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Abstract

A ritual system siood at the core of traditional Chinese culture. This system was
based upon the extended patrilineal family (or clan). In its long evolution, from the
first millennium BCE all through the late-imperial period, the clan has elaborated a
ritual tradition that has played a major role in Chinese religion and society alike. The
extended family has been the cornerstone of Chinese social organization, and its
ancestral cults have occupied a prominent position in Chinese religious life.

In order to survive in the Chinese environment, the Indian-born Buddhist faith
had been forced to adapt to the Chinese ritual system. Thus, Buddhist monks have
self-consciously embraced the religious organization of the Chinese clan. The
structure and the operation of the Chinese sangha have been fashioned after the
extended family, which ancestral worship has become an integral part of monastic
rituals.

As the clan grew in significance in Chinese society, its impact upon the internal
organization of the Chinese sangha similarly increased. Under the leadership of Song-
Period Confucianism, the ritualized structure of the clan had spread throughout
Chinese society. In the wake of this societal evolution, the organization of the
Buddhist monastic communities had become practically indistinguishable from the
laity’s.

This book seeks to demonstrate the adaptation of Buddhism to the Chinese ritual
environment by a close study of the Shaolin Monastery in Henan Province. Two terms
guide the investigation of the renowned temple’s history: “ Ancestral transmission”

(zong tong) and “ Dharma transmission” (fa tong). The former designates the



relalion between a monk and the abbot that had ordained him. This relation is similar
to the vertical blood ties connecting a person to his father. The latter describes the
intellectual and spiritual indebtedness of a monk to the master who had hestowed the
teachings upon him. It might be likened to the relation of a university student to his
professor. Investigating the interplay of *ancestral transmission” and * dharma
transmission” in the history of the Shaolin temple reveals the underlying identity of
the monastic institution and the ritually-structured clan.

The book offers a detailed social history of the Shaolin Temple over an eight-
hundred years period, from the Yuan Dynasty (1206-1368) to the early twentieth
century. The investigation is divided into two sections: The first outlines the
development of the Shaolin “ancestral transmission”, beginning with abbot Xueting
Fuyu ( 1203 ~ 1275). It demonstrates the close ties between the late-imperial
evolution of Chinese society and corresponding changes in the structure of the
Chinese monastic community. The second part of the book is a detailed study of the
Shaolin *dharma transmission” from the Yuan period through the late-Ming. This
close study of the abbots’ biographies sheds significant light on the Chinese Buddhist
concept of religious leadership.

“ Ancestral Transmission” and “Dharma Transmission” ; The Primary Example
of the Shaolin Temple sheds new light on the late-imperial history of Chinese
Buddhism. Its emphasis upon the distinction between “ Ancestral transmission” and
“ Dharma transmission ” reveals to us neglected aspects of Buddhist social,
economic, and political history. The book is essential for anyone interested in the
history of Chinese Buddhism as well as in the ritual structure of Chinese society at

large.
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