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Monks on the Move: Buddhism and the Silk Road in China from the Han to Tang Dynasties
Chinese Buddhism was not solely a Chinese ‘invention’. It emerged through amalgamated cultures that were enabled through the Silk Road and successive sea routes. Ironically, despite being operated through one initial source, it is now one of the most prevalent religions in the country. Buddhism proliferated so well, as the idea of ‘enlightenment’, cannot be assigned a specific geographic location. “The transmission of Buddhism to China not only stimulated trade in objects used for Buddhist rituals, it triggered the formation of new/strengthening of commercial networks that linked China to the rest of Asia”. [1]. In this essay I explore the role of the Silk Roads in transmitting Buddhism to China. A ‘flying golden deity’, reportedly appeared to the Han Emperor Ming Ti in a dream. “Accordingly, the emperor dispatched emissaries to India who subsequently returned to China with the Sutra in Forty-two Sections, which was deposited in a temple outside the capital of Lo-yang.” [2]. This is a relatively naïve view in my opinion. I shall now assess the emergence of this religion in further detail.
Buddhism was present during the Han dynasty, but on a modest scale. It gained support through successive dynasties with its height during the Tang Dynasty. At the start, it was associated with magical practices, linking it with Daoism. Scriptures were being translated at this time; although not directly: “The first translations of Buddhist sutras into Chinese--namely those dealing with such topics as breath control and mystical concentration--utilized a Taoist vocabulary to make the Buddhist faith intelligible to the Chinese.” [3]. Buddhism at first took a diluted form perhaps to appease more people initially. Before this, the main school of thought was Legalism which had a strict system of punishment. The emperor Shi Huangdi (221-206 BC), mandated Legalism as the state philosophy. Confucianism also held a tight grip, and many aristocratic families became part of groups known as the Confucian Classics Clan. These groups had incredible influence and monopolized the government’s official position. 
Amid the Eastern Jin period, the influence of Buddhism increased due to extended integration of the Daoist faith. It was relevant to a wider demographic. Polytheistic acceptance is seen in Emperor Xiao Wudi who converted to Buddhism during his reign, achieving great status, welcoming many Buddhist monks into the Royal Palace. “Such was his fame that he may have received envoys from as far away as the Roman Orient” [4]. During the fourth century, the concept of Geyi circulated. This applied Daoist and other philosophical phrases to Buddhist texts in order to interpret Buddhism. This thoroughly helped them understand the Prajna Sutras (and others) which were more accessible to Chinese readers. The literal translation of Geyi is “matching the meanings” [5]. For Buddhists the symbolism of this change is clear: “Buddhists gained a lexicon that made it easier to teach their tradition.” [6]
In the Northern/Southern Dynasties, Wei rulers supported Buddhism fervently. Confucianism waned massively and monks started to propagate Buddhist ideas. Buddhism, as backed by consecutive emperors, soon became a nationwide religion at this point. Simultaneously, Chan Buddhism emerged, a purely Chinese form of Buddhism with an even closer link to Daoism. David Goddard calls it a: "natural evolution of Buddhism under Taoist conditions". [7] Chinese Buddhism was defined as a “syncretic religion”. [8]. I think that this helped the support base massively in China. Both stress the importance of the individual, personal enlightenment, and a move away from the worship of deities. Continuity surely comforted the populace, after the Warring States Period, and the all-powerful state under Qin Shi Huang. I would argue that this is a key factor to Buddhism’s success in China. Additionally, people in the later periods became disillusioned with Confucianism’s affiliation to the gentry, and the attitudes of men in power changed as they saw Confucianism’s loyalty to rulers as irrelevant. The non-existent social prejudge inherent in Buddhism was vital to its survival. 
China became re-unified under the Sui Dynasty in 589 BC. Despite this short dynasty, Chinese Buddhism blossomed, especially through the re-establishing of the Silk Road. Furthermore, Buddhism was openly encouraged in order to unite a greater number of people from different backgrounds. Buddhism had the backing of emperors during this time, which only helped to promote Buddhism’s success. Cultural hegemony through ‘Tianxia’ is recognised, but this dogmatic principle was falling apart. “Apart from these Buddhist maps, China during the Sui and T’ang periods already had many geographical descriptions and maps of both Central Asia and India.” [9]. Personally, the Silk Road signified contact, which develops a country. “Chinese records reveal that during the Han Dynasty….some of the earliest arrivals were not from India, the Buddhist homeland, but from Sogdiana.” [10]. Many Sogdians were accomplished Buddhist scholars. They served as translators of the Sanskrit language for the Chinese. Sogdians clearly developed their linguistic skills before entering China where they practiced/preached Buddhism. Buddhism was enacted as part of a collective effort.
Within the Tang Dynasty, Buddhism was commonplace, however some still rejected the ‘intrusion’ of Buddhism. The emperors in this period were Daoists, claiming to be descended from the ‘father’ of Daoism, Laozi. An anomaly in this period was the Empress Wu Zeitian, the first female ruler, who advocated Buddhism strongly. Buddhism’s mantra of gender equality appealed to Wu Zeitian. She favoured women and Buddhist monks/scholars over soldiers. Consequently, she rapidly increased the number of temples and statues built. Many would later affiliate Wu Zeitian with Chinese Buddhism. Confucianist scholars later denounced her, as Confucianism opposed gender equality. Following her rule, Emperor Wuzong started a persecution (of twenty years) against Buddhism. He saw Buddhism as an ‘alien threat’ and that its ideals were inherently not Chinese. He noted that there was a sharp increase in monks and nuns (as they were tax exempt). Consequently, state revenue plummeted, and so he forbade construction of any new temples or statues, and prohibited officials having contact with monks/nuns. Despite the concerted effort to erode Buddhism, it was too embedded in the lifestyle/culture of China to be replaced. 
Daoism could be viewed as an ‘escapist’ religion, but the prominent element of superstition made it difficult to envisage true attainment. Buddhism however, placed emphasis on occurrences in life, and that actions acted as a determinant. It had a systematic approach, something that was not really seen through Daoism. It lent itself to the lower classes, a more ‘down to earth’ religion, which reflected a vast majority of the population. A key success in my eyes. Sengyou highlights that Buddhism was more comprehensive than other religions which had limited teaching.
An example of divination in the Tang Dynasty came from the monk Xuanzang. In the search for Buddhist scriptures, he travelled around India for 16 years. His notes became a primary source in Chinese literature. From this, and similar works, it: “embedded the idea of international exchange into the Chinese tradition from a very early period.”.[11]. Buddhism goes beyond regional perspectives, so accompanies trade. Many monks were traders also. From this, the transference of goods would surely equate to the arrival and dispersal of new ideas and religious beliefs. Japanese Buddhists also began to move into China, now creating international contracts, whilst conversely building upon China’s global influence. “The emergence of China as a pilgrimage centre for foreign (and especially South Asian) monks marks the transition… from a peripheral outpost to one of the core regions of the Buddhist world.” [12]. China would arguably never be the same again. Holcombe dubs this: “Buddhist Internationalism”. [13]. The idea of trade was conducive to an early Chinese civilisation which emerged through trades like silk and porcelain. 
However, some allude to “Religiously motivated trade” [14]. This is seen in Jianzhen’s trip to Japan. Returning, he brought: “fifty sutra containers inlaid with mother-of-pearl, twenty-four floral rugs, one thousand clerical stoles and one thousand chairs.” [15]. Did desire for profitability exceed the desire for religious implementation? Indeed, the Chinese State restricted trade, so trade between monks would have been classified as private commercial trade. “[The] Tang dynasty regulated trade… and secured borders.” [16]. An edict in 743 ordered the complete termination of trade along the western border despite the acknowledged profitability. Was this too big a threat to ‘Tianxia’? It was threatened by the amalgamous produce that the Silk Road brought. This would explain why certain emperors were hesitant about the idea of a ‘Silk Road’ and opening China up. Holcombe implies trade brought Buddhism. “If Indian Buddhism became the characteristic higher religion of East Asia, international trade was essential to the circulation of both material commodities and ideas, including those of Buddhism.” [17]. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Political exchange followed. 19 Japan emissaries were recorded in the Tang court around the seventh century, and Japan started to base their political structure around the Chinese models. Monks were of interest as they gave information on military matters, geography and customs. This led certain emperors to be more trepidatious with the concerns of monks. The general relationship between monks and emperors was contradictory and confused. This was the same with emperors and merchants, who imposed heavy taxes on trades to dissuade an exchange of goods. “Though largely beneath the notice of the traditional East Asian elite and openly disdained by both Legalist and Confucian value systems, commerce…surprisingly exuberant and vital to imperial prosperity…. underwrote the dynamism of a region.” [18]. Some trips only personally benefitted the emperor. Tang Taizong, in failing health, sent an embassy to India for medicinal drugs in 648. Charles Holcombe states: “Buddhism promoted the notion that all people were alike and all regional differences [were] ultimately irrelevant.” [19]. I think that this statement is true for East Asia. The East Asian Buddhist community was highly international. One endearing example is the Japanese monk Saicho, who went to several Chinese monasteries in the ninth century. Afterwards, they dedicated: “in appearance the Priest Saicho is from a foreign land, his nature truly springs from the same origin. [as the Chinese]” [20]. I think sometimes rulers altered their outlook on the relationship that they bore with other nations. Yet was this only out of necessity with themselves? (Tang Taizong). Some emperors pursued trade as it was advantageous to them, some craved knowledge and a new acceptance of faith. I perceive control of such a vast state and populace heightened their sense of self-importance. 
“Buddhism never replaced the existing Confucian-derived system of statecraft or questioned the validity of mandate of heaven.” [21]. It would never fully unite a country I feel. In linking both Confucianism and Buddhism, I feel that inevitably they would never be truly compatible. I agree with Yanxia Zhao, who notes: “Both serve each other in highlighting strengths of each other and the shortcomings of the other.” [22]. Difference can depend on geography as well as ideals. Bianzong Jun expressed that people are naturally different. Truth (in slightly different formats for each country) is ultimately the same, but the methods in achieving this are different. Personally, there will always be offshoots of religions, so difference is inherent. In assessing them however, we get a sense of the bigger picture.  
In synopsis, the relationship between Buddhism and the ruling state was often turbulent as well as irregular. Conversely, Buddhism and trade has been reciprocal. Is this primarily down to the encompassing nature of this religion, or was it ‘dragged’ with economic and territorial growth? I agree with Holcombe who stresses the internationality of Buddhism and how trade shaped Buddhism. “Commercial contacts aided the spread of Buddhism and promoted other features of a shared East Asian community.” [23]. Progress was not linear. Success is found in its similarity to Daoism, something that was familiar to many people. Success depended on the willingness of the rulers to adopt a new faith, and arguably the changes made during the Northern and Southern Dynasties cemented China’s relationship with Buddhism. “In China, as the cosmopolitan character of the T’ang Dynasty gave way to the nationalism of the Sung Dynasty, Buddhism itself came to have its own national character.” [24]. It is a continuous upward trajectory. The amount of trade carried out during these periods served as a great favour to the spread of Buddhism. And the Silk Road, was in the end, an enabler more than anything else.
2036 Words (10% would take it to 2200)
Bibliography
[1. T. Sen, The Spread of Buddhism to China: A Re-examination of the Buddhist Interactions between Ancient Indian and China ‘China Report 48: 11’ (2012) pg. 23 Sage Publications 
[2]. http://online.sfsu.edu/rone/Buddhism/Buddhism%20in%20China.htm Accessed: 17th December 2019
[3]. http://online.sfsu.edu/rone/Buddhism/Buddhism%20in%20China.htm Accessed: 4th December 2019 
[4]. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Jin-dynasty-China-AD-265-316-317-317-420 Accessed: 26th November 2019 
[5]. V. Mair, What is Geyi, after all? China Report 48:11 (2012) pg. 30 Sage Publications 
[6].  https://asiasociety.org/buddhism-china Accessed: November 2019
[7]. Goddard, Dwight, History of Ch'an Buddhism previous to the times of Hui-neng (Wie-lang). In: A Buddhist Bible (2007) pg. 11, Forgotten Books
[8]. T. Sen, The Spread of Buddhism to China: A Re-examination of the Buddhist Interactions between Ancient Indian and China ‘China Report 48: 11’ (2012) pg. 23 Sage Publications
[9]. N. Muroga and K. Unno, The Buddhist World Map in Japan and Its Contact with European Maps ‘Imago Mundi vol.16’ (1962) pg.50 Imago Mundi Ltd.
[10]. A Silk Road Legacy: The Spread of Buddhism and Islam Journal of World History Vol. 22, No. 1 (2011) pg.60 University of Hawaii Press
[11]. J. Waley Cohen. The Sextants of Bejing: Global Currents In Chinese History (2000) pg.11 W.N. Norton
[12]. T. Sen, Buddhism, Diplomacy, and Trade: The Realignment of India-China Relations, 600-1400 (2015) Chapter 2, RL
[13]. Waley-Cohen, The Sextants of Beijing, Global Currents in Chinese History (2000) Pg 31. W.N. Norton 
 [14]. Y. Zhao, Lecture 6: “Buddhist travellers and China’s Relations to the Outside World.” (2019) pg. 1 Self published
[15]. Y. Zhao, Lecture 6: “Buddhist travellers and China’s Relations to the Outside World.” (2019) pg. 3 Self published
[16]. Y. Zhao, Lecture 6: “Buddhist travellers and China’s Relations to the Outside World.” (2019) pg. 3 Self published
[17]. C. Holcombe, The Genesis of East Asia (2001) Chaptour Four abstract pg. 78, Association for Asian Studies/University of Hawaii Press  
[18]. C. Holcombe, The Genesis of East Asia (2001) Chaptour Four abstract pg. 78, Association for Asian Studies/University of Hawaii Press  
[19]. C. Holcombe, The Genesis of East Asia (2001) pg. 106 Association for Asian Studies/University of Hawaii Press  
[20] C. Holcombe, The Genesis of East Asia (2001) pg. 106 Association for Asian Studies/University of Hawaii Press  
[21]. T. Sen, The Spread of Buddhism to China: A Re-examination of the Buddhist Interactions between Ancient Indian and China ‘China Report 48: 11’ (2012) pg. 23 Sage Publications
[22]. Y. Zhao, Lecture 6: “Buddhist travellers and China’s Relations to the Outside World.” (2019) pg. 15 Self published
[23]. C. Holcombe, The Genesis of East Asia (2001) Chaptour Four abstract pg. 78, Association for Asian Studies/University of Hawaii Press  
[24]. N. Muroga and K. Unno, The Buddhist World Map in Japan and Its Contact with European Maps ‘Imago Mundi vol.16’ (1962) pg.55 Imago Mundi Ltd.



 
