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The Hinayanist Brethren were allowed to eat “three pure kinds of 

flesh,” i.e., the flesh of animals, the slaughter of which had not 

been seen, or heard, or suspected by them. But the Mahayanists 

abhorred flesh-eating on the grounds of universal compassion, 

and the doctrine of karma. 

From Thomas Watters, T.W. Rhys Davis, & Vicenta A. Smith (Eds.]. On Yuan Chwang’s Travels in India, AD 

629-645.
1
 [2-vols.] London: Royal Asiatic Society, 1904-1905. Vol. I, (SOCIAL AND LEGAL MATTERS), pp. 53-57.

2
 

The pilgrim’s description proceeds: 

There are above ten Buddhist monasteries with above 2000 ecclesiastics of all 

degrees, all adherents of the Sarvāstivādin school of the “Small Vehicle” system. 

Since as to the sūtra teachings and vinaya
3
 regulations they follow India, it is 

in its literature that students of these subjects study them thoroughly. They are 

very strict in the observance of the rules of their order but in food they mix 

(take in a miscellaneous way) the three pure [kinds of flesh] embarrassed by 

the “gradual teaching.” 

One of the large monasteries in this country was that known as the Aranya-vihāra: 

here Dharmagupta lodged in the year A.D. 585 when on his way to China. The 

Sarvāstivādin school to which the Brethren in Yenk’i
4
 belonged was a branch from 

the ancient Sthavira school.
5
 It had its name from its assertion that all were real, 

viz. past, present, future, and intermediate states. Its adherents claimed to represent 

                                            
1
 [The Byzantine-Arab Wars began in 626 AD. Much of the Roman Empire is conquered by Muslim Arabs led by 

Khalid ibn al-Walid.] 

2
 The name of the celebrated Chinese pilgrim and translator is spelt in English in the following ways (among 

others): 

1. M. Stanislas Julien Hiouen Thsang 

2. Mr. Mayers Huan Chwang 

3. Mr. Wylie Yuén Chwàng 

4. Mr. Beal Hiuen Tsiang 

5. Prof. Legge Hsüan Chwang 

6. Prof. Bunyiu Nanjio Hhüen Kwān 
 
3
 [The Vinaya (Pali and Sanskrit, literally meaning “leading out,” “education,” “discipline”) is the regulatory 

framework for the sangha or monastic community of Buddhism based on the canonical texts called the Vinaya 

Pitaka. The teachings of the Gautama Buddha can be divided into two broad categories: Dharma “doctrine” and 
Vinaya “discipline.”] 

4
 [City of Agni-Fire. Cf. Karasahr or Karashar, also known as [Chinese: 焉耆; pinyin: Yānqí; Wade–Giles Yen-

ch’i; Tocharian Ārśi or Arshi; Sanskrit अग्निदेश Agnideśa], was an ancient town on the Silk Road and the capital of 

Yanqi Hui Autonomous County in the Bayin’gholin Mongol Autonomous Prefecture, Xinjiang, in north-western 
China. The city was located on the branch of the Silk Route that ran along the northern edge of the Taklimakan 
Desert in the Tarim Basin.] 

5
 [One of the early Buddhist schools. Sanskrit: Sthavira nikāya or “Sect of the Elders”; traditional Chinese: 上座

部; pinyin: Shàngzuò Bù.] 
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the original teaching of the Master, as it was delivered, and as settled in Council by 

the “Elders” (Sthaviras) who had heard it from his lips. So they considered them-

selves strictly orthodox, and they were zealous enthusiastic adherents of what they 

regarded as the simple primitive religion. The Brethren in Yenk’i followed the teach-

ings of the Buddha as recorded in the Indian scriptures, of which they were diligent 

students. The next part of this paragraph has received bad treatment at the hands of 

the translators. Julien’s
1
 version of it is: 

Les religieux s’acquittent de leurs devoirs et observent les règles de la discipline 

avec un pureté sévère et un zèle persévérant. Ils se nourrissent de trois sortes 

d’aliments purs, et s’attachent à la doctrine graduelle. 

The words of the original are Chie-hsing-lü-i-chie-ch’ing-chih-li-jan-shih-tsa-san-

ching-chih-yü-chien-chiao-i. It is not easy to conjecture why chie-hsing should be 

here rendered “s’acquittent de leurs devoirs.”
2
 The term is part of the clause which 

tells us that the Brethren were careful observers of the Vinaya commands to do and 

abstain from doing. Then the translation, leaves out the important words jan mean-

ing “but” and tsa meaning “to mix,” and it renders chih-yü, “to stick in” or “be de-

tained in” by “s’attachent surtout à.” Then Julien did not know what was meant by 

the “trois sortes d’aliments purs,” so he gives us in a note an account of certain five 

“aliments purs” derived from another treatise. What the pilgrim tells us here is plain 

and simple. The Buddhist Brethren in the monasteries of Yenk’i were pure and strict 

in keeping all the laws and regulations of their order according to their own Vinaya. 

But in food they took, along with what was orthodox, the three kinds of pure flesh, 

being still held in the “gradual teaching.” The student will be helped in understand-

ing this passage if he turns to the account of the next country, Kuchih, and to the 

pilgrim’s experience in that country as set forth in the Life, and to the account of the 

Swan Monastery in Chuan IX of the Records (Julien III, p. 60) and Chuan III, of the 

Life (ibid., I p. 162). 

The explanation of the san-ching or “three pure kinds of flesh” is briefly as follows. In 

the time of Buddha there was in Vaisāli a wealthy general named Sīha who was a 

convert to Buddhism. He became a liberal supporter of the Brethren and kept them 

constantly supplied with good flesh food. When it was noised abroad that the bhik-

shus were in the habit of eating such food specially provided for them the Tirthikas
3
 

made the practice a matter of angry reproach. Then the abstemious ascetic Brethren, 

learning this, reported the circumstances to the Master, who thereupon called the 

Brethren together. When they were assembled, he announced to them the law that 

they were not to eat the flesh of any animal which they had seen put to death for 

them, or about which they had been told that it had been killed for them, or about 

which they had reason to suspect that it had been slain for them. But he permitted 

to the Brethren as “pure” (that is, lawful) food the flesh of animals the slaughter of 

                                            
1
 [Stanislas Aignan Julien, 1797–1873, one of the most academically respected sinologists in French history, 

who served as the Chairman of Chinese at the Collège de France for over forty years. See Histoire de la Vie de 
Hiouen-Thsang, Paris 1856.] 

2
 [Fulfil their duties] 

3
 [“Tirthikas are the Brāhmanical Sectarians ‘beyond’ the Himalayas called ‘infidels’ by the Buddhists in the 

sacred land, Tibet, and vice versa.” Voice of the Silence, Glossary endnote 74 to frag. II vs. 171 p. 39] 

http://www.philaletheians.co.uk/


DOWN TO EARTH SERIES 

FLESH-EATING AMONG BUDDHIST MONKS 

Flesh-eating among Buddhist monks v. 17.11, www.philaletheians.co.uk, 10 May 2023 

Page 4 of 8 

which had not been seen by the bhikshus, not heard of by them, and not suspected 

by them to have been on their account,
1
 In the Pali and Ssū-fēn Vinaya it was after a 

breakfast given by Sīha
2
 to the Buddha and some of the Brethren, for which the car-

case of a large ox was procured, that the Nirgranthas
3
 reviled the bhikshus and 

Buddha instituted this new rule declaring fish and flesh “pure” in the three condi-

tions.
4
 The animal food now permitted to the bhikshus came to be known as the 

“three pures” or “three pure kinds of flesh,” and it was tersely described as “unseen, 

unheard, unsuspected,” or as the Chinese translations sometimes have it “not seen 

not heard not suspected to be on my account.” Then two more kinds of animal food 

were declared lawful for the Brethren, viz. the flesh of animals which had died a nat-

ural death, and that of animals which had been killed by a bird of prey or other sav-

age creature. So there came to be five classes or descriptions of flesh which the pro-

fessed Buddhist was at liberty to use as food.
5
 Then the “unseen, unheard, 

unsuspected” came to be treated as one class, and this together with the “natural 

death” and “bird killed” made a san-ching. It is evidently in this latter sense that the 

term is used in these Records. 

Then we have the “gradual teaching” which to Yuan-chuang’s mind was intimately 

connected with the heresy of sanctioning flesh-food. Here we have a reference to an 

old division of the Buddha’s personal teachings into “gradual (or progressive),” chien 

and “instantaneous,” tun.
6
 Of these the former, according to the Mahāyānists, con-

tained all those scriptures which gave the Buddha’s early teaching, and also the 

rules and regulations which formed the Vinaya. The Buddha suited his sermons and 

precepts to the moral and spiritual attainments and requirements of his audience. 

Those who were low in the scale he led on gradually by the setting forth of simple 

truths, by parable and lesson, and by mild restrictions as to life and conduct. At a 

later period of his ministry he taught higher truths, and inculcated a stricter purity 

and more thorough self-denial. Thus in the matter of flesh-food he sanctioned the 

use of it as an ordinary article of food by his own example and implied permission. 

Afterwards when he found that some of his disciples gave offence by begging for beef 

and mutton, and asking to have animals killed for them, and eating as daily food 

flesh which should only be taken in exceptional circumstances he introduced re-

strictions and prohibitions. But the “Instantaneous Teaching,” which took no note of 

circumstances and environments, revealed sublime spiritual truths to be compre-

hended and accepted at once by higher minds, taught for these a morality absolute 

and universal, and instituted rules for his professed disciples to be of eternal, un-

changing obligation. 

                                            
1
 Shih-sung-lu, ch. 26 (No. 1115): Sēng-ki-lii, ch. 32 (No. 1119) 

2
 [Or Lion, a rich and influential general] 

3
 [Digambaras, also known as munis or sādhus, are monks in the Digambara tradition of Jainism, and occu-

pants of the highest limb of the four-fold sangha. They are also called Nirgranthas, i.e., “without any bonds.” 

Digambara monks have 28 primary attributes which includes observance of the five supreme vows of ahimsa 
(non-injury), truth, non-thieving, celibacy, and non-possession.] 

4
 Vin. Mah., V, 31: Ssü-fēn-lu, ch. 42 (No. 1117) 

5
 Shou-lēng-yen-ching-hui-chie, ch. 12 (Nos. 446 & 1624): Lung- shu-ching-t’u-wēn, ch. 9. The number of 

kinds of “pure flesh” was afterwards increased to nine, these five being included. 

6
 Hua-yen-yi-shēng-chiao-yi-fēn-chi-chang (No. 1591): Ssü-chiao-yi (No. 1569). In the Chung-a-han-ching (No. 

542) ch. 9, Buddha’s dharma and vinaya are described as gradual. 
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The “Gradual Teaching” is practically coextensive with the Hīnayāna system, and the 

Buddha describes his teaching and Vinaya as gradual, growing and developing like 

the mango fruit according to some scriptures. The “Instantaneous Teaching” is the 

Mahāyāna system as found in those scriptures of the Buddhists which are outside of 

the Hīnayānist Tripitaka. This distinction, derived from a passage in the Lankāvatāra 

sūtra, is ascribed to Dharmapāla. The Nirvana sūtras are quoted as specimens of the 

Gradual Teaching and the Avatamsaka sūtras are given as examples of the Tun-

chiao or “Instantaneous Teaching.” 

Our pilgrim being an adherent of the Mahāyānist system refused to admit the validity 

of the “three-fold pure” flesh-food indulgence which the excellent Hīnayānist Breth-

ren of Yenk’i followed. The Buddhist Scriptures to which Yuan-chuang adhered pro-

hibit absolutely the use of flesh of any kind as food by the “sons of Buddha.”
1
 This 

prohibition is based on the grounds of universal compassion, and the doctrine of 

karma. Mahāyānism teaches that the eating of an animal’s flesh retards the spiritual 

growth of the Brother who eats it, and entails evil consequences in future existences. 

Some Mahāyānists were strict in abstaining, not only from all kinds of flesh food, but 

also from milk and its products. In this they agreed, as we shall see, with the sectar-

ians who were followers of Devadatta. There have also, however, been Mahāyānists 

who allowed the use of animal food of certain kinds, and we find wild geese, calves, 

and deer called san-ching-shih or “Three pure (lawful) articles of food.” It was a 

common occurrence for a Hīnayānist to be converted and “advance” to Mahāyānism, 

but the Yenk’i Brethren were still detained or embarrassed in the “Gradual Teach-

ing” of the Hīnayāna. The word for detained is chih, which means to be fretted, or 

delayed, as a stream by an obstacle in its course. Then it denotes the mental sus-

pense caused by doubts and difficulties, and the check given by these to spiritual 

progress; it is often associated with the word for doubt. 

 

 

 

                                            
1
 Fan-wang-ching, ch. 2 (No. 1087): Ta-pan-nie-p’an-ching. ch. 4 (No. 114): Ju-lēng-ka-ching, ch. 8 (No. 176): 

Shou-lēng-yen-ching-hui-chie, 1, c 
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Suggested reading for students. 

 

Selections from our Down to Earth Series. 

 A BALANCED VIEW OF THE MOTIVES BEHIND DIETARY PREFERENCES 

 A DABBLER IN OCCULTISM EXPOSED 

 A DIRE PROPHECY ABOUT EGYPT 

 A RICH LIFE, WITHOUT THE TRAPPINGS OF MAMMON 

 ALLOPATHS PERSECUTING HOMEOPATHS 

 AMAZING STORIES, DISCOUNTED BY THE SCIENTIST AND THE RELIGIOUS BIGOT 

 ARYAN MUSIC 

 BLAVATSKY ON HOW TO EDUCATE CHILDREN 

 BLAVATSKY ON THE MATERIALISM OF TODAY 

 BORN ATHEIST, BURIED CHRISTIAN 

 BROTHERHOOD RANKS ABOVE MEDITATION 

 CAN EATING ANIMAL FLESH EVER BE ETHICAL 

 CHESTERFIELD’S CHOICE THOUGHTS TO HIS SON 

 CHILDREN TRAINING THEMSELVES FOR MURDER 

 CICERO'S TUSCULAN DISPUTATIONS - TR. YONGE 

 CIVILIZATION, THE DEATH OF ART AND BEAUTY 

 COCK, A VERY OCCULT BIRD 

 COMPETITION RAGES MOST FIERCELY IN CHRISTIAN LANDS 

 CRUELTY IN THE BIRCH GROVE 

 DAZZLED GLIMPSES INTO THE ASTRAL LIGHT 

 EARTHQUAKES ARE THE OUTCOME OF SINS COMMITTED BY MEN 

 ENGLISH NEWSPAPER SLANDERS RUSSIAN LADY 

 EVERYONE AND EVERYTHING IS INTERRELATED 

 FOUL CONSPIRACIES AND BLATANT LIES LEVELLED AGAINST MADAME BLAVATSKY 

 GORDON ON FAME, THAT COY GODDESS 

 GRS MEAD SHOWS HIS TRUE COLOURS 
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 HIEROCLES EXALTS WEDLOCK 

 HOW A DEVIL’S IMP REDEEMED HIS LOAF 

 HOW TO CONDUCT OURSELVES TOWARDS OUR PARENTS 

 IDOLATRY AND ZOOLATRY 

 INSIGHTS TO EMOTION IN ART 

 JUDICIAL PROCESSES AND PUNISHMENT IN CLASSICAL INDIA 

 LÉVI ON THE TWO OPPOSING FORCES - TR. WAITE 

 LÉVI WARNS THE IMPUDENT - TR. WAITE 

 MEDITATION PROPER IS SPIRITUAL SEERSHIP 

 MIRACLES ARE NATURAL PHENOMENA 

 MODERN INDIA IS SPIRITUALLY DEGRADED 

 MUSINGS OF AN UNPOPULAR PHILOSOPHER 

 NARCISSISM AND ANIMAL SENSUALISM PERSONIFIED 

 OCCULT PROPHECIES 

 OCCULT TALES BY JUDGE 

 ONIONS WERE CONSIDERED TOO SACRED TO BE EATEN 

 OXFORD DON PROFANES VEDIC HYMN 

 PLUTARCH ON THE TRANQUILLITY OF THE MIND - TR. MORGAN 

 PLUTARCH ON WHETHER WATER OR LAND ANIMALS ARE THE MOST CRAFTY 

 PLUTARCH ON WHY EATING ANIMALS IS REPULSIVE - TR. BAXTER 

 POVERTY BREEDS GENEROSITY, WEALTH GREED AND SELFISHNESS 

 PROMETHEUS, THE LIGHT-BRINGER, HURLED DOWN TO THE BOWELS OF THE EARTH 

 PYTHAGORAS' BAN OF BEANS 

 REFRAIN FROM THE MANIA OF CELEBRATING PERSONALITIES 

 RHOADES ON TRAINING THE IMAGINATION 

 RUSKIN'S SESAME AND LILIES 

 RUSSIAN VANDALISM OF PERSIAN ZOROASTRIANISM 

 SAPPHIRE BLUE, THE MOST ELECTRIC OF ALL COLOURS 

 SIXTEEN CAUTIONS IN PARAGRAPHS BY JUDGE 

 SOCIAL ETHICS OF NINETEENTH CENTURY RUSSIA 

 SPECULATIVE LUCUBRATIONS OF AN ARISTOTELEAN PHILOSOPHER 

 SPIRITUAL RULES AND PROTREPTICS 

 TAYLOR'S VINDICATION OF THE RIGHTS OF BRUTES 
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 TEN INJUNCTIONS FOR THEOSOPHISTS BY JUDGE 

 TERENCE ON LENIENCE 

 THE BIRTHMARK BY NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE 

 THE FEAR OF NUMBER THIRTEEN 

 THE HOLLOW EARTH 

 THE JAPANESE SHOULD NOT BOW DOWN TO CHRISTIAN ETHICS 

 THE LEARNED TREE OF TIBET 

 THE OCCULT CAUSES OF EPIDEMIC DISEASES 

 THE PERNICIOUS INFLUENCE OF THE MOON 

 THE RELIGIO-PHILOSOPHICAL JOURNAL IS NEITHER RELIGIOUS NOR PHILOSOPHICAL 

 THE RUSSIAN MOTE AND THE BRITISH BEAM 

 THE SEWER OF DOGMATIC CREEDS AND BLIND FAITH 

 THE SPARKLE OF “LIGHT ON THE PATH” HAS BEEN DIMMED BY A DARK STAIN 

 THE SPIRIT OF LIFE ISSUES FROM THE EARTH’S NORTH POLE 

 THE TWELVE TRIBES OF ISRAEL NEVER EXISTED 

 THE UNGRATEFUL MAN 

 THE VELVETEEN RABBIT 

 TRUTH IS EXILED FROM THE PRESS BECAUSE IT IS NOT AS BEGUILING AS FALSE-

HOOD 

 VIRGIL'S GEORGICS - TR. RHOADES 

 WESTERN RELIGION ALONE IS TO BLAME FOR THE CRUELTY TO ANIMALS 

 WHAT IS MUSIC BY RICE 

 WHEN THE DOORS OF THE WORLD CLOSED ON THEM 

 WHY DO ANIMALS SUFFER 

 WHY THE HOLLOW MEN PRIZE THEIR VICE 
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