
Chinese History and 
Culture II 

Week Two:  
Collapse of the Han Dynasty 

and Buddhism

Study Question

Based on your personal knowledge of 
Buddhism, whatever that may be at this 
point, and the readings, contemplate 
particular features of Chinese Buddhism 
that distinguish it from another form of 
Buddhism, whether its Indian predecessor 
or from contemporary Buddhism. 

Timeline
220 CE: official end of han dynasty 

220-265 “Three Kingdoms” 

264-316 Western Jin: brief reunification 

311 Fall of Luoyang (eastern han capital) to 
xiongnu > mass exodus to south 

316-589: Northern and Southern Dynasties 

589: Unification by the Sui (followed by the 
Famous Tang

Effects of this instability

weak unstable government > increasing social inequality, 
banditry, famines, aristocracy alienated from government 

North ruled by “barbarians,” Xianbei from manchuria > land 
reform to expand tax base and stop losses due to emigration 

rise of dependency, serfdom and slavery. 

south ruled by Chinese refugees from north > explosion of 
population and agriculture, high culture of local aristocracy 

Confucianism declines and religions promising salvation 
increase (daoism and buddhism). Search for immortality and 
physical cultivation 

self-expression in arts and poetry > emotions!



alienation and personal indulgence: 
The Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove

Tao Qian 
(Tao Yuanming)

- 365-427 
- one of China’s 
most famous poets 
- see Ebrey, pp. 
100-101 
-Peach blossom 
spring story

What did 
Buddhism have 
to offer china?

Three Jewels

- Dharma “Law” or 
“truth” > buddhist 
teachings 

- Buddha: the 
enlightened one 

- Sangha: Community of 
believers (originally 
the monastic 
community)



Sakyamuni Gautama Nirvana

Four Noble 
Truths

- Life is suffering 

- Suffering is caused 
by desire 

- There is an end to 
suffering (>Nirvana) 

- There is a path to end 
suffering, i.e., the 
eightfold path

Monastic life



Middle Path

Theravada 

- teaching of the elders 
- based on 1st c. BCE scriptures in pali 

- personal salvation for monks and nuns 
- ideal = “Arhat”, sage who has escaped 

Mahayana
The “Great Vehicle” (vs. Theravada which they refer to as “Hinayana”, the Small 
Vehicle”) 

Texts in Sanskrit 

Strives for Universal Salvation 

Buddha-nature within all sentient beings > salvation by faith and devotion to 
Buddha and compassion 

Ideal: Bodhisattva 

Manjusri: of wisdom 

Maitreya: of the future 

Avalokitesvara: Guanyin (chinese) and Kannon (Japanese) > compassion 

combines wisdom and compassion 

Has vowed to be reborn until all beings are saved by transferring his merits



from Bodh Gaya to the West silk road

Thousand 
Buddha caves
- Paul Pelliot in library 
cave (closed in 11th.c and 
discovered in 1900) 
- started in 366 CE after 
monk’s vision 
- hundreds of temples and 
caves along silk road 
- Silk painting, 
sculptures, murals, and 
manuscripts

Dunhuang 
boddhisattva



5-7th century 
Dunhuang

10th century 
Dunhuang

Longmen Grottoes 
- 100,000 Buddhist statues in 

10,000 caves 
- 12 km south of loyang 

- Northern Wei (386-535) to 
Tang (618-907)


