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Koan History
Transformative Language i n
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DALE S . WRIGHT

Koan Prehistor y
What are koans? Prior t o its metaphorical extension into the realm of religious
practice, th e Chines e characte r combinatio n kung-an referred t o "publi c re -
cords" tha t documen t th e precedent establishe d b y previous legal judgment.
Just a s the record s o f the lega l tradition plac e int o th e publi c domain case s
manifesting th e criteri a and principle s o f justice, the "publi c records " o f the
Ch'an traditio n announc e th e criteria and principle s o f "awakening." A s the
Extensive Record of Master Chung-feng (discusse d i n dept h i n chapte r i  b y
Foulk and chapte r 4  Ishii) extends the analogy , "the so-calle d venerable mas-
ters o f Ze n ar e th e chie f official s o f th e publi c la w courts o f th e monasti c
community, as it were, and thei r words on the transmissio n of Zen an d thei r
collections of sayings are the case records o f points that have been vigorousl y
advocated."1 In the same way that "public records" limit both the waywardness
of th e la w and it s arbitrariness , the "publi c records " o f Ch'an "awakening "
were thought to preserve the identity of enlightenment over time and to render
refutable th e assertions o f impostors. Thus th e Chung-feng lu repeatedly, as if
to insist on the point, declares that "the word kung, or 'public,' means that the
koans pu t a  sto p t o privat e understanding ; th e wor d an, o r 'cas e records, '
means that the y are guaranteed to accord wit h the buddhas and patriarchs."2

Parallel guarantees are offered b y the text in both legal and religious domains:
When "public records" ar e in order, both "th e Kingl y Way" and "the Buddh a
Way" "wil l be well ordered."3 The Confucian rhetoric behind these assertions
is certainly not accidental . It s intentio n i s publicly t o establis h th e kung-a n
as a  se t o f standards—weights an d measures—i n juxtaposition t o whic h all
claims t o religiou s attainmen t coul d b e discernfull y judged. Therefor e th e
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Chung-feng lu completes this section by announcing that through the establish-
ment o f kung-an , "th e intention o f the patriarchs i s made abundantly clear ,
the Buddha-mind i s laid open an d revealed."4

Which record s woul d thus b e made publi c as the standar d o f "awakene d
mind"? The selection process seems initially to have followed the unintentional
consensus generated by Sung dynasty Ch'an abbots as favorite selections fro m
the "discourse records, " an d "lamp histories" were repeatedly extracted for dis-
cussion an d contemplation . Th e ultimately canonical choices , however , were
made by compilers of explicit k5an collection s like the classic Gateless Barrier
(C. Wu-men kuan, J. Mumonkari) an d Blue Cliff Record (C. Pi-yen lu, J. Hekigan-
roku). What they chose were segments of discourse from the by then exalted mas-
ters of the "golden age" of Ch'an, segments which by Sung standards seeme d
to encapsulate an d epitomize the experience of the world around the m as seen
from th e perspectiv e o f awakening . Thes e saying s were typicall y "strange, "
unusual, an d sometime s paradoxica l fro m th e perspective o f those who ha d
yet to achieve this state of mind. Highlighting strangeness made it abundantly
clear t o everyone that "awakening " wa s something fundamentally other tha n
the ordinary mental stat e of most practitioners . Strang e sayings were signs of
difference, forma l disclosure s of a qualitative distinction separatin g the origi -
nal speakers of koan discourse from those who would later contemplate it .

The purpose o f these disclosures of difference appear s t o b e twofold. The
first i s the maintenance o f criteria i n terms of which subsequent awakenings
could be judged for authenticity. As Wu-men (J. Mumon) says in his first com-
mentary on Chao-chou's (J . Joshu) "Mu," "in studying Zen, one must pass the
barriers se t up b y ancien t masters." 5 Beyon d thei r functio n a s standard s o f
judgment, however , Wu-men an d th e othe r earl y koan master s regar d thei r
texts as expedients or means through which the attainment o f those standard s
might be actualized. Why were the sayings of ancient masters thought to func -
tion in this capacity? Given that these sayings epitomize the mental state from
which they have come forth, i f the practitioner coul d trac e bac k (hui-fari) th e
saying to it s source, h e or she would a t that momen t occup y a  mental spac e
identical to that o f its original utterer.6 D. T. Suzuki gave this traditional con-
ception beautifu l expressio n i n English . He wrote tha t "th e idea i s to repro -
duce i n th e uninitiate d th e stat e o f consciousness o f which these statement s
are the expression."7 Koan languag e expresses or "presse s out " into form the
"empty" experience of the great masters. Or , once again from Suzuki , "Whe n
we reproduce th e same psychic conditions out o f which the Zen masters have
uttered these koans, we shall know them."8 Wu-men claims further tha t thos e
who succeed in this effort wil l have achieved identity with buddhas and patri -
archs. Practitioners would then know the meaning or "intent" (i) o f the strange
koan sayings and begin to speak similarly. "You will see with the same eye that
they see with and hear with the same ear."9
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Those wh o ha d experience d directly the inten t (z ) o f th e master s i n thei r
kung-an traditionall y composed verses corresponding to, and thus "capping,"
the original koan. These verses eventually came to be called "capping phrases"
(C. cho-yti, J.jakugo). Th e most famou s of these were appended t o th e koans
themselves, a s alternativ e expressions o f th e sam e experience . Because they
were regarde d a s expressions o f the same , capping phrase s were thought t o
possess th e identica l powe r o f disclosur e fo r thos e who migh t meditat e o n
them. Late r in the Japanese koan tradition , Hakui n would systematically test
the koan answer s of his students by their capacity t o selec t a capping phrase
to match th e k5an fro m standar d anthologie s of Buddhist quotations . Essen -
tially a  multiple-choice exa m rathe r than a n ac t o f composition, th e tes t re-
quired the students simply to selec t a phrase fro m th e source books to matc h
the visio n embodied i n the koan . Th e metaphorical languag e o f "match" o r
"tally" that wa s employed in all these contexts shows further th e intention of
"mind-to-Mind transmission" contained in k5an study. These metaphors were
drawn from numerou s contexts such as commercial accountin g an d fro m th e
ancient Chines e practic e o f testing the authenticit y o f a  messenger by seeing
whether the broken piece of pottery in his possession matched that held by the
receiver of the message. Since the linguistic expression of the koan "matched"
the mind from whic h it emerged, authentically to match that language in un-
derstanding indicated an identity of mind to some degree between koan master
and koan meditator .

Interesting conclusions might be drawn from th e universal assumption be-
hind thes e conceptions tha t som e kin d o f rationa l an d predictabl e structur e
linked the language of the koan with enlightenment. The relationships between
koan language and the mind of the master, and between koan language and the
mind o f the practitioner , wer e thought t o b e fa r fro m accidenta l o r random .
Although the y migh t b e difficul t t o deciphe r fro m th e vantag e poin t o f th e
unawakened, k5ans wer e assume d t o expres s directly an d withou t distortio n
that stat e o f mind fro m whic h they issued. Here, in the koan , enlightenment
has taken concrete form, for m which, if meditatively pursued, could be traced
back to the moment of its formation in emptiness.

These assumption s abou t th e expressibilit y of enlightenmen t i n linguistic
form—regardless o f their blatant conflic t wit h Zen doctrine—were borrowed
from earlie r Chinese Buddhist tradition s and thei r sources in India an d Cen -
tral Asia, where they were also widespread. Because they appear to contradic t
longstanding doctrine concerning the transcendence of nirvana, these assump-
tions could not be articulated in theoretical form. Nevertheless, had the tradi-
tion lacked assumptions of this sort, neither k5an language nor sutra language
could have had the role that it did in Buddhism. If Buddhists could not assum e
that the word of the Buddha contained i n the stitras connected in some mean-
ingful wa y with enlightened experience, then lacking both rationale and func -
tion, sutras would have never been composed in the first place. Similarly, if the
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language o f the koans i s not considere d t o be linked to the enlightenment o f
the great masters, no grounds for their use in contemplative practice remains .
A complex prehistory of presuppositions about, and use of, religious language
in th e earlie r Chinese Buddhis t traditio n ha s establishe d conditions for th e
very possibility of the idea of the koan .

The gdtha recited in unison in Buddhist temples and monasteries before the
sutras are opened fo r ritual and contemplative use reads as follows:

The Dharma, incomparable profound an d exquisit e
Is rarely encountered even in millions of years
We now see it, hear it , accept i t and hold i t
May we truly grasp the Tathagata's meaning.

These ritua l word s show the profound reverenc e and religiou s awe sought fo r
the tradition's religiou s language. When the gatha is not just said but meaning-
fully heard , i t reminds the practitioner tha t h e or sh e has in hand words  that
have emanated fro m the enlightened mind of the Buddha, words compassion-
ately intended to transmit enlightenmen t to them and thus to save them fro m
suffering. Th e recital o f these words enables practitioners t o open themselve s
more resolutely and authentically t o the appropriation o f the Buddha's inten -
tion inscribe d i n th e text . Althoug h koa n languag e differ s rhetoricall y fro m
sutra language in its abandonment o f instruction, doctrina l assertion , an d ar-
gumentative style, nevertheless behind this difference i s the more fundamenta l
identity that both koans and sutras express the mind of enlightenment and , on
that basis , may be taken as a means to and measure of enlightenment.

The Perfection of Wisdom Sutras, together wit h the Lotus Sutra, widely dis-
seminated several forms of religious language that came to serve as the practi -
cal background fo r the developmen t o f the koan. We focus here on three of
them: (i ) dhdrani o r sacre d formulas , including mantra, practiced i n esoteri c
Buddhism; (2 ) devotional recitatio n o f the though t o r nam e o f the Buddha ,
the nien-fo use d in the Pure Land Schoo l (J . nembutsu); an d (3 ) the visualiza-
tions and conceptual "contemplations " (kuari) practice d b y the Chinese scho -
lastic traditions. These thre e linguistic phenomena establishe d the conditions
of possibility for the conception o f religious language developed in the Ch'a n
kung-an tradition.

Dharamate sacred formulae customarily recited in original or classical lan -
guages that ar e not understood by those who intone them in memorized for m
for ritual purposes. Why recite a verse whose words are incomprehensible and
whose meaning is unknown? To any devout practitioner i t would be enoug h
to reply that these were the most mysterious and sacred words emanating fro m
the min d o f ancien t buddhas . Beyon d that , presumably , thes e mysteriou s
words mus t b e though t t o posses s a  powe r no t transferabl e int o Chines e
through translation and therefore ungraspable in concept. They must, in short,
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function a t a  leve l more basi c than th e conceptual . The y mus t wor k o n th e
practitioner without the requirement that one think about their literal or meta-
phorical meaning . The parallel and preceden t her e should b e clear: the late r
k5an traditio n i n Zen understoo d it s language to emanat e directl y from th e
mind o f enlightenment and , althoug h stil l using Chinese record s a s sources ,
to surpass conventional comprehension by leaving an effect o n the practitioner
at a more fundamental level of mentality. The ritual aura and mystery ofkung-
an practices in Ch'an monasteries by the end of the Sung were clearly parallel
to the dharani and mantra practice s in esoteric and tantric Buddhism .

The myster y an d powe r o f th e Buddha' s discours e a s suggeste d in earl y
Mahayana sutra s too k onl y a  slightl y different for m i n th e devotional , Pur e
Land tradition . Althoug h th e practic e o f nien-fo, "thinkin g Buddha, " seem s
initially to have had the ethical force of edification, a s Mahayana conceptions
of the power and compassion o f the Buddha and his teachings developed, the
"other-power" implication s of graceful , empowerin g language came to over -
shadow th e ethic s o f Buddh a imitation . Give n th e differenc e separatin g th e
Buddha fro m others , th e practices o f imagining the Buddh a an d recitin g his
name evolved away from imitativ e edification and towar d th e possibility that
the meri t and min d o f the Buddha coul d b e transferred through sacre d lan -
guage, o r grace , withou t recours e t o a n ethic s o f achievement . Becaus e the
Japanese Zen that we have inherited in the West remained in sectarian compe-
tition wit h Pur e Lan d Buddhism , trying to maintai n it s autonomy , we have
also inherited the though t tha t the Chinese synthesi s of Zen and Pur e Land ,
k5an an d nembutsu, constitutes a failure o r fall . Although this unification was
a complex historical phenomenon as , for example in the Japanese Obaku-shu
sect, one condition of its occurrence may have been the widespread realization
that whateve r difference s separate d thes e tw o traditions i n origi n had eithe r
been sublated over time or simply "seen through." Just as the nembutsu exercise
was a  gif t o f th e Buddha , koans , a s late r Ch'a n Buddhist s would say , were
transmissions to future generation s by the buddhas of China's ow n age of en-
lightenment. To those who receive and cherish them through intense practice,
they provide , asid e fro m al l claim s t o merit , a  shortcu t t o tha t ver y sam e
Buddha-mind. Th e languag e o f intens e practic e o f koan s an d th e nembutsu
overlaps in surprising ways. The sam e terms tha t instruc t koa n practitioner s
to "hold the words before th e mind" also infor m Pur e Land Buddhist s what
to do with the name and thought o f the Buddha.

Finally, the brief prehistory of the koan sketched here includes the concep-
tually oriented contemplative exercises developed most full y i n T'ien-t'ai an d
Hua-yen a s wel l as th e Mi-tsun g o r esoteri c school . Thes e exercise s i n th e
dialectics of "emptiness an d form" were clearly developed out of images in the
Perfection of Wisdom Sutras of  the  Buddha' s continua l shift s in  framework
during conversations with disciples. Th e Chines e scholastic sects simply sys-
tematized the various realizations that could be seen in the "Wisdom " sutra s
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and extended them i n directions that seemed mos t profound t o the Chinese.
These text s were commonly calle d kuan, "contemplations, " an d wer e used a s
guides for Chinese vipasyand. The y were conceptual exercise s that operated a t
the limits of thinking, challenging meditators to push further i n their capacit y
to hol d necessar y but contradictor y framework s of though t togethe r i n th e
same exercise. Although they were indeed narrative and conceptual practices ,
often culminating in the command "thin k it! " (szu-chih), thei r rationale was to
bring the mind thus prepared t o the event of transconceptual disclosur e calle d
"sudden awakening. " Lik e th e Wisdo m sutras , Chines e kuan cultivate d th e
sense of paradox, and over time paradox became a sign of depth or awakening.
Some k5ans , particularl y thos e i n Japanes e maste r Hakuin' s Tokugawa-er a
classification calle d hosshin koans , retai n th e styl e o f kuan, tha t is , they ca n
indeed b e thought eve n thoug h such thinkin g i s profoundly paradoxical be -
cause i t is multidimensional. The explici t monastic exercis e of kuan is thus a
clear precursor t o koan practice. Bot h seek to move from intellectua l perplex-
ity to breakthrough .

"Public Cases" of Transformative Languag e
In the early Ch'an school, conceptions o f religious language and correspond -
ing practice s develope d i n way s that , i n retrospect , w e can se e pointing t o
the development of the koan. The idea that religiou s language, particularly in
paradoxical an d strang e forms, evokes enlightenment is fundamental to most
early Ch'a n texts . Th e phrase, "a t thes e words, s o and s o was awakened," i s
perhaps th e most common i n late T'ang t o Sun g Ch'an literature. Th e quest
to identif y particula r "turnin g words " use d b y th e ol d master s became , i n
effect, th e searc h fo r legitimat e koans. Tha t poten t phrase s draw n fro m th e
discourse record s o f the master s might tur n one' s mind s o thoroughly a s t o
evoke enlightenmen t naturally le d t o th e kin d o f intense focus  o n languag e
that characterizes Sun g Ch'an. When the ultimately triumphant lineage came
to b e identifie d b y the nam e k'an-hua Ch'an , literally , "looking a t languag e
meditation," wha t w e had wa s a  Buddhis t "rectificatio n o f names, " becaus e
"looking a t language in meditative ways" is exactly what they were doing.10

We might then ask : What wer e these ways? How was the languag e of th e
koan, onc e extracted fro m th e large r corpus o f sacred literatur e an d exalted ,
used in the meditative ques t fo r the sudde n breakthroug h o f awakening? We
have already encountered the verb "to trace back" or "return" (hui-fan). Koan s
were "traces" which monks could "track, " tracing them back to their original
source in enlightened mind. But how do you trace i t back? Other verb s fill in
some o f this procedure : "t o elevate, " "t o hol d up, " a s i f to brin g int o view;
"to loo k at, " "t o inspect, " tha t whic h has been hel d up befor e th e mind; "t o
concentrate on," "to focus on," "to investigate," "to inquire," "to examine, " all
give the impression that th e koan  wa s to be the sol e objec t o f contemplation
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and that al l energies ought to be placed in the service of both the act of "hold-
ing in a fixed manner" an d "concentratio n on " wha t has thus bee n centered
in the mind.

One effect of  this intense focus in meditation upo n the language of the koan
would be an intensification of its strange and paradoxical character . Although
one criterion in the selection of koans in the first place was strangeness, noth-
ing functions to bring about estrangement more thoroughly than does unnatu-
ral o r disciplined concentration . Fo r the most part , normality an d commo n
sense are maintained precisely in the fact that the everyday draws no attention
to itself . O n the rare occasions whe n we do focu s o n a n element of everyday
life an d reall y examin e it , recontextualize d ou t o f it s unnotice d setting , i t
quickly begins to look odd, as when we suddenly become aware of the startling
strangeness o f a  wor d tha t w e have spoke n hundred s o f time s withou t ever
noticing it . It seem s to me that koan study would regularly have this effect —
common words and common relations to language become deeply uncommon,
almost t o th e point o f bewilderment. The longer a  monk would abide with a
koan, "holding it before the mind day and night," the less it must have seemed
an expression in language at all. Crossing this threshold from the commonness
of language into its startling strangeness seems to be fundamental to this mode
of meditation.

One for m tha t thi s estrangement seems to hav e taken i s revealed in Ch'an
monks' referrin g t o a  reversa l of ordinary subject/objec t relations that occu r
in advanced koa n study . In the midst o f meditating on the koan a s the objec t
of contemplation, i t may occur that the koan has so occupied the practitioner' s
subjectivity tha t the language of the koan take s the subject position while the
self o f the practitione r experience s itsel f a s the koan' s objec t o r effect . Rut h
Sasaki expresses this on behalf of Isshu Miura as follows: "Th e koa n is taken
over by the prepared instrument, and, when a fusion o f instrument and device
takes place, the stat e of consciousness is achieved which it is the intent o f the
koan to illumine."11 The monk's subjectivity is the prepared instrument. When
the fusion o f subject and objec t occurs, the k5an's subjectivity , its "intention, "
as Sasaki puts it, is the controlling factor. 12

An interesting question comes up repeatedly in modern koan interpretation .
Were k5ans, an d th e language o f koans, strang e and paradoxica l t o th e Zen
masters who originally spoke them? Or is this language paradoxical onl y fro m
our unenlightened point of view? Does k5an language express in a simple and
straightforward way the new "common sense " attained in awakened vision? Is
this th e languag e tha t ultimatel y corresponds t o th e wa y things ar e i n thei r
"suchness"? It seems to me that traditional Ch'an texts will authorize both yes
and no answers to these questions, depending upon whic h set of background
ideas are being highlighted. When, for example, the complex interpenetration
and interdependenc y of reality is being stressed a s i t was i n Hua-ye n Ch'an,
then it makes sense that this language really does correspond to the way things
are. When, however, the accent is placed upon the negative function o f empti-
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ness and upon the provisional and expedient nature of the bodhisattva's teach -
ing methods , the n n o correspondenc e woul d b e thought possible no matter
how convoluted an d paradoxical . Man y element s i n early Ch'an up throug h
the writing of the initial koan texts in the Sung seem to show a preference for
the first of these: paradox i s worth meditative exertion precisely because this
language shows , fro m a n enlightene d poin t o f view , somethin g abou t ho w
things really are . Later , critical developments see m to hav e made th e secon d
alternative mor e attractive . Noncorrespondenc e betwee n koan languag e an d
its goal is certainly a safer assertion, since it eludes the necessity of articulating
the nature of the correspondence. The weakness of this view, however, is that,
in the absence of an understandable relation , koans take on the appearance of
arbitrariness. Why should this language be thought t o evoke that goal? In any
case, th e tendenc y in subsequen t koa n exercise s is to repudiat e an y role fo r
thought an d reflectio n i n authentic k5an practice , thu s implyin g that, i n en-
lightenment, the Ch'an master does not necessarily think a  deeper correspon -
dence than that which is available to ordinary mind.

Two interesting controversies in the Sun g dynasty have come to structur e
the way we think about these issues today. One of these, between masters Ta-
hui and Hung-chih, establishes a dichotomy between the k'an-hua or koan Zen
of the Lin-chi (J. Rinzai) tradition an d the "silent illumination" o r zazen-only
Zen of the Ts'ao-tung (J. Soto) tradition. The other controversy, als o involving
Ta-hui, was a disagreement over how koans were to be handled. In oppositio n
to th e contemplativ e literar y traditio n tha t wa s developin g aroun d koa n
study—what Ta-hui called "literar y o r cultured Zen," wen-tzu Ch'an (J . monji
Zen)—Ta-hui proposed a n essentially nonreflective koan practice in which to-
tal concentration woul d be placed upo n on e word or element in the koan, its
hua-t'ou or "main phrase" or "punch line," the place where koan language lit-
erally comes to a  head i n nonconceptual awareness . From m y point o f view,
the marvelou s iron y o f thes e division s i s that the y would see m to b e muc h
more accurately described in reverse. That is , if we look closely at the kind of
koan practic e advocate d b y Ta-hui , whic h repudiate s an y narrative, concep -
tual, o r linguistic access t o th e meaning of the koan, wha t we really have re-
maining i s silent illumination . W e will return t o thi s point . If , o n th e othe r
hand, w e look a t wha t develops in the Ts'ao-tun g o r Sot o tradition , w e find
exceptional achievement s in k'an-hua Ch'an, that is , a Zen of "looking a t lan-
guage," and o f achievements in "literary Zen," o r wen-tzu Ch'an.

This twofol d divergenc e in orientatio n i s evident i n the tw o most famou s
koan collections themselves. The Gateless Barrier foregoes literary and poeti c
development. It s languag e i s star k an d it s rational e i s the sublatio n o f th e
conceptual order , breaking through the temptation t o encounter th e koan in-
tellectually. The Blue Cliff Record i s itsel f a  literar y masterpiece o f bot h re -
finement and complexity. The former collection, by its very character, encour-
ages silent concentration o n the intellectual barrier to awakening . The latter,
by its very character, encourages contemplative and imaginativ e explorations
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into the unknown and a s yet unexperienced. In Dogen and the Koan Tradition,
Steven Heine rethinks thi s dichotomy. On e thesis o f the book is that Dogen's
Kana Shobogenzo i s "thematically an d stylisticall y remarkably simila r t o th e
Blue Cliff Record"™ an d that , if we stand back from th e Rinza i claim that Ta-
hui's "shortcut " metho d i s the culminatio n o f th e koa n tradition , the n w e
would recogniz e tha t Doge n wa s himself a  koan maste r wh o has take n thi s
genre of Zen literatur e off onto a n entirel y different lin e of development with
fundamentally differen t consequences . Lik e the Blue Cliff Record, Doge n re -
verses the directio n o f abbreviation an d open s u p th e genr e of commentary ,
erasing the distinction between primary source literature and secondary, inter-
pretive commentary, or between text and self . In this genre, the "turning word"
may show up anywhere , in Dogen's criticis m o f the origina l koans, o r i n th e
practitioner's ow n moment of reflection.

Nevertheless, in China, in spite of a historical milieu of enormous literary,
philosophical, an d cultura l achievemen t in the Sun g dynasty, Ta-hui's under -
standing of the koan and of Ch'an won the day. Whereas conceptual sophisti -
cation woul d b e th e hallmar k o f th e Sun g i n othe r dimension s o f Chines e
culture, Ch'a n woul d resis t thi s seductio n an d establis h itsel f firml y i n th e
nonconceptual. Thi s developmen t occurre d primaril y throug h th e hua-t'ou
(J. wato) o r "critica l phrase " styl e of koa n meditation . Ta-hu i insiste d that ,
although koans may appear to promise advanced insight and understanding,
this i s not wha t they in fac t offer . A s an alternativ e to meditatio n o n th e ful l
narrative of the koan, therefore, Ta-hui advocated intens e focus on one critical
phrase, generally one word or element at the climax of the koan. Furthermore ,
he maintained tha t the hua-t'ou had n o meaning and tha t any intellectualiza-
tion, an y conceptual thinkin g at all , would obstruct th e possibility of break -
through. As a corollary to this, Ta-hui warned that the intellectuals who in his
day were the ones most interested in k5an meditation would be the least likely
to succeed at it, given their tendency to think.14 His advice to them, therefore,
was t o ceas e completel y an y effor t t o resolv e the koa n an d "t o giv e u p th e
conceit tha t the y have the intellectual tools tha t woul d allow them to under -
stand it." 15 The primary effor t require d in this enterprise was a negative one,
"nonconceptualization," which, a s Rober t Buswel l explains, cam e t o occup y
"the centra l plac e . . . i n k'an-hua Ch'an"16 Otherwise , i n Buswell' s words,
"there i s nothing tha t nee d b e developed ; al l th e studen t mus t d o i s simply
renounce both th e hope that there is something that can be achieved throug h
the practice as well as the conceit that he will achieve that result." "

Conclusions: On the Decline of the Tradition
The followin g fou r point s ar e wha t I  tak e t o b e the mos t importan t conse -
quences of this development in Chinese Ch'an.

i. The tradition of k'an-hua Ch'an, whic h was generated by a  fascination
with th e masters ' linguisti c expressions, becam e in effec t silen t illumination
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Ch'an; the koan was reabsorbed into zazen. This, of course, was never stated
and, in fact, the opposite was what was generally assumed. My reasons derive
from a simple comparison of descriptions of practice. After Ta-hui, koan medi-
tation dre w as close to the nonconceptual a s it could. No thinkin g was to be
admitted into the exercise. The narrative structure of the k5an was eliminated
in th e focu s o n a  singl e point, th e hua-t'ou o r "critica l phrase. " Th e critica l
phrase itsel f wa s declared t o hav e no "meaning " (r) . Wha t remain s i s an in -
tense, prolonged focus  o n a  singl e point, whethe r one i s sitting i n th e lotu s
posture o r not . Thi s descriptio n differ s i n n o substantia l wa y fro m zaze n
in it s non-vipasyana—that is , in it s samatha—forms. Bot h "looking " (k'ari)
and "language " (hua) hav e been reabsorbe d int o th e "silence " of meditation
(ch'ari).

2. With the ethics of achievement dismissed as a form o f conceit, and als o
the functions o f the intellect set aside in religious practice, th e role of faith in
Ch'an would come to be accentuated, thu s bringing Ch'an closer to, and ulti-
mately uniting it with, Pure Land Buddhism . Faith was an essential theme for
Ta-hui, a s i t ha d bee n for severa l other Ch'a n Buddhists , including Lin-chi .
For Ta-hui, faith was required to make the leap into the nonconceptual. Pride ,
on th e othe r hand , prevente d th e practitione r fro m realizin g the futilit y o f
gradual awakening , a  muc h maligne d doctrin e associate d wit h th e b y the n
defunct Norther n schoo l tha t assume d substantia l benefi t fro m huma n effor t
and the quest for achievement. Although it is not clea r to me how importan t
a role was played in this doctrinal developmen t by the influential idea o f the
declining dharma, or the "age of mo-fa" (J . mappo), th e emphasis on faith and
the rejection of pride i n Ch'an and i n Pure Lan d ar e strikingly similar. Bot h
scorned intellectual practices and put their entire emphasis on overcoming the
latent Confucian "ethics o f achievement. "

In retrospect , w e can note an interesting doctrinal "intersection " tha t was
encountered and determined in the Sung. During this period the notion of the
prior "golde n age " whe n many capable Ch'an Buddhists had bee n awakened
was widespread. When the y aske d themselve s what th e grea t master s o f th e
earlier er a had i n common, however , the universal answer was that the y had
all rejecte d thei r ow n earlie r practic e o f sutr a study . Tha t is , intellectua l
achievement wa s renounced i n th e en d s o that sudde n breakthroug h migh t
occur. What thi s tended t o mea n fo r Sung practitioners wa s that the y could
obtain the benefit o f the masters' realizatio n by foregoing intellectual study in
the firs t place . Wh y take i t u p i f al l the master s had com e t o rejec t it ? Yet,
another, apparentl y unnoticed , rout e tha t coul d hav e bee n take n fro m thi s
intersection was the opposite one: they might have realized that what the great
masters had in common was prolonged an d serious study of the sutras. Intel -
lectual endeavo r had , i n fact , bee n commo n t o al l o f them eve n if, a t som e
point i n thei r training , critique and negatio n o f thi s learning were required.
Although they did hold the act of critical rejection in common, they also held
in common that which could be rejected but neve r lost.18 Some extent of Bud-
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dhist learning coul d easily have been recognized as a precondition for sudde n
awakening in Ch'an. Sung masters, however, tended t o take the rejection liter -
ally an d nondialectically . I n effect , wha t the y institute d wa s a  for m o f Ze n
fundamentalism: th e tradition cam e to be increasingly anti-intellectual in ori-
entation and , in the process, reduced it s complex heritage t o simple formulae
for which literal interpretations wer e thought adequate . Th e increasing institu-
tional unification of Ch'an and Pure Land Buddhis m in the Yuan, Ming, and
Ch'ing dynasties, although brought abou t by numerous factors, is less mysteri-
ous intellectually when seen in light o f these doctrinal an d practica l conjunc -
tions.

3. Even during th e heigh t o f Ch'an i n th e Sung , but mor e s o later , thes e
developments would send the educated classe s in China elsewhere , leading, in
the final analysis, to the construction o f a new tradition that would overwhelm
Ch'an Buddhis m b y drawing severa l of it s element s up int o a  more encom -
passing cultural framework. Already in the Sung an innovative tao-hsueh tradi-
tion was gaining the upper hand i n this stilted debate . Although thi s traditio n
benefited greatl y from wha t Ch'an had t o offer—meditative practices , sudde n
awakening, monastic retreat , and s o on—it made more than ampl e roo m fo r
intellectual practice s a s fundamenta l t o th e Way . Some o f thes e intellectua l
practices were drawn from an d modeled afte r earlie r developments in Chinese
Buddhism, doctrina l advance s mad e i n T'ien-t'ai, Hua-yen , an d early Ch'an.
Although it  is now clear that the relationship of  influence between  Ch'an and
Neo-Confucianism wa s multidirectional, with both traditions benefitin g from
the exchange, i t is also clear that Ch'an drew the least benefit from this opposi-
tion becaus e o f it s entrenchmen t i n doctrine s tha t condemne d intellectua l
practice. Instea d o f regrouping to fac e th e challenge o f tao-hsueh by probin g
ever mor e deepl y into it s ow n Buddhis t an d Chines e heritage , Ch'a n opte d
for the  silenc e of  sudden illumination . This choice , however , had the  effec t of
condemning Ch'a n t o it s futur e margina l statu s i n China ; a s th e dynastie s
rolled by , the Ch'an contributio n t o Chines e cultur e woul d becom e increas -
ingly insignificant.

4. Althoug h Ch'an , fo r mos t practica l purpose s no w merge d wit h Pur e
Land Buddhism, would maintain itsel f in Chinese society through overwhelm-
ingly conservative policies and  practices , what creativity there has been in the
tradition ca n b e found precisely where, accordin g t o Ch'an theory , i t shoul d
not be found: in the domain o f Ch'an theory. What we find in some Yuan and
Ming dynasty Ch'an texts is a reemergence of rational, metaphysical construc-
tion—the effor t t o "explain " how it is that Ch'an practices lin k up with real-
ity.19 No doub t thi s necessity was foisted upon Ch'an monks by historical cir -
cumstances that , fo r whateve r reason , wer e allowin g Neo-Confucianis m t o
bypass Ch'an. Neo-Confucia n critiques of Ch'an were widely successful, even
when unsophisticated, because , for on e thing, Ch'an Buddhist s were by the n
so ill equipped to reason and argue in opposition to them. Eventually, however,
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cultural decline did evoke a response; Ch'an Buddhists began to give reasons
to justify thei r practice. These reasons naturally took metaphysical form : how
is reality constructe d suc h tha t i t make s sens e to focu s al l o f your energie s
into meditation o n a  singl e "meaningless " phrase fro m th e ancien t masters ?
Psychological explanation s wer e require d too : how i s the min d constructe d
such tha t i s make s sens e t o driv e yoursel f int o a  menta l impasse ? Neo-
Confucian intellectuals , of course, argued that it made no sense, a conclusion
applauded by mainstream advocates o f common sense. Ch'an apologists thus
had thei r work cut out for them, and thei r response was in fact a  new wave of
creative Ch'an literature . The creativit y of this wor k is limited, however, be-
cause its authors could not see that their own writings in meta-koan language
went directly against the conclusions that they had set out to justify. They were
unable—because of the power of doctrinal predilections to th e contrary—to
recognize that "the one who was right then doing the explaining," to borro w
Lin-chi's phrase, was not the nonconceptual, nonnarrative self that thei r doc-
trine valorized. Although these doctrines concerning what a koan is and what
a human mind is were innovative, they could not encompas s their own status
as doctrinal assertions. They lacked the reflexive sophistication that had made
many of the great Ch'an masters famous in the first place.

This split between koans and the meta-discourse about koans is heightened
even further and modeled fo r us in English in the work of D. T. Suzuki. I t is
interesting to note that in his own writings about the koan, Suzuki draws heav-
ily upon this Yuan/Ming explanatory literature. This was naturally the litera -
ture most applicabl e t o Suzuki' s task, tha t o f explaining to u s in an entirely
different cultura l contex t wh y th e grea t Ze n master s sai d an d di d suc h
"strange" things. Suzuki's own writings don't fit the definition of Zen that they
propose. Transmittin g Zen in the presence of Americans and Europeans in the
mid-twentieth centur y called fo r som e heavy-duty metaphysics and a  lo t o f
explaining. Too much "Zen Mind" would undermine the task. Instead of just
giving us unadulterated "unreason " whe n he wrote about koans , Suzuk i was
forced t o ste p back and articulat e "The Reason o f Unreason," which is what
he entitled his best essay on the koan tradition . H e knew in advance that h e
would have to give some very good "reasons " and that , unless Zen appeare d
to be the most reasonable alternative under the circumstances, it would simply
be rejected. As it turns out, his reasoning was excellent and many of us were
persuaded o r a t leas t influenced . Eve n now, when scholars regularly criticize
the writings of Suzuki for their misrepresentation of the Ch'an/Zen tradition ,
we ca n se e tha t Suzuki' s tas k ha s bee n impressivel y accomplished. "Zen, "
whatever it is, still symbolizes for many some dimension at least of "the great
matter." The reasons Suzuki provided fo r us may now be inadequate, but thei r
one-time persuasiveness abides in the fact that we do not just drop the subject.
Even i f it take s a radicall y new for m o f metaphysics to pul l it off , we would
still like to learn how to hear "the sound of one hand clapping. "
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