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Praise for
THE FAULTS OF MEAT


“This book explores the historical debate over vegetarianism in Tibet and breathes life into the important issues surrounding the relationship between compassion in action and the more subtle aspects of the Tibetan Buddhist perspective. To read these well-presented accounts, some from centuries long past and others more recent, highlights the fact that today there is more need than ever for people to treat the world around them with respect, and to approach ethical and ideological conundrums with an open, courageous heart rather than an opportunistic, self-serving attitude. Just as important, however, is to be wary of turning the bodhisattva path into a dogmatic ideology that elevates puritanical morality over the wisdom and skillful means that are so essential to it. In particular, it is the vast array of wisdom-based skillful means that makes the Vajrayāna so extraordinary and profound.”


—Jigme Khyentse Rinpoche


“This book presents an excellent array of texts, all translated for the first time, addressing the gamut of issues related to animal slaughter and meat eating within the context of Tibetan Buddhism, from the cultivation of compassion for animals to the ritual mis/uses of meat. It reveals a long tradition of reflection on the ethics of meat abstention in a climate where it had to have been particularly challenging, given the narrow range of food options. A superb resource both for teachers and students of Tibetan Buddhism and for practicing (or would-be) vegetarians and vegans from any climate.”


—Janet Gyatso, Harvard University, author of Being Human in a Buddhist World: An Intellectual History of Medicine in Early Modern Tibet


“If we aspire to live with compassion toward all beings, how should we approach meat eating? In Tibetan Buddhism, this question has been debated since the eleventh century. The texts compiled and discussed in The Faults of Meat shed light on conversations about vegetarianism in ways that are at times surprising and always illuminating. This book is highly valuable for scholars of Buddhism, but also for people in the vegan, vegetarian, reducetarian, and omnivore communities who care about animals and grapple with the ethics of our current food system.”


—Barbara J. King, author of Personalities on the Plate: The Lives and Minds of Animals We Eat 




“The Faults of Meat is without doubt the most comprehensive and rich account of Buddhist arguments against meat eating available in English. Simultaneously rigorous and accessible, the fascinating millennia-long arc of debates it documents reveal central values and tensions within Tibetan Buddhist traditions. The volume’s carefully curated and contextualized anthology of primary sources will be of great interest not only to Buddhists themselves but to scholars of religion, animal studies, or food studies who want to engage Buddhist views on animals, meat, and even ethics as such. I can think of few texts on any religious tradition that capture the history, depth, and existential stakes of eating animals with such force, balance, and nuance. We are indebted to Barstow for this landmark work of scholarship.”


—Aaron S. Gross, author of The Question of the Animal and Religion


“My gratitude to Geoffrey Barstow for compiling and editing the writings of these great teachers of Tibetan Buddhism, and to those who care for innocent beings like the animals. Adopting a plant-based diet is not only a matter of personal faith or tradition but is also a wonderful way to care for our health and well-being. This volume also benefits the environment, so that our Mother Earth could remain a little longer in the service of human beings, as we all know that if we continue to disregard the planetary consequences of a meat-based diet, we will regret it within two or three decades.”


—Pema Wangyal Rinpoche, founder, Padmakara Translation Group
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Should all Buddhists be vegetarian?


Vegetarianism is an important topic of debate in Buddhist circles—some argue that Buddhists should avoid meat entirely while others suggest that it is acceptable. For the most part, however, this ethical query has been conducted in the West without consulting traditional literature on the subject. The Faults of Meat brings together for the first time a collection of rich and intricate explorations of authoritative Tibetan views on eating meat. These fourteen nuanced texts, ranging from scholastic treatises to poetic verse, reveal vegetarianism as a significant, ongoing issue of debate for Tibetans across time and traditions, with a wide variety of voices marshaled against meat, and a few in favor. Authors include many important Tibetan teachers:


• Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292–1361) • Khedrup Jé (1385–1438) • The eighth Karmapa, Mikyö Dorjé (1507–1554) • Shabkar Tsokdrük Rangdröl (1781–1851) • Khenpo Tsultrim Lodrö (1961– ) • and many more.


These Buddhist teachers recognize both the ethical problems that surround meat eating and the practical challenges of maintaining a vegetarian diet; their skilled arguments are illuminated further by the translators’ introductions to each work.


The perspectives in The Faults of Meat are strikingly relevant to our discussions of vegetarianism today; they introduce us to new approaches and solutions to a contentious issue for Buddhists.


“ If we aspire to live with compassion toward all beings, how should we approach meat eating? In Tibetan Buddhism, this question has been debated since the eleventh century. The texts compiled and discussed in The Faults of Meat shed light on conversations about vegetarianism in ways that are at times surprising and always illuminating. This book is highly valuable for scholars of Buddhism, but also for people in the vegan, vegetarian, reducetarian, and omnivore communities who care about animals and grapple with the ethics of our current food system.”


— Barbara J. King, author of Personalities on the Plate: The Lives and Minds of Animals We Eat














Foreword by Khenpo Tsultrim Lodrö


VEGETARIANISM IS NONHARMFUL AND PEACEFUL in nature. In itself, it generates tremendous, long-lasting benefit for the natural environment and all the creatures who live within it. Because of this, for several thousand years, many tens of thousands of people who like and admire world peace have embraced a vegetarian diet.


Moreover, Shakyamuni Buddha and other compassionate great leaders of humankind have frequently praised vegetarianism and encouraged its adoption. Both the sūtric and tantric systems of the Buddhist Mahāyāna tradition hold that all meat should be abandoned. The key purpose for this is to avoid causing harm to sentient beings and to increase one’s own compassion.


As for Tibetans of the Land of Snows, the whole nation is one that practices and has faith in the Buddhist teachings. Thus, by rights, vegetarianism should have been widespread in Tibet; but this was not the case. The primary reasons were environmental in nature—namely, the Tibetan Plateau’s limited variety of vegetables, inconvenient transport, intense cold, and so forth. The fact that most Tibetan monastics followed the practice of consuming what is known as “meat with threefold purity” also hinges on these factors. It is important to understand, therefore, that the rationale for consuming meat was environmental rather than religious.


Nonetheless, it is not the case that there were no vegetarians in Tibet. Not only were there many lamas, spiritual teachers, and learned and accomplished noble beings who practiced vegetarianism, but they also composed many writings on the subject that exerted a positive influence. What they said was extremely clear. In light of the great difficulties in adopting vegetarianism faced by those in Tibet—compared with other places—these writings are an undeniable sign of the strong importance that was placed on the practice.


It is a cause for great joy that nowadays, unlike in the past, an increasing number of monastics and lay Buddhists in Tibet are becoming vegetarian. However, for the sake of protecting the environment, advancing the equality of all living beings, and increasing loving compassion, we still need to continue making unflagging efforts on the vegetarian front.




On this occasion, it is my hope that the work of my American friend Dr. Geoffrey Barstow (known as Tenzin Wangchuk in Tibetan), in compiling Tibetan writings on vegetarianism and producing this new volume, will be of immense benefit, both directly and indirectly, for the environment and the living beings within it. 


Written by Tsultrim Lodrö on the 10th day of the last month of spring in the Tibetan year of the earth pig (May 10, 2019). Translated from the Tibetan by Catherine Hardie.











Foreword by Matthieu Ricard


OF ALL THE GREAT RELIGIONS, only Jainism has consistently preached strict vegetarianism and unconditional nonviolence toward animals. Buddhism comes next. According to Buddhism, “buddha nature” is present in every sentient being, even in those who do not have the intellectual faculties necessary to actualize it, such as animals. The special quality of human beings is their ability to draw on buddha nature fully in order to achieve enlightenment. This places immense value on being human, but it far from gives humans a reason to look down on other life forms. In fact, this realization should encourage them to feel greater compassion for beings who are floundering in ignorance and incite them to do everything in their power to alleviate the sufferings of these beings. From the point of view of Buddhism, it is therefore out of the question to use human intelligence for the purpose of exploiting other sentient beings.


In Food of Sinful Demons,1 Geoffrey Barstow gave us the first comprehensive study showing that vegetarianism has always existed in Tibetan culture, has been motivated by compassion for the animals, and has been thought to represent the highest ethical standards. Avoiding meat eating has been advocated by highly respected masters from Milarepa to Shabkar (1781–1851), the author of several texts on this subject, including Food of Bodhisattvas,2 and Patrül Rinpoché (1808–1887), the author of The Words of My Perfect Teacher.3 In The Faults of Meat, Barstow and his coauthors present us with a most interesting array of views expressed by great luminaries of Tibetan Buddhism and Bön about the consumption of meat. This body of literature constitutes a solid scholarly contribution to the issue of vegetarianism in Buddhism in general and in Tibetan Buddhism in particular.


In Tibetan Buddhism, the various viewpoints concerning meat eating can be best viewed according to the perspectives of the Three Vehicles, respectively related to Prātimokṣa, Mahāyāna, and Vajrayāna teachings.


At the level of Prātimokṣa, one is chiefly concerned with individual liberation from samsaric sufferings. Meat eating is tolerated to a certain extent, under the rule of so-called threefold purity (rnam gsum dag pa’i sha): (1) that one has not killed the animal oneself, (2) that one has not ordered its killing, and (3) that it has not been purposely killed for one’s own consumption. The principle of meat with the threefold purity applies chiefly to monks who receive their daily food by begging and are not supposed to discriminate among the various kinds of alms they receive, accepting whatever they are offered. But even at the Prātimokṣa level, one should remember that when entering the Buddhist path by taking refuge, one takes the following precept: “In taking the Dharma as refuge, I promise not to harm any being.” This pledge undoubtedly applies to animals.


In the Mahāyāna, it is compassion all the way. It thus becomes inconceivable to inflict unnecessary suffering and death on others. In Buddhism, “others” indeed includes all sentient beings, not just humans. Only the meat of animals who have died of natural or accidental causes is therefore suitable to be eaten, which is not a very common occurrence. In Mahāyāna sūtras it is explained that applying the rule of threefold purity is a way to become more aware and responsible, and, accordingly, it encourages one to stop eating meat. It is not suggesting that even though these three conditions may have been met, eating meat is suitable for a compassionate Buddhist practitioner.


In addition to that, one should realize that all these sentient beings have been, in one lifetime or another, one’s kind parents, siblings, or children. One should therefore develop love and compassion for all sentient beings, considering each of them as though they were our own dear children. In the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra (often said to be “the quintessence of the Buddha’s words”) the Buddha says, “Those who practice loving-kindness should consider all sentient beings as their own children; therefore, they must give up eating meat,” and in the Mahāparinirvāna Sūtra, he says that “the eating of meat annihilates the seed of compassion.”


Likewise, in the Land of Snows, the great hermit Milarepa once sang:


When pricked by thorns, you cannot bear the pain,


and yet you kill and eat the flesh of living beings.


How harsh will be the prickles of Reviving Hell,




when skin will be flayed from your burning limbs!


So, take away your dreadful blood-red meat.4


As for the argument sometimes put forward by Mahāyāna meat eaters—that one should eat meat out of compassion, since eating the flesh of a slaughtered animal creates a connection with this animal in favor of whom one can direct the full power of one’s compassionate prayers—Shabkar points out that this is a serious misunderstanding of compassion. One may also argue that if an advanced practitioner has the power to affect the fate of others through prayer alone, he or she may as well pray for the sake of the animals free and alive rather than over the flesh of their corpse killed for one’s consumption. If one genuinely cares about animals, rather than praying over their dead bodies it is more effective to buy them from butchers and set them free in their natural environment after praying for them.


One of my teachers, Pema Wangyal Rinpoché (1945– ), often says that if a practitioner is able to bring back a slaughtered animal to life simply by snapping his fingers—as Tilopa (988–1069) is said to have done with the remnants of fish he had caught and eaten, and as Do Khyentse Yeshe Dorje (1800–1866) did with the leftovers of a sheep after eating it—then he should joyfully eat as much meat as he pleases. Otherwise, he’d better beware of dreadful karmic consequences of unnecessarily killing a sentient being. As Shabkar said in his autobiography, assuming the voice of old ewes:


When some lamas enter someone’s house


and seat themselves comfortably upon the throne,


we are being slaughtered right outside the door—


don’t pretend you don’t know what’s going on!


When there is nothing on earth


you lamas don’t know,


how can you not know about this?


We pray to you from the bottom of our hearts


that, at that moment, you may say something to reprieve us.


When we are gagged and being smothered,


if we could but draw a single breath,


it would be the greatest goodness on earth.


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .




We are just being slaughtered and slaughtered one lifetime after another—


don’t let your wisdom, compassion and power be so weak!5


As for the Vajrayāna, contrary to the common belief that only the Mahāyāna sūtras condemn meat eating, one actually finds unforgiving indictments of eating meat in several tantras. The Tantra of the Great Compassionate One Who Dredges the Depths of Samsara,6 for instance, says that the result of eating meat is rebirth in the hell realm for one kalpa.


Within the practice of Vajrayāna, during a gaṇacakra feast offering, one is meant to consume what is known as the “five meats” (of cow, dog, elephant, horse, and human) as samaya substances, allowing one to transcend the concepts of “pure” and “impure” and cultivate pure vision (dag snang), the root of Vajrayāna practice. As the Fourteenth Dalai Lama explains: “In this regard, someone might try to justify eating meat on the grounds that he or she is a practitioner of Highest Yoga Tantra. But this person must not forget that included in the five nectars and five meats are substances that are normally considered dirty and repulsive. A true practitioner of Highest Yoga Tantra does not discriminate by taking the meat but not the dirty substances. Yet, we cover our noses if such dirty substances are anywhere near us, let alone actually ingesting them.”7


Consuming the five meats in such ways has nothing in common with eating meat as daily food. As Patrül Rinpoché reminds us in The Words of My Perfect Teacher: “Even those five acceptable kinds of meat may only be used if you have the power to transform the food you eat into ambrosia. . . . To eat them casually in the village, just because you like the taste, is what is meant by heedless consumption contrary to the samayas of relishing, and is also a transgression.”8 It is indeed most unlikely that people who grant themselves permission to eat meat because of their tantric practice would be eager to consume a large quantity of human flesh. In normal practice, these five meats are found as minute traces in pills made to fulfill the injunction of including them in the gaṇacakra offering. A single one of those pills is often used to make many others and the five meats thus become diluted until they are of symbolic quantity only.




According to Patrül Rinpoché, making a gaṇacakra offering out of the fresh meat of an animal slaughtered for consumption is a complete aberration. It is like inviting the buddhas and bodhisattvas to a banquet and offering them the flesh of their own children.9 Shabkar also explains in his Emanated Scripture of Compassion that “when in the Secret Mantra teachings, it is said that one should eat meat, this is not an explicit teaching. In the commentary on the Ocean of Ḍākinīs Tantra,10 it is specified that the eating of meat refers to the ‘devouring of discursive thoughts.’”11 Along the same lines, I also heard some of my teachers say that according to some tantras—that I have not had the leisure to identify—regarding the inclusion of meat (sha) and alcohol (chang) in gaṇacakra feast offering, one may consider all solid food as “meat” and all liquid substances as ritual “alcohol.”


To add to the list of contemporary Tibetan masters who have adopted and advocated a nonviolent diet, my root teacher Kangyur Rinpoché (1898–1975) was not only a strict vegetarian but could also be considered as a Tibetan pioneer of veganism, since, in addition to abstaining from eating meat, fish, and eggs, he also avoided consuming salt and tea because in Tibet these products were carried for weeks over long distances on the backs of sheep (in the case of salt from Central and Western Tibet) and mules (in the case of tea coming from China). Among Kangyur Rinpoché’s children, Pema Wangyal Rinpoché and Jigme Khyentse Rinpoché (1963– ) have not only actively advocated veganism but have also purchased nearly ten million live animals and freed them in their natural environment (mostly sea animals) as well as saved domestic animals from being slaughtered. In Tibet, these animals were entrusted to herders who vowed to care for them until they died from natural causes, according to the Tibetan tradition of “freeing lives” (tshe thar), while in Western countries they were entrusted to animal sanctuaries.


I therefore welcome with gratitude this inspiring and insightful collection of texts that will make any Buddhist practitioner think twice before continuing to nourish their own life through the suffering and death of fellow sentient beings.
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Conventions


THE TIBETAN LANGUAGE is notoriously difficult to render in the Roman alphabet, at least in a way that is easily pronounceable. The standard system for rendering Tibetan in Roman letters (Wylie) accurately reproduces most elements of the Tibetan alphabet but is largely unintelligible to those who do not already read Tibetan. In order to make Tibetan terms pronounceable, this volume employs the THL system of Tibetan phonetics. Rather than trying to reproduce every Tibetan letter accurately, THL phonetics aims to standardize pronunciation based on Lhasa-dialect Tibetan. Rather than the Wylie bsgrubs, THL simply gives us drub, a fairly accurate version of how this word is pronounced. This volume employs THL phonetics throughout for the convenience of a general audience, while using Wylie transliteration in footnotes for those who read Tibetan.


Most of these texts are full of quotations from canonical and noncanonical scriptures. Many of these texts were originally composed in Sanskrit, others in Tibetan. Throughout this volume, when an author refers to an Indic text originally composed in Sanskrit, we have referred to the text by its Sanskrit title (i.e., “the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra says . . .”). This is primarily because most of these texts are already well known by their Sanskrit titles. Further, many of these texts have already had their titles translated into English in a plethora of different ways. Using the Sanskrit titles, then, has the advantage of familiarity as well as avoiding the confusion of adding yet another English title to the mix. When a text composed in Tibetan is cited, however, the title is rendered in English (i.e., “the Faults of Meat says . . .”). This is because the Tibetan titles of these Tibetan texts are not, generally speaking, well known to an English language audience. Rendering them in English, therefore, was deemed the best way to help readers keep track of which text was which.


The translations included in this volume are the work of several individuals. Each of us has our own translation style and preferred terminology. We have, generally speaking, tried to standardize terminology across the various translations so that the same Tibetan word is rendered with the same English term. Further, we have tried to standardize the translations of canonical quotations so that when the same quotation appears in different texts, the English rendering is more or less the same. While this was our general practice, however, some translators have chosen to provide their own translations of both individual terms and longer canonical quotations. This is particularly true of the Laṅkāvatāra and Mahāparinirvāna Sūtras, quotations from which show up repeatedly throughout these texts, sometimes resulting in notably different readings of the same passages than are found in chapter 1. These differences of opinion serve as a reminder that the end result is a product of the translator’s efforts and not simply a perfect mirror of the original.











Introduction


THIS VOLUME COLLECTS fourteen texts, all of which relate to the question of whether Tibetan Buddhists should eat meat. As these texts make clear, Tibetans have argued this point among themselves for at least a thousand years. Some of those voices argued that eating meat was morally acceptable. But others felt that meat was at least somewhat problematic. This was not a simple debate, however, and different authors could agree that meat eating was less than ideal, while also disagreeing on why that was the case and what should be done in response. For some, the only solution was to adopt—and demand that others adopt—full vegetarianism. Other authors stopped short of this dramatic step but still felt uncomfortable with the casual consumption of meat and tried to curb it in one way or another. It is the goal of this volume to introduce the contours of this debate and the range of voices and positions within it.



Some History1



Over the last few decades, vegetarianism has emerged as a point of tension in Tibetan communities. Some lamas and other religious leaders have argued that meat eating is against Buddhist ideals and should be abandoned. Others have argued that eating meat is a traditional part of Tibetan culture and should be maintained. In order to support this argument, many of those opposed to vegetarianism argue that it is an innovation, a practice not found in traditional forms of Tibetan Buddhism.2 As the texts in this volume amply illustrate, however, claims like this are simply untrue. Not all Tibetans were vegetarian by any measure. As far as I can tell, most were not. But a significant minority were vegetarian, and, perhaps more important, some of these individuals were prominent enough to ensure that the debates over meat eating never disappeared. Vegetarianism may not have been the norm, but it was certainly present and was an important aspect of Tibetan Buddhist practice.


The first well-attested examples of Tibetan Buddhists adopting vegetarianism come from the early centuries of the period known as the “second dissemination” of Buddhism in Tibet.3 This period, beginning in the late tenth century, was characterized by renewed interest in monastic Buddhism and new translations of Indian texts into Tibetan. Among these practices was a distinct concern for the moral status of meat. This can be seen in a number of early textual sources, including the seminal eleventh-century Indian master Atiśa’s (982–1054) dialogues with his Tibetan disciple Dromtön (1004–1064), contained in the Book of Kadam.4 At roughly the same time, the Bön5 master Metön Sherab Özer (1058–1132) criticized meat eating in his Vinaya Compendium, one of the earliest Bön texts on the Vinaya, the formal rules for monks and nuns. Like generations of Tibetan authors after him, Metön Sherab Özer’s critique focuses specifically on the question of compassion, the single most important point in the debates over meat. His claims are brief but provide perhaps the earliest clear statement against meat eating, foreshadowing the more elaborate arguments that came later:




By definition, this thing called “meat” comes from the killing of animals. Being without mercy sends one to hell. With great regret, abandon eating it. This thing called “meat” comes from a father and a mother. These are its causes and conditions. If you saw this with your eyes, you would tremble with fear. How pitiful it would be to take it in your hands! Just smelling it brings on nausea. Once it is tasted by the tongue, how can it be kept down? For these reasons, it should be abandoned.6







There is also some good evidence for vegetarianism in the community centered around the twelfth-century master Pakmodrupa (1110–1170). Some later Tibetan sources claim that Pakmodrupa himself was vegetarian, though I have not found evidence for this in early material.7 It would make sense, however, as at least two of Pakmodrupa’s students are well-attested vegetarians: Jigten Sumgön (1143–1217, founder of the Drikung Kagyü) and Taklung Tangpa (1142–1209, founder of the Taklung Kagyü). Taklung Tangpa’s student Rinchen Gön (1191–1236) was also a vegetarian, as were at least some of his students.8 Overall, this cluster of vegetarians suggests that a meatless diet may have been common early on in this lineage.


While vegetarianism may have been common in this community, however, none of these lamas wrote about it extensively. The first significant discussion in Tibet does not emerge, in fact, until Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292–1361), the thirteenth-century founder of the Jonang lineage. His Refraining from Meat and Alcohol, translated in chapter 2 of this volume, discusses the faults of drinking alcohol and eating meat at some length. Of particular importance is Dolpopa’s division of his work into three sections based on the three different sets of vows that Tibetan Buddhists often adopt: the vows of individual liberation, the bodhisattva vow, and the tantric samayas. Dolpopa is the first Tibetan that I am aware of to organize his discussion of meat eating along these lines, developing a schema that would become common throughout these debates and that is reflected in many of the texts translated here.


A century after Dolpopa, Ngorchen Künga Sangpo (1382–1456) wrote his Epistle Benefitting Students, the most extensive Tibetan work on meat eating to that point and one of the most influential such works ever written. Translated in chapter 3 of this volume, Ngorchen followed Dolpopa’s approach, discussing meat according to each of the three vows. Ngorchen’s commitment to vegetarianism, however, went well beyond this single text. When he founded Ngor Ewam Chöden Monastery in 1429, Ngorchen insisted on strict adherence to the Vinaya, including vegetarianism.9 Further, many of his disciples and successors are known to have practiced and promoted vegetarianism, including Gorampa (1429–1489), whose criticism of meat eating is translated in chapter 5 of this book. It seems, in fact, that vegetarianism may have been common at Ngor Ewam Chöden for several centuries after its founding, making it one of the few places in Tibet where vegetarianism ever became normative.


At roughly the same time, Khedrup Jé (1385–1438), a foundational figure in the up-and-coming Geluk lineage, also wrestled with the question of meat eating. Khedrup competed with Ngorchen for patronage and disagreed with him on a host of intellectual issues. His opinions on meat eating, therefore, can be seen in part as a critique of Ngorchen’s uncompromising call for vegetarianism among monks. In fact, Khedrup’s fullest treatment of this topic—contained in his Polishing the Jewel of the Sage’s Teachings: A Brief and Conclusive Presentation on the Three Vows and translated in chapter 4 of this volume—amounts to the most robust defense of meat eating that I am aware of in premodern Tibetan literature.10 He argues that the Vinaya rules are clear that monks can eat meat as long as it has threefold purity, and asserts that the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra does not actually mandate or suggest vegetarianism—despite this sūtra’s seemingly plain anti-meat stance. That said, even though Khedrup argues against Ngorchen (and others’) vegetarianism, he does not go so far as to suggest that eating meat casually, without reflection, is acceptable. In particular, he accepts that the Buddha restricted certain types of meat, that meat without threefold purity is unacceptable, and that some beginner bodhisattvas should avoid meat in order to revese their instinct toward craving. Further, it is worth noting that some later Tibetans present Khedrup as a (partial) proponent of vegetarianism.11 Nevertheless, it is clear that Khedrup stakes out a position in opposition to Ngorchen, Dolpopa, and other earlier authors.


Perhaps because of Khedrup’s stance on meat and the political ascendancy of his Geluk lineage, references to vegetarianism begin to decline in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, at least in Central Tibet. This is not to say that it disappeared entirely, of course. Vegetarianism continued to be important at Ngor for several centuries, as well as within the Karma Kagyü lineage. The eighth Karmapa, Mikyö Dorjé (1507–1554), was particularly important in the latter, penning several critiques of meat eating—including the short work translated in chapter 6 of this volume—and instituting vegetarianism at Tsurpu, his home monastery. Despite these individuals and communities, it is clear that on the whole, the practice of vegetarianism declined in Central Tibet from the mid-fifteenth century onward.


While vegetarianism may have been declining in Central Tibet, however, it was on the rise in the eastern Tibetan region known as Kham. In the mid-seventeenth century, Karma Chakmé (1613–1678) wrote an extended critique of meat eating, as well as a prayer to be said before eating it, both of which are translated in chapter 7. I do not know if there was already a tradition of vegetarianism in Kham prior to Karma Chakmé, but it is clear that his influence was felt for the next several generations. While he himself never held the abbacy, Karma Chakmé was instrumental in the founding of Pelyül Monastery in 1665, and the first and second abbots of this institution were vegetarian themselves and also encouraged it among their monks. This tradition does not seem to have lasted more than a century, but for a time Pelyül may have rivaled Ngor as a center of institutionalized vegetarianism.


Like his predecessors, Karma Chakmé structures his work around the three vows. He also draws on previous texts, particularly Ngorchen’s Epistle, for many of his basic arguments and the scriptural passages he cites. His work, however, takes these arguments further than any his predecessors, providing the most detailed take on the three-vow approach to meat eating that I am aware of. This is fitting, as Karma Chakmé’s work is the last of the major scholastic treatises on vegetarianism. Up to and including Karma Chakmé, all of the Tibetan authors I am aware of focused their works on a close parsing of the sūtras, tantras, and other authoritative scriptures. The goal, it seems, was to use scholastic methods to determine the Buddha’s take on meat eating so that Buddhists could do likewise. The result is texts that are dense and full of scriptural citations, often assuming an argumentative posture that sometimes even uses the technical vocabulary usually found in debate courtyards.


After Karma Chakmé, however, the writing style used in these texts shifts dramatically. In his memoirs of life in a Tibetan monastery, Georges Dreyfus—the first European or American to earn the prestigious geshé degree—describes the Tibetan educational system as essentially scholastic. What he means by this is that Tibetan education centers on reading and commenting on classical Buddhist scriptures illuminated by the light of previous generations of commentary. “I believe the most distinctive feature of scholasticism,” he writes, “to be its emphasis on interpreting the great texts constitutive of the tradition within the confines of its authority, using the intellectual tools handed down from previous generations.”12 Such an approach to scholarship is evident in the texts on vegetarianism written prior to the eighteenth century. Dolpopa, Ngorchen Künga Sangpo, Khedrup Jé, Gorampa, and Karma Chakmé all center their writings on a detailed analysis of scriptural precedent, including both canonical works by the Buddha and texts written by previous Indian and Tibetan scholars. They parse and dissect these texts with great subtlety, and each come to their own conclusions, but they all come to these conclusions based on their analysis of scripture and textual precedent. The result is texts that are full of quotations and that feel almost legalistic in tone. This is a powerful mode of argumentation, particularly for a Buddhist audience that accepts the authority of the scriptures.


In the late eighteenth century, however, there is a striking shift in the rhetoric used to support vegetarianism. This shift has its roots, as far as I have been able to discover, in the writings of the Nyingma visionary Jigmé Lingpa (1730–1798).13 To the best of my knowledge, Jigmé Lingpa did not compose any texts specifically focused on meat eating or vegetarianism, and his work is therefore not included in this volume. Short passages that display a deep concern for animal welfare, however, are woven throughout his extensive literary corpus. He calls meat a “sinful food”14 and suggests that his followers should avoid it whenever possible. Unlike his predecessors, however, he largely eschews the scholastic approach when expressing this concern for animal welfare, replacing detailed scriptural exegesis with powerful descriptions of animals suffering. Instead of asking his readers to balance competing scriptural claims, he simply asks them to have an affective, emotional response to the lived experience of the animals themselves. Perhaps nowhere is this approach as clear as in the following passage from his autobiography:




Having now become animals, your fathers, mothers, siblings, and friends from previous lives tremble with fear in the butcher’s sinful hands, tears streaming from their eyes, and panting for breath. In that state they wonder what to do. Alas, there is no refuge! There is nowhere to go! Thinking that, right now in this place, they may be killed, their urgent suffering is great. In such a state, like one approaching a terrifying pit of hell-fire, their body is turned upside down, their muzzle is tied up, and their eyes move wildly with lights shining forth. What they see is their stomach being opened up. With their feet perpendicular, they are set on the path to the next life without even a quiver.15







Jigmé Lingpa’s affective arguments against causing animal suffering were picked up and adopted by later writers. Perhaps the most famous of these was Shabkar Tsokdrük Rangdröl (1781–1851), a master from Amdo associated with both the Nyingma and Geluk lineages. Shabkar was himself a deeply committed vegetarian, and his autobiography recalls a powerfully emotional conversion experience: he was walking along the pilgrimage circuit in Lhasa when the sight of sheep lined up for slaughter prompted him to reflect, with great distress, on the suffering that meat eating caused. He immediately went before the Jowo Shakyamuni statue and took a lifelong vow to never again eat meat.16 Further, Shabkar promoted vegetarianism relentlessly, writing with pride of the three hundred disciples who became vegetarian under his influence.17 Shabkar also wrote prolifically about vegetarianism, composing three extended works decrying meat eating in the strongest terms. As two of these texts are already widely available in the Padmakara Translation Committee’s excellent English translation, these longer works have been left out of this volume.18 But Shabkar also addressed the question of vegetarianism in several poems and shorter works, and four of these are included here in chapter 8. Shabkar’s work on vegetarianism is extensive, and he certainly includes plenty of scholastic analysis. He tends, however, to follow Jigmé Lingpa and emphasize the experience of the animals themselves, seemingly in an attempt to prompt an emotional, affective response among his readers.


This approach is also reflected in the work of Patrül Rinpoché (1808–1887), another famed nineteenth-century master. Patrül’s primary discussion of meat eating is found in his Words of My Perfect Teacher, a famous text that is already widely available in English and so has not been included in this volume.19 Like Jigmé Lingpa and Shabkar, Patrül focuses on creating vivid images of the slaughtering and meat-eating process intended to prompt an affective response among his readers:




These days, those who have the appearance of lamas are drawn in when a patron slaughters a fat, greasy sheep and cooks the quivering meat with the gullet and organs, piling the lot atop the still-trembling ribs of a yak. These lamas pull their monastic shawls over their heads and suck away at the entrails like a baby sucking at its mother’s breast.20





Jigmé Lingpa, Shabkar, and Patrül’s works mark not only a shift in rhetorical strategy but also the increasing popularity of vegetarianism in nineteenth-century Kham. Earlier, I noted that the thirteenth through sixteenth centuries marked something of a high-water mark for vegetarianism in Central Tibet. The same can be said for nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Kham. Important individual lamas such as Rigdzin Garwang (1858–1930), Ngawang Lekpa (1864–1941), Sera Khandro (1892–1940), and many others personally practiced vegetarianism. Further, interviews I have conducted with elderly Tibetans who remember this time suggest that vegetarianism may have been widespread in certain communities. The writings of Nyala Pema Dündul (1816–1873, chapter 9 of this volume) and Shardza Tashi Gyaltsen (1859–1935, chapter 10) are both part of this broader movement. For his part, Nyala Pema Dündul continues the emphasis on emotional imagery begun by Jigmé Lingpa, describing a dream sequence in which the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara gives him a tour of the various punishments that await meat eaters in hell. Shardza, on the other hand, was arguably the most important Bön scholar of his generation, so it is not surprising that his Faults of Meat marks something of a return to the scholastic style, with numerous quotations from canonical sources. Even here, however, traces of the more emotional, affective style remain. In some ways, then, it is fitting that Shardza’s work is the final pre-Communist work included here. It captures many of the broad trends and concerns we see across these texts, distilling them down into a short yet surprisingly nuanced work.


But the history of vegetarianism in Tibet did not end with the arrival of Communist Chinese forces in the early 1950s. The arrival of communism marked the beginning of rapid and painful transformations in Tibet, first into a centrally organized socialist system and then into today’s market economy. Periods of relative peace alternated with extended periods during which all things religious were attacked—sometimes violently. Religious leaders were publicly criticized, arrested, and sometimes killed, while monasteries, texts, and art were destroyed.21 This process was particularly disastrous during the decades of high Maoism (roughly from the Great Leap Forward in 1958 until the death of Mao in 1976), but it has never fully abated. Despite the hardships, however, vegetarianism never fully disappeared. I have interviewed two elderly lamas who claim to have maintained their personal vegetarianism through the entire Communist period, despite the fact that food of any type was often hard to come by.22


More recently, vegetarianism has experienced a surge of popularity over the last two decades. It is impossible to know what percentage of the present Tibetan population is vegetarian, but anecdotal evidence suggests it is considerable. Many restaurants, for instance, now offer extensive vegetarian menus, and vegetarian foods are produced and marketed directly to Tibetans. I am no longer at all surprised to hear that someone I am talking to is a vegetarian or to overhear people discussing it among themselves.


Like vegetarianism in pre-Communist Tibet, the contemporary movement is essentially a religious movement, and its foremost proponents are all religious leaders. There have been quite a few voices raised in support of this vegetarianism movement, and improvements in technology—particularly the Internet and smart phones—mean that almost anyone who wishes can weigh in on this issue. Nevertheless, there are a few individual religious leaders whose religious standing and personal charisma have gone a long way to supporting contemporary vegetarianism. Among those religious leaders active in the exile community, the current Dalai Lama (1935– ) and Karmapa23 (1985– ) deserve special mention. Both (though particularly the Karmapa) have spoken out in support of vegetarianism, and their position on this question is well known to Tibetans in Tibet.24 In addition, numerous other exile leaders have argued for vegetarianism, including Arjia Rinpoché, a contemporary Mongolian lama based in Bloomington, Indiana. Arjia Rinpoché became a vegetarian in 1994 and has actively promoted the diet ever since. An interview with him is included as chapter 11.


Most Tibetans, however, live in Tibet rather than in exile, amplifying the importance of those lamas inside Tibet who support vegetarianism. Among these, the most significant is Khenpo Tsultrim Lodrö (1961– ), whose Clear Mirror of Advice has been translated in chapter 12 of this volume. Khenpo Tsultrim Lodrö is the Dharma heir of the renowned Khenpo Jigmé Püntsok (1933–2003), founder of Larung Gar Buddhist Academy. Khenpo Tsultrim Lodrö himself spent more than a decade leading the Larung Gar community, which—at least prior to a round of government-sponsored destruction in the summer of 2016—had been the largest monastic community in world history.25 And he has published numerous texts, posters, and video disks in support of vegetarianism and regularly incorporates it into his public teachings. His stance on this issue is so well known that when I ask Tibetans in Tibet about vegetarianism, I am always invariably pointed in his direction. Between the Karmapa, Arjia Rinpoché, Khenpo Tsultrim Lodrö, and the many other contemporary proponents of vegetarianism, it seems clear that concern with meat eating—indeed, with animal ethics more broadly—is likely to remain an issue in Tibetan religion for the foreseeable future.


Before concluding, it is important to remember that vegetarianism never became normative in pre-Communist Tibet. Most Tibetans—both monastic and lay—ate meat regularly. At the same time, however, there was a consistent concern about the ethics of a meat-eating diet, particularly among the devout. In some cases, this led to the adoption of vegetarianism on the part of individual practitioners. Less commonly, there were times (thirteenth- to sixteenth-century Central Tibet and nineteenth- to twentieth-century Kham) and places (Ngor Ewam Chöden and Pelyül Monasteries) where vegetarianism was strikingly common and perhaps even the norm. The texts contained in this volume demonstrate that while vegetarianism was a minority practice, it was nonetheless an important practice worth taking seriously.


What Is “Vegetarianism”?


I have used the word “vegetarian” repeatedly in this introduction. And yet what exactly this word means in a Tibetan context is not altogether clear. “Vegetarian” is a slippery word, even in English, with some people suggesting that one can be vegetarian while still eating fish, and others arguing that only a fully vegan diet counts as true vegetarianism. The situation is even more complex in Tibetan, where there is no single word (or concept) that maps easily onto the English term “vegetarian.” In modern Tibetan, the closest equivalent is karsé (dkar zas), meaning “white food,” and contrasted against marsé (dmar zas), “red food.” As this color coding suggests, the central distinction here involves blood: eating karsé food does not involve killing an animal, whereas eating marsé food does. But while karsé and marsé are now in common use, they are actually neologisms, new words unattested in traditional literature.26


The only word used in pre-Communist literature that approaches the concept of “vegetarianism” is dokar, meaning something like “white ingedients.”27 When used, dokar means that a person has made a choice to not eat meat on an ongoing basis, something quite similar to the English word “vegetarian.” Dokar, however, is not used universally in Tibetan literature, appearing primarily in works of the Drigung Kagyü and, sometimes, Ngor Sakya lineages. Elsewhere, when Tibetan authors wanted to get across the idea that a particular individual had given up meat, they simply described the situation rather than referring to a specific diet. The Biography of Ngawang Lekpa, for instance, simply states, “Since the time he requested monk’s vows, he abandoned eating meat, drinking alcohol, and eating after noon.”28 Here the author does not use a specific term or concept like karsé or dokar to define Ngawang Lekpa’s diet. Instead, he simply states that Ngawang Lekpa stopped eating meat. This same pattern is found throughout Tibetan literature and is far and away the most common way to explain that someone does not eat meat.


Thus Tibetan literature tends to conceptualize vegetarianism as a negation (giving up meat) rather than an affirmation (adopting a specific diet). This approach to vegetarianism is broad and allows a lot of flexibility in what can be considered vegetarian. This flexibility is important because, as the texts in this volume demonstrate, individual Tibetans gave up meat to different degrees and in different ways. Some, of course, gave it up entirely. Others, however, simply reduced how much meat they ate or gave it up for a certain period of time. These practices do not adhere to a single, clearly defined “vegetarian” diet, but they do all involve the intentional rejection of meat in one way or another. When I speak of vegetarianism in this volume, I am referring to this flexible conception of vegetarianism, loosely defined as intentionally avoiding meat in one way or another.




Themes and Arguments


The texts in this volume approach the question of meat eating from a variety of perspectives. Each author brought his own concerns and experiences to this issue, and the result is, not surprisingly, that they each emphasized different things. That said, there are several important themes and concerns that run throughout these works, and over the next few pages I will highlight some of the most important.


Compassion


Without doubt, the central concern driving these authors is compassion. Tibetan Buddhism self-consciously adheres to the Mahāyāna form of Buddhism. And like Mahāyāna Buddhism elsewhere, compassion is a central concern of Tibetan religiosity, perhaps even the central concern. As Shardza says in the opening lines of his Faults of Meat, “Compassion is the essence of all the Buddha’s teachings.”29 Compassion, for Shardza and most other Tibetans, was not simply a side effect or byproduct of religious practice, it was the central aim, the essence, of Buddhism itself. And that compassion was not limited to other humans. Humans, of course, should be treated compassionately. But that compassion should also extend to all other sentient beings as well, including animals (as well as ghosts, hell-beings, and any other sentient being). Further, compassion should be more than just a mental state; it should include active engagement with the world in order to lessen the suffering of others. Once again, Shardza summarizes this discussion well: “Become completely absorbed with this, so that you guard beings with great compassion, steadfast and immeasurable. Motivate yourself with the aim of establishing all beings in both temporary and ultimate happiness! With this as your intention, perform positive actions of body and speech.”


In Tibetan perspective, there is no question that killing animals causes them to suffer and is therefore highly sinful and completely incompatible with the Buddhist call to compassion. The question about eating meat, then, is not about the ethics of killing animals but rather whether or not eating meat is connected with the act of killing. Some Tibetans—drawing on the rule of threefold purity, discussed below—understood eating meat to be largely or wholly separate from the act of killing. The killing, they argued, was already complete by the time they entered the butcher shop: all they were doing was buying a product after the fact. Not surprisingly, many of the authors included in this volume argued strongly against this position. To do so, they usually pointed out the causal connection between consumers buying meat and butchers killing. As the Eighth Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé puts it, “If the consumer is not present as the initial observed condition, then the later empowering condition [i.e., the butcher’s desire to kill] will not arise and the act of killing will not happen. If that exists, then this happens.”30 In addition to their own words, many authors also relied on canonical quotations in order to make this connection between the consumption of meat and the killing of the animal, particularly the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra, which notes, “People pay money for meat, causing animals to be killed for profit. Both the killer and buyer own this sinful karma and will boil in the Crying Hell.” Others cited similar passages in the Kālacakra Tantra31 and the Mañjuśrī Pradarshana.32


A more literary approach to this issue can be found in Jigmé Lingpa’s Story of the Hunted Deer. Here Jigmé Lingpa tells a story in which a hunter meets a hermit deep in the mountains. The hermit chastises the hunter for the sinful nature of his work, but the hunter pushes back, arguing that it is the people who buy the meat of the animals he kills that are truly sinful: “Even if it is hunters like me who do the actual killing, the meat is bought and eaten by all of the so-called religious ascetics. It is laughable to claim there is a difference between the sin of killing and the sin of eating.”33 Whether they made their argument using logic, scriptural citations, or simply by telling a story, all of these authors insist that eating meat is directly connected to the act of killing, even if the purchaser did not personally order the death of the specific animal in question. Butchers kill in order to sell meat. Those who purchase it are therefore deeply implicated in the death of the animal even though they did not wield the knife. Given this understanding, and given the importance of applied compassion in Tibetan Buddhism, it is not hard to see why these authors would suggest that eating meat should be abandoned.


Meat in the Vinaya


For most of the authors represented in this book, the need to be compassionate toward animals by reducing their suffering is the core argument in favor of vegetarianism. It is striking, however, how little many of these texts actually discuss compassion. Discussions of compassion appear, of course, but they often take up far fewer lines of text than other issues, particularly in the scholastic works by Dolpopa, Ngorchen, Khedrup, Gorampa, Karma Chakmé, and Khenpo Tsultrim Lodrö. Instead, the majority of these texts are dedicated to rebutting arguments in opposition to vegetarianism. That is, these authors tend to briefly lay out their own position in favor of vegetarianism and then spend the majority of their time defending that position against counterarguments.


Of particular concern for these authors was the Vinaya, and particularly the rule of threefold purity.34 This rule is found in multiple passages in the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya followed by Tibetan monastics, but perhaps the clearest formulation is found in the Bhaiṣajya chapter of the Vinayavastu:35




I say that meat that is not suitable by the three ways should not be eaten. What are these three? Meat that has been seen to have been prepared for one’s own sake is unsuitable to be eaten. Meat that you have heard from trustworthy sources to have been prepared for your own sake is unsuitable to be eaten. Meat that you think, based on suspicions that have arisen in your mind, to have been prepared for your own sake is unsuitable to be eaten.36





In essence, this rule states that a monk or nun may eat meat as long as they do not even suspect that the meat was prepared for their own sake. All Tibetans that I am aware of, including the proponents of vegetarianism included in this volume, understood this rule to be the authentic speech of the Buddha, and thus canonical. They could not, therefore, attack it directly. Instead, those Tibetan authors who supported vegetarianism tended to argue that the rule of threefold purity was never meant to be definitive. The rule of threefold purity, they argue, was made because a strict rule requiring vegetarianism would have driven some people away from Buddhism. Once these people had been Buddhists for a while and had developed some discipline, then they could give meat up entirely. Gorampa makes this argument clearly: “My own view is that the Vinaya allows beginners to eat meat while they gradually practice the foundational discipline. Later, having perfected this foundational discipline and having studied the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra and Mahāparinirvāna Sūtra, meat is forbidden.”37 As Gorampa suggests, Tibetan authors found support for this position in canonical texts such as the Laṅkāvatāra Sūtra and Mahāparinirvāna Sūtra, both of which explicitly state that the Buddha allowed meat with threefold purity only in order to avoid alienating beginners.


This argument was bolstered by an appeal to the theory and literature surrounding what is known as the “three vows.”38 Devout Tibetans typically adopt three distinct sets of vows: the monastic vows of individual liberation,39 the bodhisattva vow,40 and the tantric samayas.41 Each of these three sets of vows are distinct, and while they usually agree with one another, they do sometimes conflict. In such instances, most three-vow theorists argued that practitioners should follow the higher set of vows.42 Meat eating is one such point of conflict. The rule of threefold purity is found in the monastic vows of individual liberation. The call to compassion, however, is the core of the bodhisattva vow, which is almost universally considered to be higher than the vows of individual liberation. For many of the authors translated in this volume, this means that even if the rule of threefold purity is relevant for śrāvakas and other non-Mahāyāna Buddhists, it is superseded by the bodhisattva vow’s call to compassion. Since Tibetans adhere to the Mahāyāna and adopt the bodhisattva vow, the argument goes, they should not eat meat despite the permissions granted by the rule of threefold purity. Sakya Paṇḍita articulates this point clearly in his Distinguishing the Three Vows, in the passage that Gorampa comments on in chapter 5 of this volume. “Śrāvakas,” he says, “may eat meat that has threefold purity. . . . In the Mahāyāna, meat is forbidden.”43


There are some exceptions to this, of course, and Khedrup Jé’s Polishing the Jewel of the Sage’s Teachings, in chapter 4 of this volume, is notable for his insistence that the bodhisattva vow does not conflict with the rule of threefold purity, at least for ordinary practitioners. Despite such outliers, however, most Tibetan authors who wrote about meat eating concluded that it was opposed to the bodhisattva vow. Because of this, the rule of threefold purity simply didn’t apply.


Meat in Tantra


Three-vow theory holds that since the bodhisattva vow is more advanced and represents a further stage of the Buddhist path, it supersedes the monastic vows of individual liberation. The same logic, however, holds that the tantric samayas supersede the bodhisattva vow. These commitments are the vows taken whenever someone receives initiation into a particular tantric practice. Since most Tibetans practiced some form of tantric Buddhism, they were bound by these commitments. And while different tantric lineages espouse different sets of commitments, they all include a requirement that practitioners drink alcohol and eat meat. This requirement was, not surprisingly, something of a stumbling block for those Tibetan religious leaders who were promoting vegetarianism. It is not surprising, therefore, that they devoted considerable space in their works to dealing with the question of meat in tantra.


The discussions of meat found in the tantras44 are complex and detailed, and the texts translated in this volume approach the issue with more diversity and detail than I can in this introduction. In general, however, the tantric samayas require practitioners to consume meat as part of ritual feast offerings, known as tsok in Tibetan.45 During the course of these rituals, practitioners offer food to one or more tantric deities. In the process, that food is ritually transformed from normal, everyday fare into divine nectar, suitable for consumption by the deities themselves. The actual food offered can include a wide variety of substances, but most tantric texts say that meat must be included.


That meat, however, is not just any meat. Instead, most tantras say, practitioners must use what are known as the five meats. The exact list of these five can vary slightly from one individual tantra to the next, but a fairly standard list is found in the Vimalaprabhā,46 Puṇḍarīka’s seminal commentary on the Kālacakra Tantra.47 “The five meats,” Puṇḍarīka explains, “are cow, dog, elephant, horse, and human.”48 All of these meats were taboo in ancient India, where the tantras were written.49 Pro-vegetarian authors liked to point out, therefore, that consuming the five meats was part of a specific, antinomian ritual and did not give license to eat meat on a normal, daily basis. Patrül Rinpoché makes precisely this argument in his Words of My Perfect Teacher: “Eating [the five meats] wantonly in towns, because you are attached to the taste of meat, is the fault known as ‘behaving carelessly with the tantric commitment of consumption.’”50 Patrül does not deny the need to include the five meats in the ritual feast. He does, however, argue that the need to include meat in the ritual does not mean that meat—even the five meats—should be eaten casually as part of a regular diet. Rather than upholding the tantric samayas, he argues, eating the five meats outside of the feast offering ritual is actually a violation of those same commitments.


Along with their concern about eating the five meats only in their ritual context, several of these authors also suggested that meat should only be used by those who are truly capable of transforming it into divine nectar. Through the process of the ritual feast, the meat and other offerings are believed to be transformed or transmuted so that they lose their impure, worldly qualities and become pure, divine nectar. But, many authors sympathetic to vegetarianism claimed, it takes an advanced practitioner to effect this transformation, and those who are unable should avoid using actual meat in their feast offerings. Dolpopa, for one, argues that while it is appropriate for powerful practitioners who are truly capable of benefitting others to eat pills made of the five meats,51 others should not do so. In Refraining from Meat, translated in chapter 2 of this volume, he says, “These [five meats] are mixed with the juniper berry to make ambrosia pills that yogis eat not merely out of lip service but for the sake of their tantric vows—they need to increase the strength of their body, abate various arrogances, and guide sentient beings. With this in mind, yogis who eat meat but are incapable of guiding sentient beings should stop eating meat of any kind.”


Others laid out specific benchmarks that a practitioner must attain before consuming the five meats. Karma Chakmé argues in his Faults of Meat, translated in chapter 7, that before someone is able to use the five meats in ritual, they “must be able to either truly transform the meat into divine nectar or, if they do not transform it into divine nectar, they must be able to transform their body so that they appear as a burial-ground jackal, a tiger, a lion, or the like. After that they can eat. Other than that, if someone eats human flesh or the rest, then it is a violation of all three vows at once!”


A more detailed take on this argument is provided by Mikyö Dorjé, the eighth Karmapa. In his Great Commentary on the Vinayasūtra, translated in chapter 6, Mikyö Dorjé directly confronts those who assert that meat is necessary in the feast ritual. Assuming a debate posture, he asks his unnamed adversary to declare whether or not the meat must be literally transmuted. If his opponent declares that it does not, he argues, then it is worldly food and not an appropriate offering for the wisdom deities. But if the opponent says that it does need to be transmuted, then Mikyö Dorjé points out that only a very advanced practitioner is capable of truly transmuting it, and he says, in summary, “When thinking about putting actual meat and alcohol in the torma, I say that since you are unable to truly transmute it into suchness, you should not use real meat or alcohol. This is my prayer.”


Even among those who accepted that meat does in fact need to be included in ritual feast offerings, there was still the question of how much was appropriate to use. In his Faults of Meat, Karma Chakmé admits that meat is necessary in tsok ritual feasts, saying: “If you completely refuse to eat meat during the feast ritual, you will be committing the thirteenth root downfall [i.e., breaking your tantric samayas].” But, he goes on to say, the actual amount of meat used should be minuscule. “During the ritual feast,” he argues, “it is not appropriate to consume more than a small amount of meat, the equivalent of the leg of an insect.”


As Karma Chakmé’s comments suggest, the overall concern driving these authors is a fear that the ritual feast will turn into an actual feast, with deliberate ritual conduct replaced by casual—or even gluttonous—consumption of otherwise forbidden foods. Toward this end, it is worth noting that none of these authors ever suggest that meat should never, under any circumstances, be included in the tsok ritual. Even Mikyö Dorjé allows that it is appropriate for someone who is truly capable of transmuting meat into nectar to use meat in their offerings. But, these authors seem to suggest, practitioners need to honestly evaluate their own level of realization and not perform sinful actions in the name of tantric rituals that they are not truly capable of. In his Nectar for the Mind, Rigdzin Garwang recalls a group of students asking their teacher, Nyala Pema Dündul, about including meat in tsok. Nyala Pema Dündul’s response is a pithy and self-effacing summary of this position. “Who among you,” he asks, “is able to benefit by using the flesh and blood of your father and mother? I am not.”52


Affective Rhetoric


The authors whose works appear in this volume were scholars known for their learning and erudition. Their writings often included nuanced debates over the finer points of the sūtras and tantras. At other times, however, they set aside this scholastic approach and sought to produce an emotional, affective response in their listeners. Sometimes they did this by describing, in vivid and upsetting language, the suffering that animals experience as they are slaughtered, as Jigmé Lingpa does in the passage from his autobiography quoted above. In other cases, authors used loaded and powerful language to convince their readers to reconsider their diet. Shardza calls meat nauseating, and several authors insist that eating animal flesh is no different from eating the flesh of one’s own parents. As Shabkar puts it in one particularly vivid passage:


Amidst heaps of flesh and bones from beings who were once our mothers,


the monks, wielding knives, stuff their gaping mouths.


Alas! If Buddhists dare do this to beings,


let’s not speak of non-Buddhists!53


In other instances, the language serves to highlight the negative impact of meat on the consumer, particularly the negative births awaiting those who eat meat. Eating meat, these authors claim, generates powerful negative karma, so much so that meat eaters will find themselves reborn in hell for many eons. Shardza claims, “It is certain that consuming the meat and blood of beings out of desire will result in being flung to the lower realms. For this reason, it is important to abandon meat forever.” For his part, Shabkar argues that the karmic results of meat eating do not end once a being is released from hell. Instead, those who formerly ate meat “will be reborn as yaks, goats, and sheep, and will likewise experience being killed a hundred times by having their mouths and snouts bound.54 In this way, beheaded and disemboweled, their life force will be severed.”


While this argument is found in many of the texts collected here, Nyala Pema Dündul elevates it to a new level, structuring his Song of Advice for Giving Up Meat, translated in chapter 9 of this volume, entirely around the karmic repercussions of meat eating. In this work he recalls a visionary experience in which the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara gives him a tour of hell. During this sojourn, he observes beings as they are tortured by animal-headed demons: “Many of the servants held sharp weapons in their hands, with which to slice apart and devour the flesh of their victims. Time and again they cut, and time and again flesh grew back. Victims did not expire until their karma was fully exhausted.” When he asks what these beings had done to deserve their punishment, Avalokiteśvara explains that in previous lives all of these beings had eaten meat.


Whether they are explaining the suffering that animals experience as they are slaughtered or the suffering that humans who eat meat will experience in the future, all of these works share a vividly graphic vocabulary that seeks to elicit an emotional response from the viewer. Animals are terrified, cry out in pain, are repeatedly compared to one’s own mother. The tortures of hell are presented in full detail. These passages are an appeal to the heart rather than the head, seeking to bring home the consequences of meat eating in a way that cannot be easily dismissed.


A Graded Path


A final theme to explore in this introduction is the fact that many of these authors did not see the question of meat eating as an all-or-nothing, black-and-white issue. Vegetarianism, as I will discuss in the next section of this introduction, was always seen by Tibetans as a difficult diet. No matter how well-justified by religious or other arguments, giving up meat was simply a difficult thing to do. And many of these authors recognized that difficulty. In response, they often suggested practices that stopped short of full vegetarianism but that also forced practitioners to recognize and respond to the sinful nature of eating meat.


One such strategy was to suggest that if meat had to be eaten, it was better to eat meat with threefold purity than without. As Shabkar says in the second of several poems translated in chapter 8, “If you are not able to give it up completely, then eat it in the faultless way that involves ‘threefold purity.’” It is important to recognize that neither Shabkar nor others who adopt this approach are claiming that meat with threefold purity is fully acceptable. But it is, they argue, better than regular meat that does not adhere to this standard. Another strategy was to suggest that if meat must be eaten, the consumer should say prayers for the animal before (and sometimes after) doing so. The recommended prayers varied, but often included the famous maṇi mantra of Avalokiteśvara, as well as the purificatory mantra of Akṣobhya. And sometimes the prayers were much longer than simply reciting a few maṇis. Karma Chakmé, for one, composed a three-page prayer to be recited prior to eating meat (translated in full in chapter 7). Reciting prayers before eating meat may not seem to have much impact, as it does not change the fact that the animal was slaughtered. Such prayers, however, reinforce the idea that eating meat is something sinful, requiring expiation. And in so doing they help to promote and maintain an awareness of vegetarianism as an ideal.


For several of these authors, one strategy for partial vegetarianism was not enough. Instead, they created a graded path, with full vegetarianism as the ideal but with multiple lower stages for those who feel that full vegetarianism is too difficult. Such graded paths are found in several of the texts included here, but perhaps the clearest articulation is found at the end of Karma Chakmé’s Faults of Meat:




For all these reasons, the best option is to perform the holy act of relinquishing all meat. When you perform a ritual feast, use meat with threefold purity in order to guard your samaya. At that time, it is very important simply to not reject meat, alcohol, or dough. Eat only a little, however, an amount equivalent to the leg of an insect. The middle option is to give up meat that was slaughtered for your own sake, or, if you eat other meat, to eat only a little. The least option is to give up the meat of animals killed that day, meat of animals of a similar species, and human meat. When you do eat it, bless it as divine nectar and consume it as an inner fire offering. Then give rise to great compassion, purifying the animal’s obscurations through prayers, mantras, and the names of buddhas.





For Karma Chakmé, vegetarianism was the ideal. But recognizing that this was a difficult ideal for many people, he created a structure in which those who found full vegetarianism too difficult could still participate.


Why Eat Meat?


With all of the arguments against eating meat deployed by these authors, readers may reasonably start to wonder why any Tibetans continued to eat it at all.55 This is a complex question, and many different theories have been advanced to explain the centrality of meat in the Tibetan diet. Among the most common explanations is the notion that vegetables didn’t grow in Tibet because of the high altitude, necessitating a meat-based diet. No less an authority than the current Dalai Lama has advanced this theory. “In Tibet,” he writes, “the difficult geographical conditions—its climate and altitude—were not suitable for growing vegetables and the people have always had to depend on meat and dairy products to survive.”56 While it is certainly true that growing fruit and many types of vegetables was difficult in Tibet, this argument perhaps overstates the role of meat in the diet of many Tibetans in the pre-Communist era. With the exception of some nomad communities, tsampa—roasted barley flour—was the main dietary staple, along with butter and other forms of dairy. Even among nomads, as Arjia Rinpoché notes, meat was a seasonal staple, consumed primarily in the winter. At other times, tsampa and other foods provided most of a person’s daily calories. Overall, then, the evidence suggests that meat was more of a seasonal staple or an occasional treat than a true everyday staple.57 Furthermore, there is also the simple fact that there were a sizable number of vegetarians. So clearly nonmeat foods were available, despite the altitude and generally harsh environment.


But if it was not an environmental necessity, and if many—perhaps most—lamas saw meat eating as ethically problematic, why didn’t more Tibetans adopt vegetarianism? I have argued elsewhere that there are two major cultural factors militating in favor of meat eating.58 The first of these is the widespread belief that meat is important for human health and that without it the body will become weak and feeble. Tibetan medicine suggests that the body contains three humors—wind, phlegm, and bile—and that these three need to be in balance if the body is to be healthy. Meat, according to Tibetan medicine, keeps the wind humor from becoming too strong. Without it, there is a risk that the wind humor will come to dominate and that the body will therefore become weaker.


Because of this belief, many Tibetans felt that eating meat was necessary. This did not mean, however, that they thought it was a good or moral thing to do. There was, it seems, a sizable group of Tibetans who saw meat as a necessary evil. They acknowledged that it was unethical, but simply felt that they had to eat it anyway. As the eighteenth-century nun Orgyen Chökyi puts it, “When I put goat’s meat in my mouth, my mind is sad. But set in this human life, I need food.”59 This argument is made even more elaborately, and somewhat surprisingly, in Shardza’s Faults of Meat. In this work Shardza discusses, at some length, why one should not eat meat. Then, in the last few lines, he abruptly changes direction, arguing that practitioners actually must eat it. To justify this, he points to the idea that without meat a practitioner would not have the strength to perform virtue. This does not, of course, negate any of his previous criticisms of meat. Instead, it simply posits that eating meat is an unfortunate part of life. It is a necessary evil.


Second, while the Buddhist authors translated in this volume all condemn meat to one degree or another, other aspects of Tibetan culture actually celebrated it. For while Buddhism was obviously an important aspect of Tibetan culture, other perspectives also existed and influenced how Tibetans lived their lives. And sometimes meat was viewed differently from these perspectives than it was from a Buddhist one. One such perspective promoted and idealized the accumulation of wealth as an appropriate life aim. In this economic perspective, human flourishing did not depend on Buddhist renunciation, but rather on skillfully conducting business so as to acquire wealth—the more the better. When viewed from this perspective, raising animals for slaughter can be seen in a positive light, as a skillful way to accumulate wealth. Meat itself, according to this economic orientation, also becomes an object of conspicuous consumption. It was often more expensive than other foods, and so consuming a lot of it, particularly at festivals and special events, was a way to telegraph an individual’s wealth and status.


Another perspective that viewed meat in a positive light was what might be called heroic masculinity. In this perspective, the good life is characterized by physical strength, skill at arms, and a general sense of toughness. This heroic masculine ideal found expression in Tibet’s famous horse races, in archery and firearm contests, and, more problematically, in widespread banditry and warlordism. For those who subscribed to this masculine ideal, meat served as both a support for physical strength (again, the assumption was that someone who did not eat meat would become weak) and as an expression of the ability to dominate and control animals. The medical perspective discussed above saw meat as a necessary evil. In doing so, it acknowledged and to some degree respected the Buddhist stance on meat. The economic and heroic masculine perspectives, on the other hand, invert the Buddhist view entirely. Instead of a necessary evil, they portray meat as a positive good, an integral part of a life well lived.


An individual’s decision to eat meat or not is a complex choice. For many Tibetans, that choice was influenced not only by Buddhist ideals but also by other cultural norms, such as those outlined above. Beyond these, there is also the simple fact that Tibetans always seem to have felt that meat was quite tasty. Giving it up meant giving up something pleasant and enjoyable. Whether because of cultural reasons such as the medical, economic, and masculine perspectives, or simply because they like it too much, giving up meat was a difficult choice. Driven by their religious convictions, many Tibetans did make the hard choice to become vegetarian. But for the majority, such a step was simply too difficult.


Texts Included and Excluded


The texts included in this volume do not represent the entirety of Tibetan literature on vegetarianism by any measure. Rather than attempting to be comprehensive, these particular texts were selected to provide as broad an overview of these debates as possible, ranging from Shabkar’s strident vegetarianism to Khedrup Jé’s meat apologetics. All of the major lineages of Tibetan Buddhism—including Bön—are represented, as are texts from a wide variety of time periods and geographical locations. While I have attempted to capture as many facets of the vegetarian debate as possible, the physical limitations of this volume mean that some texts had to be excluded. Usually the choice to not include a particular text was made because I felt that the arguments in it were similar to those made in a text that was either included here or published elsewhere.


Some of these works are stand-alone treatises solely focused on vegetarianism. Others are extracts from longer—sometimes much longer—works on broader topics. In all cases, however, these are long, multipage reflections on meat eating. Much of the Tibetan literature on meat, however, comes in the form of very short passages, sometimes only one or two lines. Given the difficulty of adequately introducing and contextualizing each of these brief references, I have decided not to include any of them among the translations in this volume (though some have snuck into this introduction). Readers should, however, be aware that there are many of these brief references to meat eating and vegetarianism scattered across Tibetan literature.60 I have tried to curate a representative selection of Tibetan texts on vegetarianism, but this volume is far from complete or exhaustive.


Conclusions


The texts included in this volume represent voices in an ongoing debate. They share a topic and some foundational ideals—the need for compassion, fidelity to the Buddhist canon, and so on. But they also showcase a remarkable diversity in their approaches to the question of vegetarianism. For some, this was an emotional question with a simple answer: Buddhists who cultivate compassion have no business eating meat. For others, meat eating was not a simple issue at all, and multiple competing concerns and arguments needed to be balanced against one another. Sometimes these competing concerns were canonical, as when the need for compassion seemed to conflict with the rule of threefold purity or the tantric samayas. In other cases, even when an author might feel that the Buddhist perspective clearly comes down against meat, they still had to balance that stance against a popular culture in which meat eating was deeply entrenched. Further, as these texts amply demonstrate, the debate over meat eating in Tibet was never fully resolved. For almost a thousand years, Tibetan authors continued to debate this issue without coming to a firm conclusion.61 And these debates continue to the present with active vegetarian movements among Tibetans in Tibet, Tibetans in exile, and Western practitioners. It is my hope that the texts that follow will illustrate the contours of the traditional debates over vegetarianism and, in so doing, will help to inform these same debates in the contemporary world.
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