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Negotiating Thinking of Daoism and Buddhism in
the Interpretation of Zhang Rong of the Southern Qi:
Focusing on the Conversation with Zhou Yong

in “Tongyuan” in Menli

CHI Chih-chang

Syncretism of the three main teachings in the Six Dynasties has always been a
significant and complex subject in the studies of the history of literature and
culture. Among them, Daoism and Buddhism are both influential religions with
numerous adherents, thus leading to contradictions and arguments between them.
Up until the Qi and Liang dynasties, the clash between the two religions deepened
and exacerbated, and finally concretized the argument of “barbarian (foreign) vs
Chinese (orthodox).” In this social atmosphere, however, one prominent scholar,
Zhang Rong, tried to mediate between the two schools and developed his argument
in “Tongyuan” in Menlii.

The implication of “Tongyuan” is to adjust both Daoism and Buddhism; thus
Zhang Rong proposed that Daoism be the foundation with Buddhism as the form. It
is by nature a broad-minded interpretation of Lao Zi with the premise that by using
Dao to explain Buddhism, the latter can be merged into the former. It is further
developed into a harmonious mixture of Daoist/Buddhist philosophy. In terms of
the “logic realm,” it focuses on the subject’s conscience (mind-nature) in order
to achieve inner stillness. On the other hand, in terms of the context of teaching, it
combines Zhuang Zi’s “middle thought” and Lao Zi’s “nothingness.”

Zhou Yong’s rebuttal is based on Buddhism’s “Theory of Three Schools” to
clarify the distinction between the two teachings. He contends that Lao Zi’s
“nothingness” is still limited to the “logic realm” of “knowing” (the “being” or
“non-being”), which is similar to the “false (or exoteric) religion.” As a result, Zhou
concludes that all three teachings should go back to Buddhism.

In the end, the historical and cultural meaning of “Tongyuan” lies in its self-
consciously upgraded and transformed theorization in the face of the threat of rising
Buddhism and its doctrine, and the tension from the “foreign-orthodox” theory at the
time. It also explains the transitional factors that lead Daoist teachings towards the
development of the Chong Xuan School.

Keywords: Six Dynasties Zhang Rong  Zhou Yong  two levels of truth
Daoist-Buddhist syncretism ~ Chong Xuan School
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