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After the Opium War (Britain's invasion of China 1840-1842),
the traditional Chinese society could not be able to move forward
without being influenced by the modern western civilization.
Confucianism, which was the spiritual base of the ruling class, lost its
sacredness and authoritativeness. At this critical moment when the
Chinese nation was confronted with life and death and Confucianism
was declining, Buddhism, regarded as an indispensable part of the
traditional civilization, met the actual needs of the modern Chinese
society because of its criticism of the realistic society and great
concern for the people. It thrived not only because it was in
accordance with the social criticism and the historical mission of
rescuing the nation but also because it filled up the space of the
demand of theoretical thinking for its extreme dialectic when
Confucianism was declining and the western culture could not get
anywhere. Therefore the modern Buddhism revived during this
special social and cultural period.

In the course of modern Buddhism renaissance, Zhang Taiyan
was a shining star. His Buddhist thought advocated to interfere in
social reform, derived and improved the theory of Mere Ideation

School and thus set up a very complicated system of philosophy
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which related hows and whys to people and affairs. Through the
analysis of the relationship between ontology and origin in this
system, Zhang Taiyan established Bhatathata as his noumenon and
therefore based his study on a convincing theory. Furthermore, he
interpreted the connection of ontology and phenomenon through the
deduction of such Vijnaptimatrata as Eight Vijnana, Three Svabhava,
Four Vikalpa and their relations which led to his epistemology of
Sarvam Vijnaptimatrakam. He also applied Three Svabhava to the
exploration of such historical issues as self and society, spirit and
materials so as to set up his Consciousness ~Only Religion which was
characteristic of his times and went into Parinispannata.

Assimilation from Western Learning into Buddhism,
explanation of Zhuangzi by making use of Buddhism, and
interpretation of Confucianism based on Buddhism are conspicuous
traits for Zhang Taiyan's Buddhism. He compared some Buddhist
concepts such as Bhatathata with Plato’'s idea, and Kant's
thing—in—itself. With the help of Eight Vijnana,Three Svabhava and
Four Vikalpa advocated by the theory of Dharma-laksana,he
analyzed and criticized voluntarism, materialist empiricism,
Christian's theism and Hegel's rationalism. He equaled Buddhism's
freedom and equality to Zhuangzi's Free and Easy Wandering and the
Equality of Things, commented on Laozi's Taoism in terms of
Buddhism, and explained "four prohibitions" by Confucius , the
theory of human nature by Mengzi and Xunzi from the angle of Eight
Vijnana in Pure Consciousness. He annotated and criticized different
Confucian schools of idealist philosophy of the Song and Ming

Dynasties.
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Zhang Taiyan's Buddhism roughly went through two stages, ie
from Buddhism to Buddha dharma, which reflected his development
in this theory. Originally, he propagandized to arouse confidence in
the people and heightened the nation's declining morale with the help
of the religion. This obviously threw Buddhism into the category of
bourgeois revolution. Nevertheless, the severe reality forced Zhang
Taiyan to abandon such thinking, and turned to the study of the
theory of Buddhism. He questioned its nature in respect of religion
and laid emphasis on its theoretical exploration. His criticism of
imperfection of Buddha dharma was also centered on this concept. Of
course, Zhang Taiyan's transformation was inevitably associated with

his reinterpretation of Confucianism, Buddhism and Taoism.
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