear ban on silk cassocks. Instead, he cites the Sarvastivada Vinaya Com-
mentary as evidence that woju means kdsaya, even though this text never
actually equates the two. Suwa Gijun ﬁ%@?ﬁﬁ argues that Daoxuan was
especially concerned with cassocks in his commentary because of the
growing trend during his time of eminent monks receiving symbols of
imperial favor in the form of silken robes, which Daoxuan thought were
ill-suited to the sangha’s proper public image.” For like-minded vinaya
masters in the following generations, this problem would become all
the more acute, as imperially gifted silk robes became increasingly cov-
eted commodities. For example, some forty-five years after Daoxuan’s
death, his subcommentator Dajue % (fl. 71 2) felt strongly compelled
to explain in detail why Daoxuan was right about this precept govern-
ing kdsaya in particular:

[Daoxuan’s] Commentary says “general term ‘bedding’ (woju),” etc.

On this precept the masters are divided. [Dao|xuan says it means

kasaya. [Fa]li says it is difficult to discern. The Four Part [Vinaya]

uses the term woju and [the vinayas] of other sects have fuju or bei
¥ (quilt).®° [Ding]bin says that in the Vinayapitaka it is woru [iME

77 Sifenlii shanfan buque xingshi chao, T no. 1804, 40:68c—69A.

78 Hirakawa, Nihyaku-gojukkai 2, pp. 226-g1 and Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkydshi, pp.
107-12 provide characteristically thorough accounts of this terminological discrepancy.

79 Suwa, Chigoku chiisei Bukkydshi, pp. 127-28.

80 See Fali’s % {if (569-635) Sifenli shu 453 H:#%, X no. 731, 41:626¢; completed in 626.
See Ono Gemmyo ‘| 53 I}, ed., Bussho kaisetsu daijiten fé'J?} gl A GEI (Tokyo: Daito shup-
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(mat to lie on). There are two kinds; one is woven and the other
is pressed. The woven is for wool carpets. Pressing is the way
of making wool cushions. When [the texts] speak of begging for
kauseya, this means fuju woven with silk. For some, kauseya means
that silk is used to stitch the pouching and the inner layer is wool
and cotton. This is taken to be fuju; originally it is woju, not the
three garments. ' =7, “HUTRNS S8 I EEHT, 220 AL B,
Y > 7 “ﬁ'vﬁaﬁ;.%@ P LS BEERC, PR b
T, R T RLRINESY L EE DR - kLAY, i‘FIIt. AlRLE g
V;‘%I FE e SRR i ?'Q’Vﬁ,’ﬂl , o BB S gl&ﬁ tH'TBT B
R [, [ O U S A RS, RS A

Now there is dispute over what the Threefold Canon says, and
it is difficult to determine. Concerning fuju, in the next precept
concerning black wool the vinaya texts explain how to make car-
peting and say that making wool bedding is a non-violation. The
texts are contradictory, but if we try to reconcile them by follow-
ing Nanshan [Daoxuan] and taking them to mean kasaya, this also
contradicts the texts. For example, precept [fourteen discussed]
below, about [replacing] woju in fewer than six years, says it is
not a crime to discard and replace [woju] in less than six years
[with sangha approval].®2 How could the three garments be thus
discarded and replaced? According to the “full moon garments”
precept, it is a crime not to surrender [any such replacements].53
Therefore, we know that this [woju] precept is not referring to the
three garments. f‘\lﬁ:ﬁ%ﬁ? Wﬁ@(é TR, Y EE S, Y 75?
[ (fiE T, @ AR, ¥ R F/’ ], R, R
R R wfprv RITERTH, 179 i w#p T
(e e, e, M e, S

Back and forth in a rut it goes,* which is why [Fa]li judged
it difficult to discern. To clarify, Nanshan [Daoxuan] said that it

pansha, 1933-1936) 4, p. 229a—C.

81 See Dingbin’s % (fl. 733) Sifenliishu shizong yiji [*155 FH A Efi S ;Lfc' (Xno. 733, 42:1474),
which uses the term woru [iF¥% (mattress). I follow the Zokuzokyd editors in reading ru % for
chou = (counter or tally), which appears here in the extant recension of Dajue’s text. Cf.
Dingbin’s Sifen bigiu jieben shu 15317 5% (T no. 1807, 40:4794), where zhanru B
(felt carpet) is used.

82 Sifen li, T no. 1428, 22:6168.

83 Xingshi chao, T no. 1804, 40:678; modern Chinese trans. Qu, Sifen jieben, pp. 168-70.
This precept states that donated cassock cloth kept beyond a moon past robe-making season
must be confessed and surrendered

84 The expression jintui weigu £324E % is drawn, appropriately, from the poem “Mulberry
Sapling” (“Sangrou” =¢) in the Book of Songs (Shijing F5). See James Legge, The Chinese
Classics (London: Henry Frowde, 1871) 4.2, p. 524.
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means kdsaya and that earlier people confused it such that it re-
mains misunderstood until now. The Eastern lands originally had
no idea of the three garments, so to translate it they took the mea-
surements [indicated in the Sarvdstivada Vinaya Commentary?]®® to
be the same as the three-to-five cubit carpets (woru FINF%) of this
land, and given that the Four Part and Five Part vinayas both trans-
late it as woju, later scholars were led to call it woru. But now if
we seek the true meaning of it, it is defmltely kasaya. 2ZAE L, ¥
’ﬁﬁ*{ﬁ AR R Mr,hiéﬁ%k,f KV, =54 IE,JE

EPAE, N A AT, (EVRHEI R, = RO s
73 [fIBPRIRSL 0 'a?"ﬁ' t’bﬁ}\%«*. SIE, Rl 8o

Here Dajue shows concern for delineating the purview of this pre-
cept. He highlights the contradictions among its different versions, and
the varying opinions of his co-commentators Fali {f (569-635) and
Dingbin t# (fl. 733), before finally agreeing with Daoxuan that the
precept governs kasaya. What stakes might monks like Dajue have had
in insisting on such a contention? Already from the Northern Qi 1%
(550-577) period and increasingly during the Sui [# (58 1-618), promi-
nent monks serving as retainers to imperial courts were gifted fine silk
robes to mark their official standing. This may have been the impetus
behind Daoxuan’s arguments — often against his Indian sources — that
Buddhist monks should not wear silk. But it was roughly two decades
after Daoxuan’s death, and two decades before Dajue’s subcommentary,
that empress Wu Zetian i} (r. 6go—705) inaugurated the practice
of gifting silk-embroidered cassocks of imperial purple to select Bud-
dhist clerics. Later Tang emperors established an official system for be-
queathing these purple kdsaya, which by virtue of their regal color and
fine silk fabric were imbued with “a lengthy tradition of formal, official
recognition of imperial favor.”®” With the Chinese monastic uniform
thus becoming ever more symbolic of lavish patronage and state sanc-
tion (control?), rather than austere renunciation of secular status and
sensual attachment, one may see why Dajue, even more than Daoxuan
and Fali before him, would have endeavored to define this precept as
governing cassocks in particular.®®

85 Sapoduo pini piposha, T no. 1440, 23:539B.

86 Sifen lii chaopi P55 H &)1 X no. 736, 42:8634. This text is dated to 712; see Ono, Bussho
kaisetsu daijiten 4, pp. 224D—25A.

87 Kieschnick, Impact of Buddhism, p. 102.

88 See especially Huang, Songdai Fojiao, pp. 443-510, on the practice of rulers granting
purple garments to Buddhist and Daoist masters, including but not exclusively kasaya, from

Wu Zetian’s time through the Song. Cf. Torimoto Yukiyo [{'*| 4 5 [, “Nanzan Dosen no
kasha kan ni tsuite” |/ EFOHEEIDOWT, Tendai gakuho *’f}iﬁ% 25 (1983), p. 187,
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But this is not the only way that Daoxuan and his subcommen-
tators tried to reconcile ambiguities in their Indian source texts with
their own interests in defining monastic identity in China. At the same
time that they strained to interpret the Indian vinaya precept as ban-
ning silk kasaya, they also purposively read into it a central concern
with the ethical problem of killing. As discussed above, the different
vinaya versions of this precept emphasized social perception more than
moral compunction. They illustrated vividly how silkworms were killed
in the sericulture process but then banned silk bedding only because
lay followers disparaged monks for it. And in some respects this pre-
cept had little to do with killing at all, especially in those versions that
focused on the problem of monks wasting time making cloth. But Chi-
nese Buddhist exegetes appear more interested than their Indian sources
in augmenting the ethical dimension of this precept. Fali concluded
his commentary by claiming that monks should forgo silk possessions
so as to prevent sentient beings from being harmed.®® Dajue similarly
explained how this precept was instituted because monks should not
injure living things.® And Daoxuan also emphasized that silk cassocks
were improper for Buddhist monks because they were products of kill-
ing so demonstrated lack of compassion. However, Daoxuan made his
case not only on the basis of this vinaya precept, but also on moral
admonitions drawn from Indian Buddhist sttra literature. Daoxuan’s
vinaya commentaries are often distinguished by such a move — though
later subcommentators would sometimes follow suit — interspersing ex-
cerpts from Mahayana scriptures and “Hinayana” vinaya regulations,
together with his own moralizing voice, to advance notions of monas-
tic identity as encompassing both traditional behavioral precepts and
Mahayana moral principles. In this case, in order to explain why silk
robes were ethically wrong, Daoxuan adduced the Angulimala Sitra and
Nirvana Sitra, both well known (among other things) for advocating
vegetarianism as an expression of ultimate compassion.®! According
to the former scripture:

Manjusri said to the Buddha, “World Honored One, are not conch
shells, wax, honey, leather, and silk the flesh of one’s own kin,
[so should not be consumed]?” 1”7*E[FJ*]JE"I§'J%, “TH aF, SR AL
AL, R R

who cites Yuanzhao’s 7 [fi (1048-1116) critique of monks with purple robes who “flaunt out-
ward adornments 75 It £ffi.”

89 Sifenlii shu, X no. 731, 41:626¢C.
90 Sifen li chaopi, X no. 736, 42:862¢.
91 See, e.g., John Kieschnick, “Buddhist Vegetarianism in China,” in Roel Sterckx, ed.,
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The Buddha told Magjusri, “Do not say this. The Tathagata is
forever detached from all things worldly. The Tathagata does not
eat. It is not possible that he should employ such worldly things.
If he does use them, it is only the Dharma of expedient means. If
such things come indirectly, they can be used. They should not
be used at their place of origin. But if they come indirectly, from

a hand removed from killing, they can be used.” /47, ¥ ¥F[{|7l, «*
(ERLa. Jrfmiss M. et A jllf: ??Fﬁ“ ff”% SERLEL T
FITH, AL R, ¥ Pl ) P AR P 7 [

s B P ?ﬁ'iﬁ.”

Manjusri said to the Buddha, “Now, this city has a cobbler
who makes shoes from leather. If a person buys these to donate
as alms, have they come indirectly and should the Buddha accept
them? Furthermore, World Honored One, if a cow dies of natu-
ral causes and the owner of the cow has it skinned by a candala
(butcher) and gives the skin to the cobbler to make leather shoes,
and these are then given as alms to one who upholds the precepts,
are these considered to have come indirectly and thus permitted
for use?” d’ﬂ;ﬂr%ﬂflfﬂél “E IS UE - ALETR (R R E) N IS, L
B, BT T i E #, s raﬁm Eﬁfw,ﬁﬁ R
(B s Hig s )“& ~ PR 7?'?157\?”

The Buddha told Mafjusri, “If the cow has died of natural
causes and the owner of the cow takes its skin to use for leather
shoes and gives these as alms to one who upholds the precepts,
should he accept them or not? If he does not accept them, it is
the bhiksu Dharma. If he does accept them, it is not compassion-
ate but does not break the precepts.” fé'fd’{ﬂ;ﬂfﬂ] “jérl Fr=f, 4
SRR SR ¢ BT 8T OH, S
A, IR0

Here the satra states that using silk and other animal products is not
of the same order as eating meat, which should be shunned because
animal flesh is ultimately no different than that of one’s own kin. Nev-
ertheless, Daoxuan interpreted this passage as likening silk to leather,
which, though not technically against the vinaya, should not be ac-
cepted by those with truly compassionate hearts.”® Similarly, in quot-

Of Tripod and Palate: Food, Politics, and Religion in Traditional China (New York: Palgrave
MacMillan, 2005), pp. 186-212.
92 Yangjuemoluo jing F¥ul 5
93 Dongbin makes the same point; see Sifenlishu shizong yiji, X no. 733, 42:1474 (discussed
in Ono, Bussho kaisetsu daijiten 4, pp. 229c-304a). As noted above, n. 8, Indian monastic codes
typically allowed leather for monastic attire, footwear in particular, but here and elsewhere

T no. 120, 2:540C—41A.

5
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ing the Nirvana Sitra as forsaking silk garments, Daoxuan adopted its
moral reasoning behind banning meat, even though the sttra itself di-
rectly stipulates that silk is permissible.”* And elsewhere in his Notes
on [Monastic] Practice, Daoxuan adduced a passage from Maudgalyayana’s
Five Hundred Questions on Light and Heavy Matters in the Vinaya, which
asks, “Can raw silk be used in the three garments? Answer: any silk

795 However,

garments that properly conceal the body can be worn.
while this passage permitted silk that was not see-through, Daoxuan
read it to mean that silk is too revealing for monastic use: “raw silk is
not allowed because [garments| in accordance with the Dharma must
1296

properly conceal the body. Daoxuan thus went to some lengths to
make his sources say that silk cassocks are against the Dharma, de-
spite the fact that all of these sources are ambivalent on the matter,
if not outright contradictory. He claimed that his analysis shows “the
strict intention of this regulation”: “the vinayas clearly indicate” that
“wearing [silk] is a crime” — “just like all the vinayas say it is a viola-
tion to visit a butcher or dairy to beg for flesh, blood, or milk.” But
none of his sources is anywhere near this straightforward, and neither
is his arrangement of excerpts from them. Daoxuan did quote several
vinaya translations that directly evidence his assertions about silk —
if not necessarily cassocks in particular — but he also purposively se-
lected passages from these same texts that clearly belie this ostensive
concern for killing and compassion and leave large openings for silk
to be used in the sangha.

Daoxuan began his commentary on this precept by citing four rea-
sons for its institution, as stated in the Sarvastivada Vinaya Commentary.
The first two reasons — to prevent monks from being slandered and to
increase faith and reverence in them — have only to do with social rela-

Daoxuan argued against both leather and silk on the grounds of these same vinaya sources;
see, e.g., Xingshi chao, T no. 1804, 40:TogB: ¥ W% Sk, SRR, S5, 720, AP, T IREP.
A A 75‘%‘ *JS‘[ ik = TS A 57 B B A A 5 Thin, light, or raw
materials hke twill damas s, fine gauzes, simple gauzes, brocades crépes, or tabbies, are all
against the Dharma. This is why the vinaya prohibits receiving or keeping fine embroidered
garments. In the Mahasamghika Vinaya all raw materials like hair, bark, grass, or leather are
prohibited. See Mohe sengqi lii, T no. 1425, 22:454¢; Kawano, “Sé6-i shiry6 kenkya,” pp. 91,
95-96; and Torimoto, “Nanzan Dosen no kasha kan,” p. 186.

94 Da banniepan jing, T no. §74, 12:386A4; trans. Blum, Nirvana Sutra, p. 112. Here Kasyapa
asks whether monks may possess leather and silk, and the Buddha answers yes. See Kieschnick,
“Buddhist Vegetarianism,” p. 19o0; Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkyoshi, p. 110.

95 Foshuo mulian wen jiclii zhong wubal]mgzﬁong shi PIEL [igifﬂf‘) I piE s, T no.
14834, 24:9788: [l: = FWPILA|E]T? Jr = R TR

96 Xingshi chao, T no. 1804, 40:105B: "f'EIEF: =S FH R ‘JT FEpHE, ] I‘EF%U['IJ’F'Y
I follow Kawano, “So6-i shiryo kenkya,” pp. 96, 105072, in reading Daoxuan’s xian -}l as jian
pL, which appears in the Five Hundred Questions passage.
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tions with lay donors, while killing is last on the cited list of problems
with silk. Further, Daoxuan repeated this commentary’s stipulation that
silk garments “can be received and worn [in accordance with proper
decorum] because they are obtained as alms,” as well as the Five Part
Vinaya’s tacit acceptance of monks “receiving silk as alms from a silk-
worm household,” and he again cited the Sarvastivada Vinaya Commentary
in stipulating that “it is a nonviolation to make silk oneself with co-
coons begged from a household without silkworms (that is, households
that used only cocoons that silkworm moths had vacated).” Although
Daoxuan read this commentary as permitting silk made from wild co-
coons only, inclusion of these references would still seem to muddle
the equation; could monks or lay donors tell the difference between
silk robes made from wild or cultivated silkworms? And if they could,
presumably on the basis of the silk’s fine quality, then wouldn’t the
main problem be monastic indulgence in luxury — as with the empha-
sis in some texts on monks using shiny new silk? In addition, Daoxuan
repeated the striking claim from the Sarvastivada Vinaya Commentary
that it was permissible for monastics to beg and sell silkworm cocoons,
provided that the cocoons had already been vacated by their resident
moths — and if they still contained pupae it was only duskrta. Once
again, Dajue provided a more detailed explanation:
Concerning wild silkworms: it is established that foreign kingdoms
are pure in collecting wild silkworms. None kill living beings; they
wait until the insect has departed before collecting and using [the
cocoons]. To the west of Khotan this practice is widespread. The
Vinayapitaka says that kauseya is a term for wild silkworms. These
insects are not cultivated; they appear naturally in mountains and
marshes. The western kingdoms do not have mulberry trees so
[the silkworms] eat the leaves of sour-fruit trees. Their bodies are
pure white and coarse like thumbs, two or three inches in length.
At the last of the moon they grow old, wrap themselves in leaves
and therein form cocoons that are like big toes, quite hard and
strong. Butchers collect these and extract silk threads from them
to make silk. This silk is very hard; its texture is not fine or soft.
If the insects are not collected, after one month moths will emerge
from the cocoons and spread their wings like large open hands.
They have bright and beautiful colored patterns like red brocades.
Every evening at dusk the males and females meet together, re-
turn to eating tree leaves, and once again produce their eggs. The
general term for this insect is kauseya. F5FFH, T gﬂ“ﬂ[ Bl G EVER

2 TR, B AL, UIVE T R SR AT

62



BUDDHIST IDENTITY AND SILK CULTURES

o AUTERD £ TR, (12 N, TR, SR TS
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In the western kingdoms noble persons of high lineage regard
this butcher occupation as most polluted. The Buddha prohibited
monks and nuns from visiting such establishments on their beg-
ging rounds.... [PIBRE, L S 0 R R "Z;ﬁfﬁu,
[G5U R 2

Concerning duskrta for selling [cocoons| that have insects in
them, this is established as a light [offense] because they are being
sold. If used to make clothing oneself it is prayascittika (offense re-
quiring expiation). When they are said to have insects, this means
that even if following regulation by begging at households that do
not cultivate silkworms, if the cocoons appear to have silkworms
inside them, a bhiksu is guilty of duskrta. 'L% r‘ﬁ‘E T H, J'}H
B, PRI RN, R ERE, e, T A '}‘F:’

Y, s U sy 07
o TR

According to Dajue, people west of China did not cultivate silk-
worms, but instead made their silk from the discarded cocoons of wild
silkworms — called kauseya in the vinayas — and so did not kill living
beings in the process. But there were “butchers” who harvested the
wild cocoons when the insects were still inside them and thus made
silk of notably poor quality — which would seem to belie the equation
implied by Daoxuan between silkworm killing and luxury silk. Also,
like Daoxuan before him, Dajue read this precept as allowing monks
to beg for cocoons from sericulture households under two conditions:
1. that these households were not “butchers,” they did not cultivate
silkworms or use wild cocoons with insects still inside them; and 2. that
the monks begged for cocoons to sell, not to make their own silk robes
(following the Sarvastivadin emphasis on monks wasting time weav-
ing). If the second condition was not met, according to Dajue, then the
monks had to surrender their ill-gotten goods; Daoxuan interpreted
the Sarvastivada Vinaya Commentary as stipulating a non-violation on
this count. But should monks go begging for cocoons to sell and then
find that the cocoons still had insects, according to all accounts, the
monks could go right on selling those ill-fated silkworms to the steamy
slaughter — just so long as the monks confessed it later. Another vinaya

97 Sifen li chaopi, X no. 736, 42:8638.
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commentary preserved at Dunhuang concurred on this seemingly un-
seemly stipulation:

[Begging for cocoons] to sell, which have insects in them: if the
cocoons have living insects in them, selling them is duskrta. It is
not a crime to sell cocoons that have no insects in them. FLE 7|
U, PR e 2 L, B, PR R VR, TR
The image fostered here of monastic cocoon markets — with
monks selling begged cocoons and apologizing occasionally for silk-
worms killed in the process — stands in marked contrast to the stipu-
lations advanced by Daoxuan and his ilk that silk robes should be
banned from the sangha because they demonstrate lack of compassion
for sentient beings. If silk was potentially so immoral, so soteriologi-
cally defeating, then why would these commentators allow monks to
trade in silkworm cocoons, receive silk as alms directly from sericul-
ture households, and make their own silk from begged cocoons? Even
if this was supposedly limited to wild, discarded cocoons, why permit
such practices at all if they could so easily lead to involvement with
sericulture of the killing kind? And if, according to Daoxuan, et alia,
this vinaya precept only governed cassocks specifically, then monks
would seemingly be permitted to use all other kinds of silk cloth and
yarn — for bedding, matting, carpeting, netting, banners, manuscripts,
and so on — regardless of whether they involved silkworm killing or
not. The upshot of all this would appear to be that, for medieval Chi-
nese exegetes as much as for the Indian vinaya sources upon which
they commented, the problem with silk was not really silkworm kill-
ing per se, but rather the fact that it potentially confounded the public
image that monks sought to cultivate as compassionate advocates of
abstention from killing. This primary concern with social distinction
was also likely the impetus behind Daoxuan’s concerted focus on the
kasaya in particular. The robes were the most prominent markers of
monastic identity in the eyes of Chinese lay communities, and thus the
most visible symbols through which monks could shape their public
image.”® Therefore, it made sense for Daoxuan and his subcommenta-
tors to ban silk robes on the grounds of Mahayana ethics, even if they
otherwise exhibited little concern with silkworm killing. In their refusal
to wear the type of silk clothes worn by all higher classes in Chinese

98 Liichao di san juan showjue Hi}57= %5 =1, T no. 2796, 85:7238; Huang Yongwu ¥
i, ed., Dunhuang baozang ¥’ %7k (Taipei: Xinwenfeng chuban gongsi, 1981-1986) 25,
p- 190.

99 This point is also emphasized in Huang, Songdai Fojiao, p. 44%; and Kieschnick, “Sym-
bolism of the Monk’s Robe” and Impact of Buddhism, pp. 86-93.
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society, monks would be proven the most compassionate of all — and
thus most worthy of patronage and prestige — even while they were
fully and freely immersed in the ubiquitous silk cultures of medieval

China.

THE MORALITY OF SILK AND
THE LAY-MONASTIC DISTINCTION

There is one last, and key, piece to the puzzle of why Daoxuan and
his co-commentators would have agitated against silk robes for Bud-
dhist monks living in the land of silk. This piece further supplements
the picture of Mahayana compassion functioning as a rhetorical de-
vice used to define the boundaries between monastic and lay Buddhist
identities. As Suwa pointed out some time ago, the call to abstain from
silk clothing appears to have begun not within the ranks of the monas-
tic establishment, but rather with the lay Buddhist elite.’®® The prime
example is the famous poet and statesman Shen Yue 1% (441-513),
who in his “Treatise on Ultimate Compassion” (“Jiujing cibei lun” %
?¢%%Fﬁﬁ) argued forcefully for the rejection of silk garments at a time
when Chinese Buddhists, both monastic and lay, frequently wore silk.
Shen based these arguments in part on the Nirvana Sitra, as Daoxuan
would a century later, which as previously noted was one important
Indian scripture that highlighted the silkworm life cycle as metaphor
for self-wrought suffering. However, while this satra upheld silkworms
as exemplars of sentient suffering, it did not extend to them the same
promise of universal compassion that it otherwise granted food animals.
But in applying this satra’s logic of Mahayana ethics to silkworm moths
as well, Daoxuan followed the example of Shen Yue, who similarly as-
serted that “the principle of doing away with silk fabrics is unmistakably
inferred (from the siitra) %”;R?’f;[/?&, 17" #1%.” Shen continued:

The reason why raw silk garments and dressed silk robes have

never been suspected of being unsuitable is doubtless because peo-

ple’s thinking has been exhausted by the profundity of the words
of the text and their minds confused by its vast meaning. Those
who understand its prescriptions and have deep faith in them will,
it is hoped, gain insight into this truth. Once they have awakened
to the truth, the delusion of their behavior can be overcome and
reversed. Then, if they have put an end to the karmic condition-
ing of silk-wearing and meat-eating and strengthened the karmic
conditioning of vegetarianism and the wearing of linen, all those

100 Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkydshi, pp. 95-108, 117, 125.
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living creatures may perhaps escape alive. [ F@ﬁ‘ﬁ% "?T s =
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Here Shen argued that his contemporaries misunderstood the Bud-
dha’s profound meaning in the Nirvana Sitra, which was surely that
all living beings must be spared the slaughter commited by human
industry. Shen was apparently not the only lay Buddhist who felt this
way, since Daoxuan’s Continued Traditions of Eminent Monks (Xu gaoseng
zhuan n%ff! [fi&) and Baochang’s #f} (464-514+) Traditions of Bhiksunis
(Bigiuni zhuan F=5 7'd i) both include several examples of lay devotees
from around Shen’s time who refused to wear silk.!°? Given that these
biographical collections were edited and compiled by elite monks, they
should be understood as monastic prescriptions for the laity — much
like the aforementioned Scripture on Lay Precepts and commentaries by
Guanding, Jizang, and Yijing, which all stipulated that lay followers
should abandon silkworm killing. But in the case of Shen Yue we can
perhaps discern a polemical agenda underlying his call for Buddhist
devotees to renounce silk. Here Shen expressly usurped the author-
ity of the sangha in proscribing silk clothing for all truly compassion-
ate Buddhists. His argument implied that the vast majority of monks
at the time were less than morally upstanding — given that they often
saw fit to violate the central tenets of Buddhist ethics, as Shen defined
them — so he claimed the authority to define true Buddhist identity as
having nothing to do with monasticism. Rather, the path of lay devotion,
which Shen himself represented, was potentially the most exalted, the
most worthy of prestige, support, and authority, as long as its adher-
ents cleaved to the loftiest ideals of ultimate compassion that for Shen
ultimately transcended the lay-monastic divide.

If, for Shen Yue, a true Buddhist adept was defined by inner com-
passion for all living beings, regardless of whether he had “left home”
to become a monk, for Daoxuan this kind of ultimate compassion was
reserved for members of the Buddhist monastic institution. While Shen
advocated the shunning of silk robes for everyone in Chinese society,
Daoxuan focused on prohibiting silk in the monastic uniform — that
one textile commodity that served first and foremost to define monastic

101 Guang hongming ji ’?’4 7.[¥ &, T no. 2103, 52:2934; trans. Richard B. Mather, The Poet
Shen Yiieh (441-513): The Reticent Marquis (Princeton: Princeton U.P., 1988), p. 165.

102 For Xu gaoseng zhuan examples, see Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkyoshi, pp. 97, 99-103.
For examples in the Bigiuni zhuan of women refusing to wear silk before becoming nuns,
see Tsai, Lives of the Nuns, pp. 62, 87, 104; and for instances of nuns eschewing silk, pp. 27,
35, 36, 43
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identity. This argument of Daoxuan’s perhaps mirrors his interpretation
of the Nirvana Sutra, according to which the Buddha only permitted
silk as a kind of expedient device for weak beings of lesser capacity,
who would be discouraged from following the path if all of life’s nice-
ties were summarily stripped from them.!®® For Daoxuan the use of
silk reflected a gradation of moral capacity, with beginning practitio-
ners wearing silk because it was not officially proscribed and advanced
adepts shunning silk because it was ultimately morally wrong. And
given that he sought to ban silk kdsaya in particular, it would seem that
he understood monastics as representing this advanced class, above
and against lay Buddhists. Monks should refrain from wearing silk, in
Daoxuan’s estimation, because they were the cream of the religious
crop, ideally the most exalted group in Chinese society, which would
be best demonstrated by the kinds of fabrics that they refused to wear
on their bodies.

CONCLUSION

Given that Chinese Buddhists advocated abstention from meat and
silk, both on the grounds of universal compassion for sentient beings,
why did they ultimately adopt a vegetarian diet but not a silk-free ward-
robe? Why have Buddhist monks in China always been adorned with
silk, from their earliest textual images to present-day practice commu-
nities, while calls to ban meat were heeded early on and vegetarianism
soon became the Chinese Buddhist norm?'°* The short answer is that
Chinese Buddhist institutions could not possibly divest themselves of
silk. Silk was a major basis of Chinese monastic economies, both fi-
nancial and karmic, as a most popular and lucrative form of dana (lay
offerings) and merit production. In premodern China silk was money,
status, patronage, and institutional ascendency, all of which for Bud-
dhist adepts potentially meant universal salvation. So, silk was needed
to save the world. But this line of reasoning was problematic because
sericulture was widely known to involve silkworm killing and Buddhists
were not supposed to kill living beings. The best way to show that
monks were indeed against killing was to don (ostentatiously) austere
cassocks, even while currents of silk cloth flowed through monastery
precincts. This does not mean that Daoxuan and his ilk were being
disingenuous in their calls to save the silkworm, or that their austere

103 Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkydshi, p. 115.

104 See, most recently, Eric M. Greene, “A Reassessment of the Early History of Chinese
Buddhist Vegetarianism,” AM gd ser. 29.1 (2016), pp. 1-43.
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outfits were worn in bad faith, but that the more important consider-
ation for them was how cassocks would represent the sangha in Chinese
society. That was where the statement against silkworm killing had to
be made — and through a vinaya precept that likewise emphasized so-
cial concern with monastic silk use. So while Daoxuan is typically un-
derstood as having advanced a very anti-silk agenda in his treatments
of monastic properties, here we can see that he adopted a somewhat
more measured approach. Silk was a product of killing and that had
to be acknowledged, but banning silk outright would be like banning
rice — impossible logistically and ideologically. So in the same writings
where Daoxuan argued against silk robes, he also made allowance for
many other uses of silk in the monastery. In this way monastics could
prosper in Chinese society through active participation in the silk trade
while at the same time donning the mantle of ultimate compassion and
further improving their standing in the eyes of lay patrons. And of
course, being concerned with appearing compassionate and actually
being compassionate are not necessarily incommensurate. One need
not adopt a hermeneutic of suspicion.

While the rhetoric of Mahayana compassion was applied only se-
lectively to monastic uses of silk — particularly in the kdsaya, the sangha’s
most prominent social signifier — this rhetoric also potentially undercut
the monastic distinction, otherwise manifest in cassocks, which vinaya
stipulations functioned to enforce. Lay devotees were apparently the
first on record to call for abstention from silk garments, on the grounds
that real Buddhists compassionately protected all living beings. But if
the key defining characteristic of an ideal Buddhist adept thus became
an inward mental state, regardless of institutional affiliation, then mo-
nastics would lose purchase as bastions of Sékyamuni’s True Dharma
in China. This perspective may therefore seem quite contrary to the
interests of monastic vinaya commentators like Daoxuan. As William
Bodiford put it, “In contrast to the vinaya’s concern with distinguish-
ing members of the order from the laity... Mahayana scriptures present
universal precepts to be observed by all sentient beings, whether they
are male or female, monastics or laypeople.”'®> Nevertheless, it was
precisely within the juridical sphere of vinaya discourse that monastic
authors could emphasize universal compassion without thereby threat-
ening lay-monastic divisions — even while vinaya writings otherwise
typically emphasized outward comportment and social identity rather
than inner morality (to the extent that these were dichotomized). In

105 Bodiford, “Introduction,” p. 5. Funayama, “Acceptance of Buddhist Precepts,” pp. 105,
112, makes the same point.
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arguing that the cassocks could not be made of silk because sericulture
was murderous, and in adducing an Indian vinaya precept in which lay
donors derided silk-mongering monks, Chinese monastic commenta-
tors expressly reappropriated the anti-monastic sentiments of their lay
compatriots,'?® but here in order to strengthen the monastic distinction.
Now it would be monks who demonstrated their ultimate compassion
through their choice in wardrobe, but this wardrobe would be defined
precisely by the Buddha’s own rulebooks and would otherwise com-
prise the full range of symbolic associations accorded the kasaya in
medieval China.

But of course, Daoxuan aimed not just to appropriate local asso-
ciations in his vision of the silk-free kdsaya, but also to alter them in-
delibly. Over the centuries since their arrival to China on the backs of
South and Central Asian monks, the £dsdya had undergone a great deal
of symbolic and material transformation. These changes in the kdsaya
had much to do with local cultural understandings of the significance
of textile fabrics, particularly silk. Throughout premodern China, silk
clothes represented many things to many people, but most typically
they were associated with luxury, wealth, official status, and perhaps
mostimportantly, traditional Chinese heritage. Such associations would
thus imbue the image of the silk-clad Chinese monk. This infusion of
Chinese silk associations within the kdsaya could be both salutary and
deleterious, depending on one’s perspective. In some quarters it in-
cited criticism and attempts at reform, as we have seen in this article.
But overall it explains why agitators against silk culture could never
win the battle: in medieval China, for the most part, silk cloth stood
for all things grand. In their struggle to ban silk robes, then, Chinese
vinaya commentators adopted a back-to-origins approach, marshalling
Indian textual authority to argue that Sakyamuni originally proscribed
silk and so they were reclaiming the true, pure, /ndian meaning of the
kasaya. But in fact, none of their Indian sources actually banned silk.
Indian norms were thus invoked in name only, as an expedient device
employed to best situate the Buddhist sangha in China. And for the
Chinese monastic majority, against whom Daoxuan and his followers
contended, silk cassocks would offer a most propitious symbol of the
fundamental accordance between Indian Buddhist and traditional Chi-
nese values, practices, and material cultures.

106 Suwa, Chigoku chisei Bukkyoshi, p. 125.
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