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Introduct ion 
 
The Indian religion of Buddhism began to enter China via trade routes during the later years of the Eastern Han 
dynasty (25-220 CE). The teachings and practices of Buddhism were quite different from those of Chinese civilization 
and contrasted with the teachings of the Confucian and Daoist philosophers whom the Chinese held in high regard. 
Nonetheless, Buddhism appealed to enough people to pose a challenge to those who disapproved of or had doubts 
about the new religion. Those doubts are addressed in this essay, constructed as a conversation between Mouzi and 
a critic of Buddhism. Mouzi, who may have been the author of this essay, was originally a Confucian scholar and 
official. Disturbed by the chaotic atmosphere of the later years of the Eastern Han, Mouzi retreated to his home in the 
southwestern Guangxi province to study Buddhism and Daoism. In this essay, he responds to the critics of Buddhism. 
 
 
 
Docume nt Exce rpts  with Que st ions  (Longer selection follows this section) 
From Sources of Chinese Tradition, compiled by Wm. Theodore de Bary and Irene Bloom, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999), 421-426. © 1999 Columbia University Press. Reproduced with the permission of the publisher. All rights 
reserved. 
 
 

Selections from Mouzi’s Disposing of Error (Lihuo Lun) 
 
Mouzi  said,  “All  written  works  need  not  necessarily  be  the  words  of  Confucius,  and  all 
medicine does not necessarily consist of the formulae of Bian Que.1 What accords with rightness 
is to be followed, what heals the sick is good. The gentleman‑scholar draws widely on all forms 
of  good  and  thereby  benefits  his  character.  Zigong2  said,  ‘Did  the Master  have  a  permanent 
teacher?’3  Yao  served  Yin  Shou;  Shun  served Wucheng;  the  Duke  of  Zhou  learned  from  Lü 
Wang; and Confucius learned from Laozi. And none of these teachers is mentioned in the Seven 
Classics. Although  these  four  teachers were  sages,  to  compare  them  to  the Buddha would be 
like comparing a white deer to a unicorn,4 or a swallow to a phoenix. Yao, Shun, the Duke of 
Zhou, and Confucius learned even from such teachers as these. How much less, then, may one 
reject  the  Buddha,  whose  distinguishing  marks  are  extraordinary  and  whose  superhuman 
powers know no bounds! How may one reject him and refuse to learn from him? The records 
and  teachings  of  the  Five  Classics  do  not  contain  everything.  Even  if  the  Buddha  is  not 
mentioned in them, what occasion is there for suspicion?” 

… 

                                                      
1 The most famous physician of antiquity. 
2 A prominent disciple of Confucius. 
3 Analects 19:22. 
4 Qilin, a mythical beast like the unicorn, but not actually one‑horned. 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The questioner said, “Now of felicities there is none greater than the continuation of one’s line, 
of unfilial conduct there is none worse than childlessness. The monks forsake wife and children, 
reject property and wealth. Some do not marry all their lives. How opposed this conduct is to 
felicity and filiality!” … 
 
Mouzi said … “Wives, children, and property are the luxuries of the world, but simple living 
and doing nothing (wuwei) are the wonders of the Way. Laozi has said, ‘Of reputation and life, 
which is dearer? Of life and property, which is worth more?’5 … Xu You and Chaofu dwelt in a 
tree.  Boyi  and  Shuqi  starved  in  Shouyang,  but  Confucius  praised  their worth,  saying,  ‘They 
sought to act in accordance with humanity and they succeeded in acting so.’6 One does not hear 
of  their being  ill‑spoken of because  they were childless and propertyless. The monk practices 
the  Way  and  substitutes  that  for  the  pleasures  of  disporting  himself  in  the  world.  He 
accumulates goodness and wisdom in exchange for the joys of wife and children.” 
 

… 
 
The  questioner  said,  “Confucius  said,  ‘The  barbarians  with  a  ruler  are  not  so  good  as  the 
Chinese without one.’7 Mencius criticized Chen Xiang for rejecting his own education to adopt 
the ways  of  [the  foreign  teacher]  Xu Xing,  saying,  ‘I  have  heard  of  using what  is Chinese  to 
change what is barbarian, but I have never heard of using what is barbarian to change what is 
Chinese.’8 You, sir, at the age of twenty learned the Way of Yao, Shun, Confucius, and the Duke 
of Zhou. But now you have rejected them and instead have taken up the arts of the barbarians. 
Is this not a great error?”  
 
Mouzi  said …  “What  Confucius  said  was meant  to  rectify  the  way  of  the  world,  and  what 
Mencius  said was meant  to  deplore  one‑sidedness.  Of  old, when  Confucius was  thinking  of 
taking residence among  the nine barbarian nations, he said,  ‘If a noble person dwells  in  their 
midst, what  rudeness can  there be among  them?’9 … The commentary says,  ‘The north polar 
star is in the center of Heaven and to the north of man.’10 From this one can see that the land of 
China  is  not  necessarily  situated  under  the  center  of  Heaven.  According  to  the  Buddhist 
scriptures, above, below, and all around, all beings containing blood belong to the Buddha‑clan. 
Therefore  I  revere  and  study  these  scriptures.  Why  should  I  reject  the  Way  of  Yao,  Shun, 
Confucius, and the Duke of Zhou? Gold and jade do not harm each other, crystal and amber do 
not cheapen each other. You say that another is in error when it is you yourself who err.” 
 
 

                                                      
5 Daodejing 44. 
6 Analects 7:14. 
7 Analects 3:5. 
8 Mencius 3A:4. 
9 Analects 9:13. 
10 It is not clear what commentary is quoted here. 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 Que st ions :  
 

1. What strategies does Mouzi use to respond to charges that Buddhism 
contradicts the moral principles and ways of living set forth by 
Confucianism? 

2. Could a person defending Islam against the criticisms of Christians or a 
person defending Christianity against the criticisms of a Muslim use similar 
strategies to those used by Mouzi in this essay? 

3. Does Mouzi reject Confucianism and Daoism? 
4. Are Mouzi’s arguments convincing? 
5. How might a Confucian or a Daoist respond to Mouzi’s arguments? 

 
 
 
Longe r  Se le ct ion 
From Sources of Chinese Tradition, compiled by Wm. Theodore de Bary and Irene Bloom, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999), 421-426. © 1999 Columbia University Press. Reproduced with the permission of the publisher. All rights 
reserved. 
 
 

Selections from Mouzi’s Disposing of Error (Lihuo Lun) 
 
Why Is Buddhism Not Mentioned in the Chinese Classics? 
The questioner said, “If the way of the Buddha is the greatest and most venerable of ways, why 
did Yao, Shun, the Duke of Zhou, and Confucius not practice it? In the Seven Classics11 one sees 
no mention of it. You, sir, are fond of the Classic of Odes and Classic of Documents, and you take 
pleasure in the Rites and “Music.” Why, then, do you love the way of the Buddha and rejoice in 
outlandish  arts?  Can  they  exceed  the  Classics  and  commentaries  and  beautify  the 
accomplishments of the sages? Permit me the liberty, sir, of advising you to reject them.”  
 
Mouzi  said,  “All  written  works  need  not  necessarily  be  the  words  of  Confucius,  and  all 
medicine  does  not  necessarily  consist  of  the  formulae  of  Bian  Que.12  What  accords  with 
rightness is to be followed, what heals the sick is good. The gentleman‑scholar draws widely on 
all  forms  of  good  and  thereby  benefits  his  character.  Zigong13  said,  ‘Did  the  Master  have  a 
permanent teacher?’14 Yao served Yin Shou; Shun served Wucheng; the Duke of Zhou learned 
from Lü Wang; and Confucius learned from Laozi. And none of these teachers is mentioned in 
the Seven Classics. Although  these  four  teachers were sages,  to  compare  them to  the Buddha 
would be like comparing a white deer to a unicorn,15 or a swallow to a phoenix. Yao, Shun, the 
Duke of Zhou, and Confucius learned even from such teachers as these. How much less, then, 

                                                      
11 There are several different lists of the Seven Classics. One found in the History of the Latter Han includes 
the Odes, Documents, Rites, “Music,” Changes, Spring and Autumn Annals, and the Analects of Confucius. 
12 See footnote 1, above. 
13 See footnote 2, above. 
14 See footnote 3, above. 
15 See footnote 4, above. 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may  one  reject  the  Buddha,  whose  distinguishing  marks  are  extraordinary  and  whose 
superhuman powers know no bounds! How may one reject him and refuse to learn from him? 
The records and teachings of the Five Classics do not contain everything. Even if the Buddha is 
not mentioned in them, what occasion is there for suspicion?”  
 
Why Do Buddhist Monks Do Injury to Their Bodies? 

One of  the greatest  obstacles  confronting  early Chinese Buddhism was  the aversion of Chinese 
society  to  the  shaving  of  the  head,  which  was  required  of  all  members  of  the  Buddhist  clergy.  The 
Confucians held that the body is the gift of one’s parents and that to harm it is to be disrespectful toward 
them. 
 
The  questioner  said,  “The  Classic  of  Filiality  says,  ‘Our  body,  limbs,  hair,  and  skin  are  all 
received  from our fathers and mothers. We dare not  injure them.’ When Zengzi was about to 
die, he bared his hands and feet.16 But now the monks shave their heads. How this violates the 
sayings of the sages and is out of keeping with the way of the filial!” … 
 
Mouzi said. . . “Confucius has said, ‘There are those with whom one can pursue the Way … but 
with whom one cannot weigh [decisions].’17 This is what is meant by doing what is best at the 
time. Furthermore,  the Classic  of Filiality says,  ‘The early kings ruled by surpassing virtue and 
the  essential Way.’ Taibo  cut his hair  short  and  tattooed his body,  thus  following of his  own 
accord  the customs of Wu and Yue and going against  the spirit of  the  ‘body,  limbs, hair, and 
skin’  passage.18  And  yet  Confucius  praised  him,  saying  that  his  might  well  be  called  the 
ultimate virtue.”19 
 
Why Do Monks Not Marry? 

Another  of  the  great  obstacles  confronting  the  early  Chinese  Buddhist  church  was  clerical 
celibacy. One of  the most  important  features of  indigenous Chinese  religion  is devotion  to ancestors.  If 
there are no descendants to make the offerings, then there will be no sacrifices. To this is added the natural 
desire for progeny. Traditionally, there could be no greater calamity for a Chinese than childlessness. 
 
The questioner said, “Now of felicities there is none greater than the continuation of one’s line, 
of unfilial conduct there is none worse than childlessness. The monks forsake wife and children, 
reject property and wealth. Some do not marry all their lives. How opposed this conduct is to 
felicity and filiality!” … 

                                                      
16 To show he had preserved them intact from all harm. Analects 8:3. 
17 Analects  9:29.  The  full  quotation  is  “There  are  those with whom  one  can  learn  but with whom  one 
cannot pursue the Way; there are those with whom one can pursue the Way but with whom one cannot 
take one’s stand; there are those with whom one can take one’s stand but with whom one cannot weigh 
[decisions].” 
18 Uncle of King Wen of Zhou who retired to the barbarian land of Wu and cut his hair and tattooed his 
body in barbarian fashion, thus yielding his claim to the throne to King Wen. 
19 Analects 8:1. 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Mouzi said … “Wives, children, and property are the luxuries of the world, but simple living 
and doing nothing (wuwei) are the wonders of the Way. Laozi has said, ‘Of reputation and life, 
which is dearer? Of life and property, which is worth more?’20 … Xu You and Chaofu dwelt in a 
tree. Boyi and Shuqi  starved  in Shouyang, but Confucius praised  their worth,  saying,  ‘21They 
sought to act in accordance with humanity and they succeeded in acting so.’ One does not hear 
of  their being  ill‑spoken of because  they were childless and propertyless. The monk practices 
the  Way  and  substitutes  that  for  the  pleasures  of  disporting  himself  in  the  world.  He 
accumulates goodness and wisdom in exchange for the joys of wife and children.”  
 
Death and Rebirth 

Chinese  ancestor worship was  premised  on  the  belief  that  the  souls  of  the  deceased,  if  not  fed, 
would suffer. Rationalistic Confucianism, while taking over and canonizing much of Chinese tradition, 
including the ancestral sacrifices, was skeptical about the existence of spirits and an afterlife apart  from 
the continuance of family life. 

The Buddhists, though denying the existence of an immortal soul, accepted transmigration, and 
the  early Chinese understood  this  to  imply a belief  in  an  individual  soul  that passed  from one body  to 
another until the attainment of enlightenment. The following passage must be understood in light of these 
conflicting and confusing interpretations. 
 
The questioner said, “The Buddhists say that after a man dies he will be reborn. I do not believe 
in the truth of these words. …”  
 
Mouzi said … ‘The spirit never perishes. Only the body decays. The body is like the roots and 
leaves of the five grains. When the roots and leaves come forth they inevitably die. But do the 
seeds and kernels perish? Only the body of one who has achieved the Way perishes.” …  
 
Someone said, “If one follows the Way one dies. If one does not follow the Way one dies. What 
difference is there?”  
 
Mouzi said, “You are the sort of person who, having had not a single day of goodness, yet seeks 
a lifetime of fame. If one has the Way, even if one dies, one’s soul goes to an abode of happiness. 
If one does not have the Way, when one is dead one’s soul suffers misfortune.”  
 
Why Should a Chinese Allow Himself to Be Influenced by Indian Ways? 

This was one of the objections most frequently raised by Confucians and Daoists once Buddhism 
had acquired a foothold on Chinese soil. The Chinese apologists for Buddhism answered this objection in a 
variety of ways. Here we see one of the arguments used. 
 

                                                      
20 See footnote 5, above. 
21 See footnote 6, above. 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The  questioner  said,  “Confucius  said,  ‘The  barbarians  with  a  ruler  are  not  so  good  as  the 
Chinese without one.’22 Mencius criticized Chen Xiang for rejecting his own education to adopt 
the ways  of  [the  foreign  teacher]  Xu Xing,  saying,  ‘I  have  heard  of  using what  is Chinese  to 
change what is barbarian, but I have never heard of using what is barbarian to change what is 
Chinese.’23 You, sir, at the age of twenty learned the Way of Yao, Shun, Confucius, and the Duke 
of Zhou. But now you have rejected them and instead have taken up the arts of the barbarians. 
Is this not a great error?”  
 
Mouzi  said …  “What  Confucius  said  was meant  to  rectify  the  way  of  the  world,  and  what 
Mencius  said was meant  to  deplore  one‑sidedness.  Of  old, when  Confucius was  thinking  of 
taking residence among  the nine barbarian nations, he said,  ‘If a noble person dwells  in  their 
midst, what rudeness can there be among them?’24 … The commentary says,  ‘The north polar 
star is in the center of Heaven and to the north of man.’25 From this one can see that the land of 
China  is  not  necessarily  situated  under  the  center  of  Heaven.  According  to  the  Buddhist 
scriptures, above, below, and all around, all beings containing blood belong to the Buddha‑clan. 
Therefore  I  revere  and  study  these  scriptures.  Why  should  I  reject  the  Way  of  Yao,  Shun, 
Confucius, and the Duke of Zhou? Gold and jade do not harm each other, crystal and amber do 
not cheapen each other. You say that another is in error when it is you yourself who err.”  
 
Does Buddhism Have No Recipe for Immortality? 

Within the movement broadly known as Daoism there were several tendencies, one the quest for 
immortality, another an attitude of superiority to questions of life and death. The first Chinese who took 
to  Buddhism  did  so  out  of  a  desire  to  achieve  superhuman  qualities,  among  them  immortality.  The 
questioner  is  disappointed  to  learn  that  Buddhism  does  not  provide  this  after  all. Mouzi  counters  by 
saying that even in Daoism, if properly understood, there is no seeking after immortality. 
 
The questioner said, “The Daoists say that Yao, Shun, the Duke of Zhou, and Confucius and his 
seventy‑two disciples did not die, but became immortals. The Buddhists say that men must all 
die, and that none can escape. What does this mean?”  
 
Mouzi said, “Talk of immortality is superstitious and unfounded; it is not the word of the sages. 
Laozi said,  ‘Even Heaven and Earth cannot  last forever. How much less can human beings!’26 
Confucius said, ‘The wise man leaves the world, but humaneness and filial piety last forever.’ I 
have looked into the six arts and examined the commentaries and records. According to them, 
Yao died; Shun had his [place of burial at] Mount Cangwu; Yu has his tomb on Kuaiji; Boyi and 
Shuqi have their grave in Shouyang. King Wen died before he could chastise [the tyrant] Zhou; 
King Wu died without waiting for [his son] King Cheng to grow up … And, of Yan Yuan, the 
                                                      
22 See footnote 7, above. 
23 See footnote 8, above. 
24 See footnote 9, above. 
25 See footnote 10, above. 
26 Daedejing 23. 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Master said, ‘Unfortunately, he was short‑lived,’27 likening him to a bud that never bloomed.28 
All of these things are clearly recorded in the Classics: they are the absolute words of the sages. 
I make the Classics and the commentaries my authority and find my proof in the world of men. 
To speak of immortality, is this not a great error?”  
 
  

                                                      
27 Analects 11:6. 
28 Analects 9:21. 


