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Discovering an Academic

The Influence of Master Yinshun’s 
Chan Research on Japanese Scholarship
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1. IntroductIon

Yinshun (印顺 1906–2005) is a great Buddhist thinker and master.2 He 
is famous around the world for his achievements in Buddhist studies. 
Most of the previous writings on Yinshun concentrate on explaining and 
spreading his Humanistic Buddhism (renjian fojiao 人间佛教), but it is 
not common to see much writing on his contribution to the study of 
Buddhism. However, we will find that Yinshun’s academic wisdom is most 
impressive when we read his famous writings such as Sublime Clouds 
Collection (Miao Yun Ji 妙云集). Therefore, we need to explore more of 
Yinshun’s contributions to the study of Buddhism. 

This author believes that if Humanistic Buddhism among Buddhist 
circles across the Taiwan Strait is a kind of Buddhism of social practice, 
“discovered” (faxian 发现) as a result of the dilemma of Buddhism’s 
encounter with “modernity,” then Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan (Zhong-
guo chanzong shi 中国禅宗史) can be said to be the study of early Chan 
history influenced by the discovery of the Dunhuang 敦煌 materials at 
the beginning of the twentieth century—an event that was influential on 
international Chan studies. The “discovery” of the “academic” in the study 
of Chan has played an important role in the entire field of Chan studies.
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Master Yinshun was awarded the doctor of letters degree in 1973 by 
Taishō University in Japan for his text History of Chinese Chan. That was 
the beginning of Japanese scholars’ “discovering” and studying of Master 
Yinshun’s work on Chan. He once said modestly that this award was an 
unintentional positive outcome of his History of Chinese Chan (Shengyan 
1979, 442).3 In fact, from the perspective of the academic world, it is 
not a coincidence because of the time, background, and academic con-
text. Even though the book is called History of Chinese Chan, most of 
its content concentrates on the time before the Tang Dynasty; that is to 
say, the so-called early history of Chan (chuqi chanzong shi yanjiu 初期

禅宗史研究), which is popular in the international study of Chan history. 
The topics in each chapter of the book are issues that international Chan 
scholars might find rewarding to discuss. The methods Yinshun used were 
the generally accepted methods of philological analysis found in the study 
of Chan at that time. These elements are certainly very important and 
indispensable. Time, background, and academic context are components 
that we should not ignore when we investigate the reasons why Yinshun’s 
work was “discovered.”

When we carefully read Yinshun’s PhD thesis, entitled History of 
Chinese Chan (Zhongguo chanzong shi 中国禅宗史), we will realize that 
what the Japanese scholars “discovered” from Yinshun’s Chan study is 
his insightfulness as a Chinese scholar. 

They “discovered” a landmark for “the history of Chinese Chan.” More-
over, Master Yinshun did not claim to be “a descendant of Bodhidharma 
(Damo 达摩) and Caoxi 曹溪, and had no interest in explaining kōans 
(gongan 公案) or talking about the principles of Chan” (Yinshun 1971, 
4). His text underscored the differences between Japanese and Chinese 
scholars studying Chan Buddhism, raising questions about “academic” 
identity. This then was the second time since Hushi (胡适 1891–1962) 
that Chinese scholars challenged the authority of Japanese scholars in 
the study of Buddhism. In the 1970s, Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan 
was translated into Japanese and was published in Japan. Many elite 
scholars studied and quoted this text. The translation amounted to a 
“rediscovery” of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan for the field of Chan 
studies in Japan. Since the text reflected many issues in the study of Chan 
over the last thirty years, it had a new purpose in this academic context. 
It was no longer a newly discovered text but instead was being studied 
on its own by scholars in Japanese academia. This is an important step 
in the recognition of Yinshun’s work.

Professor Lan Jifu 蓝吉富 (1941–) is a well-known Buddhist scholar 
who wrote the article “The Post Yinshun era in Taiwanese Buddhist His-
tory” (Lan 2003, 278–279). It received a great deal of attention in the 
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international academic community because of the Japanese Kyoto school 
(Jingdou Xuepai 京都学派) and critical Buddhism (pipan fojiao 批判佛教). 
Lan put forward the idea of “studying Yinshun in the post Yinshun era” 
(Hou yinshun shidai de yinshun xue 后印顺时代的印顺学) (Lan 2003), 
stressing that doing so should be embraced by the international academic 
community. The language he used was sincere and thought-provoking.

Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan originally was treated “coldly,” then 
it was “discovered,” and now it is “studied.” This process provides us 
with many issues worth thinking about. The year 2021 is the forty-year 
anniversary of the publication of History of Chinese Chan. Therefore, it 
is timely to reflect on these issues.

From an academic perspective, this article will offer a preliminary 
discussion of Yinshun’s contribution to the study of Chan. It will partic-
ularly investigate the academic positions of his masterpiece, History of 
Chinese Chan, and compare them with Japanese scholarship on Chan in 
the twentieth century. It is my hope that the views in the article will 
help scholars think about how to establish “the study of Yinshun in a 
post-Yinshun era” and how to make it more international.

2. the reactIon of chInese BuddhIst scholars to the  
PuBlIcatIon of YInshun’s hIstorY of chInese chan 

Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan (1971) is a general history of Chinese 
Chan, but it is also a dynastic history. From the table of contents, it can 
be seen that the scope of this book is limited to the history of Chan 
Buddhism from the Northern Wei Dynasty (when Bodhidharma came to 
China) to the late Tang Dynasty. This period is referred to as the early 
history of Chan in China. The book has a subtitle that reads “from Indian 
dhyāna to Chinese Chan” (Cong yindu chan dao zhonghua chan 从印度禅到

中华禅). This indicates that the book is not only discussing Chan history 
but also investigates the question of how Chan is made Chinese from 
the perspective of the history of Chan thought. Even though Yinshun has 
written articles on Chan, this book is his most important work because 
it reflects the essence of his research on Chan.

In the preface, Yinshun wrote that he is “not the descendant of 
Bodhidharma or Caoxi, and has no interest in talking about the principles 
of Chan” (Yinshun 1971, 4). The reason why he wrote the book is because 

the previous year, there was news reported in the Central Daily 
News (Zhongyang ribao 中央日报) about the Platform Sūtra (Tanjing 
坛经) written for Shenhui 神会 (668–760) or in defense of Huineng 
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慧能 (638–713). This attracted my attention to Chan. I read Chan 
history in Hushi’s works such as The Collected Works of the Monk 
Shenhui (Shenhui heshang yiji 神会和尚遗集), Hushi’s Archives (Hushi 
Wencun 胡适文存), and Hushi’s Manuscript (Hushi Shougao 胡适手稿); 
the works of Japanese scholars which include three volumes of Ui 
Hakuju’s 宇井伯寿 (1882–1963) Research on the History of Chinese 
Chan (Chūgoku zenshū shiken 中国禅宗史研), Sekiguchi Shindai’s 
関口真大 (1907–1986) Research on Bodhidharma (Daruma daishi 
no kenkyū 達摩大師の研究), Research on Bodhidharma’s Teachings 
(Daruma ron no kenkyū 達摩論の研究), and The History of Chinese 
Chan Thought (Chūgoku zengaku shisōshi 中国禅学思想史), and Yan-
agida Seizan’s 柳田聖山 (1922–2006) Research on Early Chinese Chan 
History (Chūgoku shoki zenshū shisho no kenkyū 中国初期禅宗史書の

研究). These new materials greatly helped my research. However, it 
seems to me that the period from the time of Bodhidharma to the 
Huichang Era (Huichang nianjian 会昌年间) is also the time when 
Indian Dhyāna evolves into Chinese Chan. But I have to admit that 
I am not familiar with all the possible sources. This period needs 
to be studied more deeply.4

That is how Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan came to be written. This 
also clarifies how and why it is a chronological history of Chan. Overall, 
History of Chinese Chan is one of Yinshun’s most passionate academic 
works; its academic value is deserving of more attention from the aca-
demic world. However, when the book was published in 1971 in Taiwan, 
it was treated surprisingly coldly by the Taiwanese academic community. 
It did not get much attention from scholars who expressed opinions on 
the authenticity of the Platform Sutra mentioned in the Central Daily 
News. Buddhist groups also did not seem to be particularly passionate 
about the book. From what we know, at that time, among the Buddhist 
community, only Master Daoan (Daoan Fashi 道安法师: 1907–1977) and 
Master Shengyan (Shengyan Fashi 圣严法师: 1931–2009) wrote reviews 
of the book. Master Daoan was disappointed in the book as a chrono-
logical history of Chan:

It is such a pity that this is an incomplete chronological history of 
Chan. This is because Yinshun only wrote about the period during 
which Chan developed from when Bodhidharma came to China (300 
A.D.) to the Huichang persecution (845 A.D.). This period only lasts 
for about 350 years (500–580). After the Huichang persecution, 
there are still 1100 years of Chan history; especially notable is the 
history of Chan during the Song dynasty—a history that still needs 
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to be written. Unfortunately, it was not written in Yinshun’s History 
of Chan. Chan is the essence of eastern culture and an aspect of 
Chinese Buddhism which influenced Chinese culture deeply and 
widely. It is a great pity that this book is not complete. (Daoan 1973)

Although we can understand that Master Daoan had some expecta-
tions for the History of Chinese Chan, we have to admit that he did not 
pay attention to its academic context and, therefore, did not discover its 
value. He also did not touch on the academic background behind why 
the book is chronological; therefore, his review is somewhat confusing. 

Master Shengyan’s book review is much more objective compared 
to that of Master Daoan. This is probably because he had studied in 
Japan and therefore understood how Buddhism is researched there. His 
review has a very strong academic emphasis. It focuses on the issues 
raised in each chapter, and his comments linked the text with trends 
in the Japanese academy, comparing the differences and similarities of 
different scholarly opinions. He recognized the great academic value 
of History of Chinese Chan. At the same time, he also directly pointed 
out the deficiencies of the book. As he said: “It is a pity that there are 
no references at the end of the book. It makes it very inconvenient for 
readers to check on the contents of the book” (Shengyan 1979, 437). 
Furthermore, he also pointed out that when Yinshun references and 
criticizes former scholars’ views, he does not provide the citations for 
these materials “[that is, Yinshun did not indicate ‘on which book or 
document or on which page(s) one can find these authors’ mistakes’ ” 
(Shengyan 1979, 437). Master Shengyan’s critique of History of Chinese 
Chan establishes the foundation for how other scholars in Taiwan later 
engaged Yinshun’s work. This is probably something that Master Shengyan 
never anticipated. Overall, Master Shengyan stressed that “my criticism is 
based on fact, and has no other implications; however, it seems somehow 
it left a negative impact on the understanding of Yinshun’s History of 
Chinese Chan among Taiwanese scholars. When the book is looked at as 
a whole, it is an epochal and great work.” “Even though there are some 
flaws, they should not detract from the fact the book is deserving of high 
praise and a high place among other works on Buddhism in academia” 
(Shengyan 1979, 437–438). After reading Master Shengyan’s review of 
History of Chinese Chan, we should realize that what Master Shengyan 
stressed the most was research methods. The distinguishing feature of 
the book is the historical research method used; however, it does not 
meet the standards of academic discourse today.5

In 1973 Yinshun was awarded a Japanese doctor of letters degree 
for his work on the History of Chinese Chan. At that time, the discus-
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sions about Yinshun and this work seemed to center on whether or not 
a monk can receive a doctoral degree. These discussions became very 
political and emotional among Buddhist groups in Taiwan. They were 
not focused on the book’s academic merits. From the perspective of an 
outsider, this dispute seems to have taken place between different reli-
gious groups. While facing this kind of internal dispute, Yinshun had to 
write an article called “A Few Words about Getting a Degree in Japan” 
(Wei qude riben xuewei er yao shuo de ji ju hua 为取得日本学位而要说的

几句话) (Yinshun 2011). Master Shengyan also authored an article, “A 
Monk’s Epoch-making Doctorate Degree” (Huashidai de boshi biqiu划时

代的博士比丘), in 1979. This article appears to have been written in the 
context of this controversy, which brings a sense of justice to the issue. 

From that time onward, academics in Taiwan started to pay more 
attention to the History of Chinese Chan for its scholarly significance. 
However, because there were rumors about some scholars suspecting that 
Yinshun’s book plagiarized Japanese scholars’ research results, the book 
has never received fair and objective treatment.6 Therefore, the academic 
views in the book have never been properly reviewed. In the late 1980s, 
especially after the topic of humanistic Buddhism swept Buddhist com-
munities both in mainland China and in Taiwan, some discourse on the 
academic value of History of Chinese Chan started appearing in journal 
articles and seminar papers in Taiwan. However, after reading these 
treatments carefully, we have to admit that even though most of them 
tried to analyze the academic value of History of Chinese Chan, the book 
never impacted the scholarly study of Chan because it lacked important 
academic criteria and because it still had the stigma of a plagiarized 
work. We can get a glimpse of these issues from Jiang Canteng’s 江灿腾 
2009 article “The Debate over and the Development of Researching Chan 
History after the Second World War in Taiwan—From Doctor Hushi to 
Master Yinshun” (Zhan hou taiwan chanzong shi yanjiu de zhengbian yu 
fazhan—Cong hushi boshi dao yinshun daoshi 战后台湾禅宗史研究的争辩

与发展——从胡适博士到印顺导师) (Jiang 2009). 
Jiang’s article responds to the debates surrounding the Platform Sūtra 

among Taiwanese academics in the 1960s. These debates were the central 
focus from start to finish of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan. Jiang uses 
complete and accurate information in his article to review these issues—a 
phenomenon that was considered quite rare in Taiwanese academic 
circles at that time. Jiang praised Yinshun’s views and thought, saying 
“Yinshun’s famous History of Chinese Chan made a great breakthrough 
in the academic debate surrounding the Platform Sūtra, producing much 
that academia in Taiwan can be proud of” (Jiang 2003). He pointed out 
that “after the publication of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan, groups of 
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scholars accepted his conclusions” (Jiang 2003). He also indicated that 
“this is the only Chinese study on Chan history this century which has 
been given such high praise and awarded a Japanese Doctorate since the 
time Hushi found new historical materials and raised new questions about 
them. The study of Chan did not produce much outstanding research for 
nearly half of a century [until Yinshun’s work]. The sower is Hushi and 
the reaper is Yinshun, and both have played important roles.” Jiang’s arti-
cle specifically argues that Yinshun “is better at using Japanese scholars’ 
research than other Chinese scholars such as Qianmu 钱穆, Luo Xianglin 
罗香林, etc. Although he criticized Hushi, Yinshun’s materials and research 
synchronized and connected with that of international scholars. With 
the exception of Hushi, among Chinese scholars of the past, Yinshun is 
a very exceptional and original scholar of Chan history” (Jiang 2003).7 
Jiang’s assessment of Yinshun is fair and balanced.

However, Jiang’s article also criticizes the History of Chinese Chan for 
its normative approach typical of scholarship at that time. He points 
out that it is Yinshun’s ignorance of proper research methodology that 
resulted in his book lacking references for the works consulted. This 
statement is perhaps too persnickety, as we know that this is neither a 
“new” critique—Master Shengyan mentioned it in his book review––nor is 
it an extremely serious problem. However, a paper that pays attention to 
academic standards is not necessarily a good paper, and one that does not 
follow academic standards is not necessarily a bad paper. Jiang pointed 
this out and raised questions here again about academic standards. Though 
we do not want to say he is making a big fuss over a minor issue, this 
argument is likely connected with the fact that some scholars in Taiwan 
suspect that Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan plagiarized the research 
of Japanese scholars. In short, Jiang’s article tries to clarify every side’s 
perspective from a historical angle. In Jiang’s own words, when we place 
Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan within an academic context, Yinshun 
can be proud of his work. The publication of Jiang’s article has “lifted the 
veil” surrounding Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan for scholars in Taiwan. 
In this way, Jiang’s essay is the first of its kind in an academic setting. 

Qiu Minjie 邱敏捷 also published “The Authorship and Editions of 
the Platform Sutra: A Comparison of the Views of Yinshun, Hushi and 
Japanese Scholars” (Tanjing de zuozhe yu banben—yinshun yu hushi ji 
riben xuezhe xiangguan guandian zhi bijiao〈<坛经>的作者语版本——印

顺与胡适及日本学者相关观点之比较〉) and “The Development of Chan from 
Bodhidharma to Huineng: A Comparison of the views of Yinshun, Hushi 
and D. T. Suzuki” (“Cong Damo Chan Dao Huineng Chan De Yanbian—
Yinshun Yu Hushi Ji Lingmu Dazhuo Guandian Zhi Bijiao”〈从达摩禅到

慧能禅的演变——印顺与胡适及铃木大拙相关观点之比较〉). He also system-
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atically discussed some views from Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan. 
Qiu’s articles mainly center on cases from Yinshun’s book, comparing 
and contrasting Yinshun’s views with those of other scholars. The goal 
of Qiu’s article is to compare Yinshun’s work with that of Hushi, D. T. 
Suzuki, Ui Hakuju, Sekiguchi Shindai, and Yanagida Seizan in order to 
determine if Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan is guilty of plagiarism. 
The argument in Qiu’s articles about the academic standing of Yinshun’s 
History of Chinese Chan is self-evident.

All in all, looking through all the views on Yinshun’s History of Chinese 
Chan within Taiwan, it is not difficult to find emotional arguments in 
both Buddhist communities and academic circles. Since the late 1980s, 
instead of adopting a “cold” approach, as before, Taiwan imposed a “policy 
of opening its door” to Yinshun’s study of Chan Buddhism. Therefore, 
many high-quality papers were created, but the discussion continued to 
focus on the issue of plagiarism. Therefore we must admit that, from 
the academic point of view, the value and context of Yinshun’s History 
of Chinese Chan has not yet been discovered in Taiwan. 

So, then, what is the situation in the Mainland?
Scholars in Mainland China became familiar with Master Yinshun’s 

History of Chinese Chan in the late 1980s. Although Yinshun’s Sublime 
Clouds Collection (Miao Yun Ji 妙云集) started to circulate privately among 
Buddhists in China at the beginning of the 1980s, and his History of 
Chinese Chan along with his Sublime Clouds Collection was read by aca-
demics, papers and books did not start to come out until the late 1980s. 
However, because in Mainland China there was no focus on the issue of 
whether or not Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan plagiarized the work of 
Japanese scholars (as there was, e.g., in Taiwan), academics in Mainland 
China have always viewed the History of Chinese Chan quite positively. 
The questions addressed by scholars always focused on academic issues. 
There have not been the same emotional overtones regarding Yinshun’s 
work on Chan as in Taiwan. At the same time the History of Chinese 
Chan received much positive attention in Mainland China; it also helped 
to advance the study of Chan in Mainland China. 

Hong Xiuping’s (洪修平) 1989 Formation and Development of Chan 
Thought (Chanzong sixian de xingcheng yu fazhan 禅宗思想的形成与发

展) is the earliest work on Chan from the 1980s academic world in 
Mainland China.8 When Hong’s work discusses the Platform Sūtra and 
other issues surrounding the history of Chan, it puts Yinshun’s History 
of Chinese Chan alongside other scholars’ work and positively adopted 
some of Yinshun’s views. For example, Hong thinks Yinshun’s statement 
that “Chinese Chan before the Huichang persecution is the Sinification 
of Bodhidharma’s Chan by way of Laozhuang 老庄 and “Dark Learning” 
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(Xuan xue 玄学) philosophy “is very reasonable” (Hong 1989, 78). He 
agrees with Yinshun’s view that Master Zhimin (智敏禅师) is miswritten 
as Master Zhiyi (智顗禅师 538–597) (Hong 1989, 103). Yinshun had 
also suggested that the Essentials of Cultivating the Mind (Xiuxin yaolun 
修心要論) might have been taught by Hongren and then expanded and 
edited by his successors. Thus, it represents the best representation of 
the teaching of “Contemplating the Mind” within the Dongmen school.9 
Hong agrees with this. Regarding Yinshun’s suggestions that the Zongbao 
version of the Platform Sūtra relies on the Deyi version, and is therefore 
somewhat later, Hong agrees as well (108).10 Hong thinks that Yinshun’s 
view about Dark Learning influencing Shitou’s 石头 (700–790) Chan in 
the north and Daoism influencing Chan meditation practice is reasonable 
(305). Now, these are all commonly accepted and seem quite familiar; 
however, at that time these were new insights in Mainland China. From 
this we can see that academia in Mainland China was open to and valued 
Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan.

What needs pointing out here is that Hong’s awareness of the issues 
in the study of Chan go hand in hand with Master Yinshun’s History of 
Chinese Chan. They both attempt to clarify the establishment of “Chinese 
Chan” from the perspective of the history of Chan Buddhism. Moreover, 
the timescale he discussed is the same as Yinshun’s: from the Northern 
Wei, the time when Bodhidharma came to China, until the late Tang when 
Chan separated into different groups. Hong’s discussion of Shitou Chan 
thought can be understood as a reworking of what appears in Yinshun’s 
book. Therefore, no matter whether it is important issues, theoretical 
framework, or choice of materials, Hong’s work was greatly inspired and 
influenced by Yinshun’s text.

The 1990s in Mainland China was a time when much research on 
Chan was being conducted. Many works on Chan appeared such as 
Pan Guiming’s 潘桂明 The Course of Chinese Chan Thought (Zhongguo 
chanzong sixiang licheng 中国禅宗思想历程),11 Xing Dongfeng’s 邢东

风 Road to Chan Enlightenment—Research on Southern Chan Buddhism 
(Chanwu Zhi Dao—Nanzong Chanxue Yanjiu 禅悟之道—南宗禅学研究),12 
Du Jiwen 杜继文 and Wei Daoru’s 魏道儒 A General History of Chinese 
Chan (Zhongguo Chanzong Tongshi 中国禅宗通史),13 Ge Zhaoguang’s 葛
兆光 A History of Chinese Chan Thought—from the Sixth Century to the 
Ninth Century (Zhongguo Chan Sixiang Shi—Cong 6 Shiji Dao 9 Shiji 中
国禅思想史—从6世纪到9世纪),14 Ma Tianxiang’s 麻天祥 The History of the 
Development of Chinese Chan (Zhongguo chanzongs sixiang fazhan shi 中
国禅宗思想发展史),15 and Yang Zengwen’s 杨曾文 The History of Chan in 
the Tang and Five Dynasties Periods (Tang wudai chanzong shi 唐五代禅

宗史).16 The number of papers published are too many to list. Yinshun’s 
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name always appears in these works. Some of the works regard Yinshun 
as a scholar and compare his views with those of Chinese scholars like 
Hushi and Qianmu, or those of Japanese scholars like Suzuki Daitetsu 铃
木大拙 (1870–1966), Ui Hakuju, and Sekiguchi Shindai. For example, Ge 
Zhaoguang frequently referenced Yinshun’s views in his History of Chinese 
Chan Thought. He admired Yinshun for the “subtlety of his research on 
the history of Chan” and praised his attitude toward the study of Chan 
(Ge 1998, 4). He also readily adopted some of Yinshun’s views. For 
example, concerning the author of Theory of Cultivating the Mind (Xiuxin 
yao lun 修心要论), Ge criticized Nukariya Kaiten’s (1867–1934) view as 
being “not right,” saying “his reasons cannot be called reasons.” He also 
pointed out that “Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan said that Theory of 
Cultivating the Mind was written by Hongren’s followers; this is very 
true” (Ge 1998, 108). About some of the questions regarding the lineage 
of the Oxhead school (Niutou zong 牛头宗), Ge accepts Yinshun’s view, 
thinking that “it is not possible that the lineage passed from Farong (法
融; 594–657) to Zhiyan 智岩 (600–677), and then from Zhiyan to Hui-
fang (慧方 (629–675)” (Ge, 128). About the time that Hongren passed 
away and Huineng became a monk, Ge agrees with Yinshun’s assessment 
that “Hongren passed away in the second year of Shangyuan 上元 (675) 
and Huineng became a monk in the first year of Yifeng 仪凤 (676). This 
corresponds to the view promoted by Heze Shenhui 荷澤神會 that one 
person each generation presides over the Buddha’s teachings” (Ge 1998, 
148). As for the identity of Chongyuan 崇远 who debated with Shenhui at 
the Huatai Great Assembly (Huatai dahui 滑台大会), Hushi once pointed 
out that Chongyuan is the Chan Master of the Northern school. However, 
Ge followed Yinshun’s view and said, “Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan 
suggests that Chongyuan is a lecture Master (Jiangjing fashi 讲经法师), 
not a Chan Master in the Northern School. This is not an unconventional 
view—it has its own foundation” (Yanagida 1990, 235). 

Moreover, Ge is also concerned with “the history of Chan thought.” His 
book’s subtitle, From the Sixth Century to the Ninth Century, suggests a 
focus on the history of how Chan became Chinese, which corresponds with 
Yinshun’s concerns about the history of how Indian dhyāna transformed into 
Chan. Therefore, it is clear that Ge’s work, like Hong’s, has been influenced 
in varying degrees by Yinshun, both in terms of structure and thought. 

Ge also recommended “using the thinking of the ancients as far as is 
possible to imagine” and “seeing Chan history from the perspective of 
religion,” that is, the methodology of “following the situation and logic 
of that time.” It can be said that this is exactly what Yinshun does in his 
History of Chinese Chan.17 We know that one of the specialties of Yinshun’s 
work was introducing the view that “Chan history includes two big parts: 
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The deeds and inheritance of Chan practitioners, and the implementation 
and evolution of Chan teachings” (Yinshun 1971, 4). From this point of 
view, it also emphasizes that researchers should “for the study of Chan 
history understand the experience of transcending time and space and 
the expedient evolution of Chan within the reality of time and space 
(history)” (Yinshun 1971, 7).18 Therefore, at this point, we can say that 
Ge’s work follows in the footsteps of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan. 
It is because of this that Ge’s work did not discuss in detail the academic 
context of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan.

All in all, after the simple analysis given above, we can now contex-
tualize the comments that Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan received in 
the Chinese Buddhist community. Because of historical reasons and the 
differences in academic background, both sides had two totally different 
reactions. However, a great number of researchers over time have contin-
ued to recognize the academic status of History of Chinese Chan. Recently, 
a book entitled Introduction to the Study of Chinese Chan (Zhongguo 
Chanxue Yanjiu Rumen 中国禅学研究入门)19 was written by Gongjuan 龚
隽 and several others that commented on Yinshun’s History of Chinese 
Chan. We can consider this an example of a new intellectual trend for 
the study of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan in Mainland China.

However, what we need to also remember is that the academic value 
of the History of Chinese Chan was not “discovered” by Chinese academ-
ics after all; it was “discovered” by Japanese scholars. And, further, our 
understanding of this text did not begin until it was “discovered.” This is a 
truth that we cannot avoid when we discuss the academic implications of 
Yinshun’s text. We cannot avoid asking why the Chinese did not discover 
Yinshun. If we want to answer this question, it is necessary to gain a clear 
idea of what attracted Japanese scholars to Yinshun’s History of Chinese 
Chan. We should focus, then, on how Japanese scholars evaluated this work. 

3. constructIng “chInese chan hIstorY” BY chInese  
scholars—evaluatIng JaPanese scholars’ encounter  
wIth Master YInshun’s hIstorY of chInese chan

In 1973 Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan was awarded the degree of 
doctor of letters from Taishō University in Japan. That was the beginning 
of the discovery of Yinshun’s study of Chan by Japanese scholars—a dis-
covery well deserved. Master Shengyan once wrote an article to introduce 
the details of this issue. Yinshun himself also addressed them in the 
form of an article; we do not need to repeat what they said. What we 
will discuss is what Japanese scholars discovered from Yinshun’s work.
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For an answer to this question, a review of History of Chinese Chan by 
Taishō University provides us with the most powerful clue. By following 
this path, we might clarify a few things. At the same time, we might 
discover the “difference” in Chinese and Japanese scholars’ perceptions 
of Yinshun’s text. Within this “difference” is likely located the reasons 
for why Chinese scholars had not discovered the academic value of his 
History of Chinese Chan.

As we know, the scholars who reviewed Yinshun’s doctoral thesis at 
Taishō University were Sekiguchi Shindai, Yoshioka Yoshitoyo 吉岡義豊 
(1916–1979), and Fukui Kōjun 関口真大 (1907–1986). Judging from the 
research fields in which the three of them are engaged, Sekiguchi Shindai, 
who is famous for studying Chan, should be considered the chief researcher, 
and Yoshioka and Fukui should be regarded as junior researchers. They 
were well known for studying Daoism. Therefore, the comments from the 
PhD thesis review mainly reflected Sekiguchi Shindai’s opinions.

Though the original review was in Japanese, there was a Chinese 
version of it. What follows here is based on the Chinese translation 
entitled “The Essential Meaning of Chinese Chan History” (“Zhongguo 
Chanzong Shi Yaoyi”《中国禅宗史》要义). It is not hard to see from the 
report that members of the reviewing committee gave high praise for 
the academic significance of History of Chinese Chan. They thought that 
this book “formed a new study on the history of Chinese Chan” (Lan 
1985, 333).20 Some of the research in the book on the history of Chan 
is “really dense” (339). Therefore, the review mentioned that “the book 
had creative new insight, innovative research methods, and prompted 
meaningful questions” (340). The review gives a detailed introduction 
and evaluation of the contents and new perspectives of each chapter. It 
also criticizes some controversial issues and concludes with the following: 

In conclusion, this essay appropriately addressed the main ideas 
of what it researched. Its objective was clearly met. This essay 
fundamentally and comprehensively updates the old history of Chi-
nese Chan; therefore, the publication of this paper is a great and 
remarkable contribution to academia. (340)

However, what intrigued the writer the most is a sentence at the begin-
ning of the review of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan:

This paper takes into consideration new material from Dunhuang 
and other places in modern times; therefore, it is an innovative work 
from the standpoint of how the history of Chinese Chan has been 
studied. Representing the perspective of Chinese scholars, the focus 
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of the argument was placed on the evolution of Chan from Indian 
dhyāna to Chinese Chan; therefore, it signifies a new approach to 
the history of Chinese Chan. (333)

The language of this quote is not particularly fluent perhaps because of 
the translation, but we can grasp its main idea. There are two phrases 
in this quote that require our attention. The first is the phrase “discovery 
of new material from Dunhuang or other places in modern times”; the 
other is “representing the perspective of Chinese scholars.” The first part 
accounted for the academic background and significance of the publication 
of History of Chinese Chan, the second part stressed the writer’s academic 
identity. About the first part, we can get a systematic understanding from 
Hushi and Suzuki’s research; therefore, it is not hard to understand the 
meaning of this sentence. However, the second part is a little surprising. 
What is the meaning of “representing the perspective of Chinese schol-
ars”? Does that refer to an “academic” perspective? Are there issues of 
identity and national boundaries referred to here? Or perhaps it is just a 
prologue without any other meaning? However, if we read the comments 
from the review carefully and take into consideration the research context 
of the study of Chan in modern Japanese academia, then we find that 
this comment indicates something important; it is not a pointless phrase. 
What is the context? Let us explore it. 

First of all, we should look at the recent research on Chan in Japan. 
In modern Japan, scholars have done critical research on the history 
of the development of Chan based on historical methods. For the early 
works, there is Nukariya Kaiten’s 忽滑谷快天 (1867–1934) The History 
of Chan Thought (Zengaku shisō shi 禅学思想史) in two volumes.21 This 
book is the first to provide a solid systematic discussion of the history 
of the development of Chan thought since India and of the lineage 
implications of different sects. It occupies an important position in the 
research history of Chan in Japan. However, the book also had a fatal 
shortcoming. It did not fully consider the Chan documents discovered at 
Dunhuang but only used the traditional history of Chan found in texts 
like The Records of the Transmission of the Lamp (Jingde chuandeng lu 景
德传灯录) and other Chan texts. Therefore, it is natural that there are 
many problematic opinions found in the book.

Hushi from China and Suzuki from Japan were the earliest scholars to 
utilize the Dunhuang documents on Chan to study the history of Chinese 
Chan. However, there was a big difference between the two on the question 
of how to understand Chan. Hushi researched Chan to “discover” the history 
of Chan from the documents. On the other hand, Suzuki claimed that Chan 
exists beyond history and transcends the documents. He argued that the 
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real Chan can only be grasped through realization. The two of them had 
debates about this issue. Hushi stuck to scientific views of modern history; 
however, Suzuki opposed this view and proposed religious transcendence. 
This dispute was part of a larger debate about how “science” and “reli-
gion” look at religious documents. This dispute had an important impact 
on the modern study of Chan. Later on, Japanese scholars like Yabuki 
Keiki 矢吹慶輝 (1879–1939), Sekiguchi Shindai, and others benefited much 
from their study of the Dunhuang documents and from their research on 
Bodhidharma. This research contributed significantly to pushing forward 
research on the history of Chinese Chan.

However, doing realistic and objective research using historical meth-
odologies and Chan documents from Dunhuang was still an issue that 
needed to be addressed at that time in Japan. It can be said that it was 
a new requirement for Chan researchers at that time. Yanagida Seizan 
commented on this and expressed his own opinions in the preface of his 
masterpiece, Research on the History of Early Chan (Shoki zenshū shisho 
no kenkyū 初期禅宗史書の研究):

It has been fifty years since the publication of Sakaino Kōyō’s 境野

黄洋 (1871–1933)22 Outline of Chinese Buddhist History (Chūgoku 
bukkōyshi kō 中国佛教史綱), the original in Japanese is The Outline 
of the History of Buddhism in Shina (Shina bukkōyshi kō 支那佛教

史綱) (1911), and Matsumoto Bunzaburō’s 松本文三郎 (1869–1944) 
Bodhidharma (1911). Even though the ways used in researching 
Chan were pioneering and opened up many aspects especially when 
it was influenced by the brilliant achievement of Dunhuang stud-
ies, the new meaning of this work has not necessarily been fully 
understood. The studies on Chan mostly lean to positions held by 
different sects: some of them also turned to the false science of 
apologetics theology. Other researchers were dazzled by the new 
Dunhuang documents and forgot about the research conducted by 
international scholars in East Asian studies. These are all due to 
the lack of a close-knit, introspective review of the position and 
treatment of the literature and a disconnect from related disciplines. 
Because of these two tendencies, it is a regrettable fact that a truly 
conscientious and informative study of the research material itself 
is extremely rare. (my translation of Yanagida 1967, 6)

It was in 1967 that Yanagida wrote this preface. By that time, there had 
been “about fifty years” of research on Chan in Japan. However, according 
to Yanagida, Japanese academia at that time “was biased according to 
sectarian interests.” Some of the research was done in the “name of false 
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science” but “actually had a theological focus.” Some other research “was 
so taken with the new documents from Dunhuang that it had forgotten 
the general insights from research done in international East Asian Stud-
ies programs.” Yanagida thinks there were many reasons for this. Some 
“lack close, introspective reflection on their positions and treatments of 
the literature and are disconnected from related disciplines.” Some of the 
research “relied too much on the ‘recorded utterances’ and the “transmission 
of the lamp histories” and criticized everything as absurd, or perceived 
everything as imaginary and therefore abandoned it, or followed tradition 
without confirming and critiquing it” (Yanagida 1967, 6). 

Yanagida’s criticism is based on evidence especially for his treatment 
of “positions held by different sects”—a problem that can be considered 
as insurmountable for modern Japanese Chan researchers including Yan-
agida himself. For example, Hushi wrote letters to Yanagida when he was 
already expressing his opinions on this point. Hushi wrote to Yanagida 
telling him that he “seems to be a Buddhist Chan believer; however, 
he, himself, was a ‘disciple of the history of Chinese thought, and not a 
believer in any religions.’ ” Therefore, he thinks that Yanagida’s and his 
own “fundamental insights cannot be completely consistent.”23 Hushi also 
pointed out in his letter, “I am quite surprised that in Ui Hakuju’s 宇井

伯寿 (1882–1963) Research on the History of Chan (Zenshūshi kenkyū 禅
宗史研究), he refuses to accept the importance of Shenhui as I pointed 
out in in the 1930s. I think the fundamental difference is that Japanese 
scholars are Buddhists and I am not” (6). Yanagida admitted again when 
looking back at his article, “Doctor Hushi and Research on the History 
of Early Chinese Chan” (胡适博士与中国初期禅宗史之研究), published in 
1974, that “the research on the history of Chan conducted by Japanese 
scholars often does not deviate from Japanese-specific ideas” (Yanagida 
1990, 26). Yanagida understood this during the time of his letter-exchange 
with Hushi. Therefore, he valued Hushi very much. After Hushi passed 
away, he took the initiative to write Doctor Hushi’s Chronicle of Chan (胡
适博士禅学年谱) and published The Case of Hushi’s Chan Studies (Hushi 
chanxue an 胡适禅学案) (Yanagida 1990). However, Yanagida, after all, 
was a Japanese scholar who lived in Japan, and his own sectarian back-
ground is based on the “Recorded Utterances” and “Transmission of the 
Lamp Histories.” Therefore, most of his work focused mainly on the Linji 
School (Chn. Linji zong, Jpn. Rinzai shū 临济宗), and often reflected the 
“position of that sect.” The position of the Linji Sect was a “complex of 
ideas” that was difficult for Yanagida to give up completely. 

In fact, it was not only Yanagida but also most Japanese Chan research-
ers in modern times had their own sectarian background. For example, 
Nukariya Kaiten, Ui Hakuju, and Abe Chō’ichi 阿部肇一 (1928–2014) 
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belonged to the Caodong school (Chn. Caodong zong; Jpn. Sōtō shū 曹
洞宗). Suzuki Daitetsu belonged to the Rinzai Sect, and Sekiguchi Shin-
dai belonged to the Tendai Sect (Chn. Tiantai zong; Jpn. Tendai shū 天
台宗). We can still find sectarian influences on the research of Japanese 
scholars. Unfortunately, the situation has not improved much.

Yinshun said he read the works from the Japanese scholars previously 
mentioned when he was writing History of Chinese Chan. We cannot 
know if Yinshun also felt, like Hushi did, that Japanese scholars wrote 
from “a sectarian point of view.” But, in the preface to his History of 
Chinese Chan, Yinshun stressed that he, himself, “was not a follower 
of Bodhidharma and Caoxi, and had no interest in solving kōans and 
talking about the principles of Chan.” It was difficult for Japanese schol-
ars studying Chan at that time to publicly announce that they “were not 
followers of Bodhidharma and Caoxi.” However, Yinshun achieved this 
as a Chinese—a fact that his reviewers felt was a “novelty.” In fact, the 
review report commented that Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan is writ-
ten from “the point of view of Chinese scholars.” This is a very telling 
comment not typically found in scholarly prologues. There seems to be 
a real “discrepancy” in “identity” or “national boundaries” in academia.

By the way, at almost the same time, Yinshun’s New Theory of the Pure 
Land (Jingtu Xinlun 净土新论) was discovered by the Japanese Buddhist 
scholar, Fujiyoshi Jikai 藤吉慈海 (1915–1993). Fujiyoshi regarded it as “an 
aspect of modern Chinese Pure Land” and wrote essays to discuss it.24 
Fujiyoshi once visited Malaysia in 1966 and discussed the issue of “the 
mutual cultivation of Chan and Pure Land” with Professor Wang Gengwu 
王赓武 from the University of Malaysia. Later, Fujiyoshi commented on 
“the mutual cultivation of Chan and Pure Land” saying:

In China, that which is called Chan and Pure Land were cultivated 
together side by side. This was not like in Japan where Chan was 
accepted by Samurai and had a special place in the religious hier-
archy; rather in China it was accepted by everyone. It seems to be 
the particular habits of the Chinese to accommodate differences 
and put everything together. This applies not only to Chan and 
Pure Land, but also to Zhuxi studies (Zhuzi Xue 朱子学), Laozhuang 
thought, and Buddhism, which were often taken together as one. 
We should not forget that the notion of harmony is rooted in the 
spirit of the Chinese. The perspective of Buddhism in Japan, which 
strictly distinguished Chan and Pure Land Buddhism, does not have 
its origins in Chinese Buddhism. Therefore, we cannot blindly look 
at the mutual cultivation of Chan and Pure Land as a kind of fallen 
Chinese Buddhism. (my translation). (Fujiyoshi 1966)
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We can put aside whether or not Fuji’s opinions were right or wrong. 
However, Yinshun’s works expressed that kind of academic attitude—one 
of synthesis—which does not belong to any school. In addition, the idea 
that “the mutual cultivation of Chan and Pure Land” has been a part 
of Chinese Buddhism since the late Ming shocked Japanese Buddhist 
scholars at that time. 

“Integrating” the claims and literature of other sects into one study 
and emphasizing the “comprehensive opinions of ‘Chinese scholars’ ” is 
the basic approach Yinshun used in writing History of Chinese Chan. As 
mentioned previously, Yinshun stressed in the “preface” that “the history 
of Chan should consist of two main parts: the deeds and inheritance of 
the Chan practitioners and the expedient construction and evolution of 
the Chan teachings.” He also thought that “to gain a clear understanding 
of its expedient evolution, the study of the history of Chan must both 
transcend the experience of time and space and be rooted in time and 
space (history).” A good work on “the history of Chinese Chan” should 
cover comprehensively all areas of Chan. It cannot be considered as a 
complete “history of Chan” if it only focuses on one area of Chan.

From the review, we know that because Yinshun used this approach 
to research the history of Chan, he could analyze the ideas of the Chan 
teachings and study the documents of Chan sects, allowing him to discover 
the problems that Japanese scholars never paid attention to. 

For example, consider the second chapter of History of Chinese Chan, 
entitled “Twin Peak and Eastern Mountain Dharma Gate” (Shuagfeng yu 
dongshan famen 双峰与东山法门), which is about Daoxin’s 道信 analysis 
of the principles of Chan. It pointed out that Daoxin’s principles of Chan 
have three characteristics: “the synthesis of the Vinaya and Chan” (Jie yu 
chan de he yi 戒与禅的合一), “the synthesis of the Lan.kāvatāra Sūtra and 
Prajñāpāramitā literature” (Lengjia Jing Yu Bore He Yi 楞伽经与般若的合

一), and “the synthesis of chanting the Buddha’s name and the notion 
of becoming a Buddha” (Nianfo yu chengfo de he yi 念佛与成佛的合一) 
(Yinshun 1971, 51–54). This kind of approach has never been seen in 
modern Japanese scholars’ research because of “sectarian approaches.” In 
addition, regarding the text The Essential Expedient for Quieting the Mind 
through which One Enters the Way (Rudao anxin yao fangbian 入道安心

要方便) found in the Records of the Lan.kāvatāra Masters (Lengjia shizi ji 
楞伽师资记), Yinshun argued that it is more appropriate to understand 
this text from using the above three principles. The review, which gave 
them high praise, commented that “these are the most important new 
insights pointed out by this paper” (Lan 1985, 334). In another exam-
ple pertaining to the investigation of early Bodhidharma Chan, Yinshun 
used documents about the Northern school from the Profound Meaning 
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of the Lotus Sutra (Fahua xuanyi 法华玄义). For the study of Huineng’s 
life, Yinshun used documents from The Biography of Jianzhen’s Journey 
to the East (Jianzhen heshang dongheng zhuan 鉴真和上东征传). These 
were all perspectives not found in Japanese scholars’ research at that 
time. The comment from the review is: “This shows the thoughtfulness 
of his research scope” (Lan 1985, 339).

Another example, related to a comment in the Record of the Reflec-
tions of the Essential Truth (Zongjing lu 宗镜) about Master Futuo (Futuo 
chanshi 伏陀禅师) and Bodhidharma, Yinshun thought “fu” 伏 and “ba” 
跋 had the same sound in ancient times; this means that “Futuo” 伏陀 
was also “Batuo” 跋陀. Therefore, the thinking of the two of them should 
have been very similar. About “Zhimin” 智敏 who Daoxin mentioned in 
the Teaching of Master Zhi Huimin (Zhi huimin chanshi xun 智慧敏禅

师训), Yinshun pointed out that “Zhimin” should be “Zhiyi” 智顗—the 
confusion, he argues, comes from a misreading of the cursive script 
(running script). Similar questions arise, for example, with the study of 
The Platform Sutra. Yinshun pointed out that in this text as it is now, 
there were different uses of language: for example, in some places it uses 
the expression “Huineng says” (Huineng yun 慧能云), in others it uses 
the expression “the Sixth Patriarch says” (Liuzu yun 六祖云), or it uses 
the character “wo” 我 and at other times “wu” 吾. These differences in 
language and usage suggest to Yinshun that the current Platform Sūtra 
has a main part that was later added to. From today’s perspective, these 
are not necessarily correct and need to be revised. However, these were 
new views that had never been seen before in the research on Chan at 
that time. These examples all show Yinshun’s sensitivity to the Chinese 
context and represent “the insights of Chinese scholars.” Therefore, the 
review commented that “his investigation methods were really deep” 
(Lan 1985, 338–339). 

Yinshun also proposed that the so-called Sinified Bodhidharma Chan 
was in fact mainly the views of the Laozhuang school and Dark Learning. 
Yinshun was not the earliest to raise this proposition; for example, Yanagida 
mentioned it in his book The Study of the History of Early Chan (Shoki 
zenshū shisho no kenkyū 初期禅宗史書の研究), which Yinshun read. Maybe 
partly because of this there were many statements about how Yinshun 
“plagiarized” the work of Japanese scholars. However, Yinshun discussed 
the most content, investigated the most extensive range of ideas, and 
raised many new opinions in his History of Chinese Chan. As a result, 
the review gave high praise to the work, pointing out, “[T]his could be 
considered as the most striking and unique chapter of this paper” (Lan 
1985, 335). From today’s perspective, this comment still stands.

The review commented on Yinshun’s research:
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From the perspective of studying the history of Chan, there are 
many gaps in fully understanding the differences between historical 
fact and traditional beliefs. It is difficult to cover it all. This paper 
paid very close attention to these differences. The author, with his 
wide range of perspectives and profound knowledge, rigorously 
and carefully organizes Chan history in a new way. (Lan 1985,  
340)

This shows that “historical facts” and “traditional beliefs” are the “oft- 
occurring gaps” in the Japanese study of Chan Buddhism. However, 
Master Yinshun “paid very close attention to this disparity” and thereby 
“brought a new organization to the history of Chan.”

We know that before the publication of Yinshun’s History of Chinese 
Chan, there were other works on the history of Chan. For example, there 
was a Japanese Sōtō monk called Kohō Chisan 孤峰智璨 (1879–1967) 
who wrote The History of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese Chan (印度中国

日本禅宗史).25 The book, however, was not widely known in academic 
circles and therefore did not have much influence. Later, Nukariya Kaiten 
wrote The History of Chan Thought (Zengaku shisō shi 禅学思想史)26 in two 
volumes; volume 2 is on China. The book was highly influential. Hushi 
once commented that “there are many books on Chan in Japan, the most 
important one is Nukariya Kaiten’s The History of Chinese Chan because 
its material is the most complete and detailed in the East” (Yanagida 
1975, 459–460). However, as mentioned before, there was a fatal flaw 
in this work: it did not fully utilize the documents on Chan that were 
unearthed at Dunhuang. Therefore, its grasp of the early history of Chan 
was incomplete. In the 1960s, Abe Chō’ichi wrote A Study on the History 
of Chinese Chan—a Sociopolitical History following the Establishment of 
the Southern School (Chūgoku Zenshū shi no kenkyū: Nanshūzen seiritsu 
igo no seiji shakaishiteki 中国禅宗史の研究—南宗成立以后の政治、社会

史的考察).27 From the subtitle of the book, we know that it is written 
from the perspective of sociopolitical history, with a focus on the period 
“after the founding of the “Southern School.” Therefore, it could not be 
considered a complete “history of Chan.” In addition, because some of 
the opinions were too extreme, it was not well received. Moreover, Hushi 
early on wrote The Development of Chinese Chan (Zhongguo Chanxue De 
Fazhan 中国禅学的发展)—a speech given at Peking Teachers University in 
1934—in which he disclosed that he once had the idea to write a “history 
of the development of Chinese Chan.”28However, Hushi did not end up 
concentrating on this topic. Instead, he focused his research agenda on 
Shenhui because he later discovered Discourses of Master Shenhui (Shenhui 
Heshang Yulu 神会和尚语录).
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Therefore, at the time, the hope was for a study that would take into 
consideration the documents about Chan discovered at Dunhuang and 
would not only incorporate the latest research on Chan but would also 
be objective, that is, not influenced by sectarian agendas, and would 
clarify how Chan came to China and how it became Chinese. This was 
the academic context in which Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan appeared 
to scholars of Chan Buddhism. Therefore, it was not difficult to get 
the attention of Japanese scholars, especially when Yinshun’s History of 
Chinese Chan was written objectively, utilizing a historical approach that 
produced many imaginative opinions. 

Sekiguchi Shindai was head of the review committee of Yinshun’s His-
tory of Chinese Chan PhD thesis and stressed the importance of studying 
Chan using unique perspectives. For example, previously, Sekiguchi pub-
lished The History of Chan Thought (Zenshū shisō shi 禅宗思想史) (1966) 
and wrote in the preface that this book was “the sister to his Study on 
Bodhidharma (Daruma daishi no kenkyū 達磨大師の研究). It tries to clarify 
from a novel perspective the history of the occurrence and development 
of Chan in order to elucidate the origin and essence of Chan thought” 
(Sekiguchi 1966, “Introduction”). What Sekiguchi meant by “new point of 
view” was to integrate “Tiantai thought” (Tendai shisō 天台思想) “into a 
wider field of vision when reflecting on Chan ideas.” This was his vision 
for conducting research on Chan.29 Sekiguchi thinks that one should not 
ignore the influence of Tiantai in the study of Chan; therefore, the book 
focused on discussing the overlap of Chan and Tiantai thought. In short, 
from Sekiguchi’s work, it is not hard to see that his research methods 
on Chan were very similar in some ways to what is found in Yinshun’s 
History of Chinese Chan. Sekiguchi, as the main examiner, probably felt 
a “connection” with Yinshun like one would have with an “understand-
ing friend” when he read his History of Chinese Chan. In addition, this 
“understanding friend” came from the same country as Hushi, namely, 
China. Being Chinese, Hushi’s research on Chan received international 
academic acclaim that can be regarded as the “Hushi Effect.” This acclaim 
impacted research on Chan in the international academic community. 
Because of Sekiguchi’s personal experience and understanding, he could 
not ignore “the insights of Chinese scholars.” He could not ignore, for 
example, that “the history of Chinese Chan” “was discovered” by Yins-
hun, a monk and “Chinese scholar,” who did not claim to be “a follower 
of Bodhidharma and Caoxi, and had no interest in studying kōans and 
talking about the principles of Chan.” Sekiguchi, the head examiner on 
Yinshun’s PhD thesis, “happened to hold the same opinion” about the 
academic orientation of research on Chan as Yinshun, who carried with 
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him “the insights of Chinese scholars.” This was an important reason for 
the “discovery” of History of Chinese Chan in Japan. 

In short, the “discovery” of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan fits the 
“academic context” of international research on Chan studies in modern 
times and also reflects the “differences” in “academic identity (nationality)” 
between Chan studies in China and Japan. However, these “differences” 
in “academic identity (nationality)” originate from different “perspectives 
on the questions” that Japanese and Chinese scholars hold in research-
ing Chan. To sufficiently unpack these issues, we must ask the question: 
whose history of Chan are we talking about? Even though the reason 
Yinshun wrote History of Chinese Chan was because he was not satisfied 
with Hushi’s extreme views, his desire to construct a “Chinese scholars’ 
history of Chinese Chan” was similar to Hushi’s. These are the charac-
teristics that distinguish Hushi and Yinshun from Japanese scholars and 
the reasons that their “academic context” was “discovered” by Japanese 
academia. Combining this “academic context” and reviewing Yinshun’s 
History of Chinese Chan, we should recognize that this perspective had 
never been seen before in the academic study of Chan. Yinshun’s book 
is the first “history of Chan” that was constructed “using the insights 
of Chinese scholars.” It deserves to be treated seriously and studied  
rigorously.

concludIng reMarks 

Several decades have passed since Yinshun received his PhD in literature 
and since Japanese scholars “discovered” his History of Chinese Chan. 
During this time, Japanese scholars have published many valuable academic 
works. They made great progress in their research on Chinese Chan. The 
academic value of Yinshun’s work has gradually become known over time. 
The Japanese Chan scholar Ibuki Atsushi 伊吹敦 translated Yinshun’s His-
tory of Chinese Chan into Japanese in 1997 and published it with Sankibō 
Busshorin 山喜房佛書林. After thirty years of work on Chinese Chan and the 
initial discovery of Yinshun’s book, this translation into Japanese allowed 
Yinshun’s research to be “rediscovered” by Japanese scholars. 

Ibuki Atsushi is a scholar who researches the early history of Chinese 
Chan. Much of what he focuses on is similar to that of Sekiguchi Shindai. 
This may be the primary reason that he decided to translate Yinshun’s 
History of Chinese Chan into Japanese. Remember that Sekiguchi Shindai 
in his book The History of Chan highly praised Yinshun’s History of Chinese 
Chan saying that it “deserved attention because it adopted the ideas of 
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both Japanese and Chinese scholars and provided unique insights worth 
noting” (Sekiguchi 1967, 165–166). Sekiguchi Shindai’s The History of 
Chan adopted some of the ideas found in Yinshun’s book. In addition, 
the famous Chan researcher and expert on the Dunhuang documents, 
Tanaka Ryōshō 田中良昭 (1933–2016), recently praised Yinshun’s text in 
his “Research on Shenhui and the Dunhuang Literature on Dunhuang” 
(Jinne kenkyū to tonkō isho 神会研究と敦煌遺書) and said that “this book 
represented new research that aptly used the ancient documents from 
Dunhuang” (Tanaka 2003).

However, at the same time, we should also admit that in recent years, 
Sekiguchi Shindai and other Japanese scholars’ “rediscovery” of Yinshun’s 
work reflects many issues that Japan faced in researching Chinese Chan 
over the last thirty years. This is how we should appraise the research 
of scholars such as Hushi, Suzuki, Sekiguchi Shindai, Abe Chō’ichi, and 
Tanaka Ryōshō and how we should understand the orientation of the 
so-called early history of Chinese Chan in this academic context. There-
fore, this “rediscovery” of History of Chinese Chan provides a new layer 
of meaning and academic context. 

It might be appropriate here to bring up something that Said (1935–2003) 
had written in his Orientalism: the thesis is that people of the “East” cannot 
discover themselves; they can only be discovered by people in the “West.” 
The ways that Master Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan has been treated 
since it came out seems to allow us to understand the profound meaning 
of this passage by Said. However, at least Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan 
had moved from the stage of being “discovered” at the beginning to the 
state of being studied by Japanese academics in recent years. This was an 
important qualitative shift to a new meaning of “identity.” This is a “new 
sign” deserving of more attention by scholars. Today, when discussing how 
to develop Chinese Chan studies, we should be thinking about how the 
study of Yinshun’s work is going to become an important focus internation-
ally. The history of Yinshun’s History of Chinese Chan has given us much 
to think about: it was first “treated coldly,” then it “was discovered,” and 
finally, now, it “is being studied.” Especially because 2021 was the fortieth 
anniversary of the publication of the History of Chinese Chan, we feel it is 
particularly important to think about these topics. 

notes

 1. We also would like to thank Mengyu Duan for her help with the translation.
 2.  This paper is based on a presentation given 2010 in Taiwan.
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 3.  In this paper, we will refer to him by the Mandarin reading “Shengyan.” In 
Taiwan, he is known and referred to as “Sheng Yen.”

 4.  Yinshun, Yinshun fashi zhuzuo ji 印顺法师著作集 [Yinshun’s Collected Works] 
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2009).

 5.  For example, Master Shengyan introduced History of Chinese Chan in Academic 
Research on Modern Taiwanese Buddhism (Xiandai Taiwan Fojiao De Xueshu 
Yanjiu 现代台湾佛教的学术研究): “Master Yinshun didn’t finish History of 
Chinese Chan until 1970. It can be categorized as purely an academic work 
because of its extremely rigorous use of historical documents and its analysis 
of materials. Because of this book, Yinshun received a doctorate in literature 
from Taishō University in Japan in 1973” (Shenyang 1992). Another example 
is the article “The Epoch-Making Ph.D. Monk” (Huashidai De Boshi Biqiu 划
时代的博士比丘), which introduced Yinshun’s outstanding achievements and 
contains a section entitled “Japan’s Doctorate Degree System and Methodol-
ogy” (Riben De Boshi Xuewei Zhidu Yu Zhixue Fanfa 日本的博士学位制度与治

学方法). It also stressed Yinshun’s research methods.
 6.  Qiu Minjie, “The authorship and editions of the Platform Sutra—A Compar-

ative Study of Yinshun, Hushi, and Japanese Scholars” (Tanjing De Zuozhe 
Yu Banben—Yinshun Yu HuShi Ji Riben Xuezhe Xiangguan Yanjiu Guandian 
Zhi bijiao <坛经>的作者与版本——印顺与胡适及日本学者相关研究观点之比较). 
Found in “Yinshun Daoshi Yu Ren Pusa Xing”—Haxia Liangan Xueshu Huiyi 
(<印顺导师与人菩萨行>海峡两岸学术会议).

 7.  Canteng Jiang, “Debate and Development of Research on the History of Chan 
in Taiwan after WWII—From Doctor Hushi to Master Yinshun” (Zhan Hou 
Taiwan Chanzong Shi Yanjiu De Zhengbian Yu Fazhan—Cong Hushi Boshi Dao 
Yinshun Daoshi 战后台湾禅宗史研究的争辩与发展——从胡适博士到印顺导师) 
(Jiang 2003). The references below are all from this article. Jiang only discussed 
Yinshun’s opinion on the Platform Sūtra in his “Debate and Development of the  
Onset of New Chan Studies before Hushi Came to Taiwan” (Hushi Lai Tai 
Qian Xin Chanxue Yanjiu De Zhaoshi Ji Qi Fazhan He Zhengbian 胡适来台前新禅 

学研究的肇始及其发展和争辩) (Jiang 2009). It seems Jiang started to revise 
his own opinions. In addition, this article is relevant to Hushi and Nukariya  
Kaiten’s research on the origins of Chan. There seems to be room for more 
research.

 8.  In fact, this book is a revision of Hong’s PhD thesis. Before it was published 
formally, I read the printed version of this book at the end of the 1980s.

 9.  The phrase “East mountain teaching” (donshan famen 東山法門) is usually 
associated with the fourth and fifth patriarchs of Chan Buddhism Daoxin 道
信 (580–551) and Hongren 弘忍 (dates unknown).

10.  We are grateful to Marcus Bingenheimer for his help with the translation of 
this section.
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11. Guiming Pan 潘桂明, Zhongguo chanzong sixiang licheng 中国禅宗思想历程 
[The Course of Chinese Chan Thought] (Beijing: Today China, 1992).

12. Dongfeng Xing 邢东风, Chanwu Zhi Dao—Nanzong Chanxue Yanjiu 禅悟之

道—南宗禅学研究 [Road to Chan Enlightenment—Research on Southern Chan 
Buddhism] (Beijing: China People’s University, 1992),

13. Jiwen Du 杜继文 and Wei Daoru 魏道儒, Zhongguo Chanzong Tongshi 中国禅

宗通史 [A General History of Chinese Chan] (Nanjing: Jiangsu, 1993).
14. Zhaoguang Ge 葛兆光, Zhongguo Chan Sixiang Shi—Cong 6 Shiji Dao 9 Shiji

中国禅思想史—从6世纪到9世纪 [A History of Chinese Chan Thought—from the 
Sixth Century to the Ninth Century] (Beijing: Beijing Peking University Press, 
1995).

15. Tianxiang Ma 麻天祥, Zhongguo chanzongs sixiang fazhan shi 中国禅宗思想

发展史 [The History of the Development of Chinese Chan] (Changsha: Hunan 
Education, 1997).

16. Zengwen Yang 杨曾文, Tang wudai chanzong shi 唐五代禅宗史 [The History of 
Chan in the Tang and Five Dynasties Periods] (Beijing: China Social Science, 
1999).

17. See the “Introduction: Research on the History of Chan Thought” (Daoyan: 
Guanyu Zhongguo Chan Sixiang Shi De Yanjiu 导言：关于中国禅思想史的研究) 
in Ge (1998).

18. “Preface” to History of Chinese Chan (Yinshun 1971).
19.  Gongjuan 龚隽 et al., Zhongguo Chanxue Yanjiu Rumen 中国禅学研究入门 

[Introduction to the Study of Chinese Chan] (Shanghai: Fudan University 
Press, 2010).

20.  The Thought and Wisdom of Master Yinshun (Yinshun Daoshi De Sixiang Yu 
Xuewen 印顺导师的思想与学问), Translated by Guan Shiqian and edited by Lan 
Jifu (1985). My sincere thanks to Professor Lan Jifu for faxing this article 
to me.

21.  Nukariya Kaiten, Zengaku shisō shi 禅学思想史 [The History of Chan Thought] 
(Tokyo: Genkōsha, 1923–1925).

22.  He is better known as “Sakaino Satoru.”
23.  Hushi’s Records of Chan Studies (胡适禅学案), edited by Yanagida, 6.
24.  See Fujiyoshi (1968).
25. Chisan Kohō 孤峰智璨, Indo chūgoku nihon zenshū shi 印度中国日本禅宗

史 [The History of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese Chan] (Tokyo: Kōyūkan,  
1919).

26.  Kaiten Nukariya, Zengaku shisō shi 禅学思想史 [The History of Chan Thought] 
(Tokyo: Genkōsha, 1923–1925).

27.  Chō’ichi Abe, Chūgoku Zenshū shi no kenkyū: Nanshūzen seiritsu igo no seiji 
shakaishiteki kōsatsu 中国禅宗史の研究—南宗成立以后の政治、社会史的考察 [A 
Study on the History of Chinese Chan—a Sociopolitical History following the 
Establishment of the Southern School] (Tokyo: Seishin Shobō, 1963).
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28. Hushi’s Documents for the Study of Chan (胡适禅学案), edited by Yanagida.
29.  See Sekiguchi Shindai’s “Preface” to History of Chan Thought (Zenshū shisōshi 禅

宗思想史). The complete paragraph reads as follows: “Generally, Chan thought 
is the essence and foundation of Buddhism and even Eastern thought. In 
addition, Chan and Tiantai are the two main influences in the development 
and evolution of Chan thought in Buddhism. Before, the two were considered 
to be completely independent from each other and developed in isolation. 
However, in fact, they developed together, influencing each other. Therefore, 
no matter whether it is Chan or Tiantai thought, if we want to completely 
understand Chan, then we need to connect the history and thought of the 
two. It can be said that only by comparing the thought of Chan and Tiantai 
can we make their ideas clear” (author’s translation).
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