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Looking at Lineage: A Different Way fo Prisenting

Chan Buddhism

John R. McRae
Associate professor, University of Indiana

Summary

The goal of this essay is to consider the question of how we should look at
Chan Buddhism. I argue that there should be a multiplicity of perspectives
and a certain fluidity of analytical typologies in doing so, and that we should
consciously work to escape the structural limitations imposed upon us by
traditionalistic approaches and by the subject matter itself. By
traditionalistic approaches I mean those implied by Chan lineage diagrams,
which have a semiotic impact as a medium of interpretation and
communication.

First, the Chan lineage scheme is a combined product of Indian and Chinese
culture. This observation undercuts the chauvinistic and essentially
meaningless assertions that Chan is the "most Chinese" of all the Chinese
Buddhist schools. Second, there are distinct polemical implications in the



definition of Chan as a "separate transmission outside the scriptures," as
fundamentally more authentic than all other Buddhist schools. Third, what
counts in the Chan transmission scheme are not the "facts" of what
happened in the lives of Sakyamuni, Bodhidharma, Huineng, and others, but
rather how these figures were perceived in terms of Chan mythology. What
1s of the greatest consequence here is the process by which that mythology
was generated and circulated, edited and improved, and thus transmitted
throughout an entire population of Chan practitioners and devotees. Fourth,
based on the rhetoric of §linyata, or emptiness, there is nothing that is
actually transmitted in this transmission scheme. What occurs between

p. 298

each teacher and his successor is merely an approval or authorization of the
successor's attainment of complete enlightenment. Fifth, since the
enlightenment of each Buddha and Patriarch is complete, there is no
difference of religious status between the Indian Buddhas and Patriarchs and
their Chinese counterparts. This is very important in terms of the
signification of Buddhism, in that it allowed Chinese Buddhists to venerate
and emulate culturally Chinese role models. Sixth, the "genealogical model"
is important for its impact on how Chan spiritual practice itself is carried out.
That is, the Chan genealogical model implies that the most important aspect
of spiritual cultivation takes place in the encounter between each teacher and
his student. Seventh, the gender-restricted terminology of "each teacher and
his successor" is very much appropriate, since the Chan tradition is
overwhelmingly male-dominated. Although I do not have space to consider
these subjects in this paper, we should be sensitive to ways in which the
lineage format both allowed and suppressed different types of perspectives,
and how Chan school's dominance in Chinese Buddhism may have
mitigated against alternative viewpoints.

The result of these deliberations are distilled in the following observation:
any time we pretend to explain Chan in terms of lineal successions from one
great master to another, we run the risk of committing what I call the "string
of pearls" fallacy, in which the evolution of Chan Buddhism is described in
terms of a sequence of individual masters like pearls on a string. This is to
misrepresent historical and religious reality, which are both far more
complex and interesting than this simplistic model would imply.



Y, =51 ! 1.lineage 2.school 3. enealogical 4.encounter dialogue
g g
.patriarchal

mgg[w’, |2 Rk HF [[gr I'ggae?r,[ur»;m;g_g\% LT ﬁl %? I
Vﬁ"’”‘““?ﬂ % R TS R P |V B
A 'EHF‘,? % ipf}“ o lﬁﬂlij&j’fc_ﬂ‘ﬁﬁ B i ﬂﬁﬁ AN
Wdra, IR 67X 19~21F| el s “AF [Er' , [Elj[;ﬁi Wﬁu\;gjj
F'ﬂrﬁ“&f i‘/‘)ﬁ@}[’j’ =+ m&ﬂmi"J#‘?’?& ’lﬂi__t[ HIFU%— o 3
}UEAF&%WGJEU§7?”H4HﬁTUj/HHFEHV¢

[2] Z54HVE P “school™ FLRLEVEL Sl (A o CLET ol 5ol F 1B
FERVTATILE AR RIS o PSS AR P sect iy il =

“denomination”f 3L

3] M = REMIE R EUQ'@TJW CRUED - mEE -
1967 &) > pp. 265~ 80.
[4] §! Robert Sharf,
“The Zen of Japanese Nationalism” in Donald S. Lopez, Jr., ed.,Curat
ors of the Buddha: The Study of Buddhism Under Colonialism (Chicag
o: University ofChicago Press, 1995), pp. 107 ~60.

[5] Gregory Schopen {1 %ﬁlflifﬁi"?j\ﬁﬂﬁl%% gl,i*'ﬂ Wil E [ FVRYAY
pLEIpY

“Filial Pietyand the Monk in the Practice of Indian Buddhism: A Questi

on of ‘Sinicization’ Viewed fromthe Other Side,” T’oung Pao 70(1984):
110~26.


http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt1
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt2
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt3
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt4
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt5

[6] xgphl o sy [l A H e ﬂ*’ﬁ— FIER S — i S poffear
fla

Paul Williams,Mahayana Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations (Lond

—_E

on: Routledge, 1989) - %Jﬁ?‘éﬂil[ﬁ&'ﬁlﬁ%\’ﬁﬂE@ﬁﬁ@%&*ﬁ » FIIF B

Heinrich Dumoulin, S. J., Zen Buddhism: A History,

2 vol., trans. byJames W. Heisig and Paul Knitter (New York: Macmilla
n Publishing Company, 1988 ~89) - ﬁjﬁjﬂi 1994 = 57— EJ[“‘FT

&) yﬁ TR T o

[7] §! McRae,

“Encounter dialogue and the transformation of the spiritual path in Chi
neseCh’an,” in Robert E. Buswell, Jr., and Robert M. Gimello, eds., P

aths to Liberation: TheMarga and its Transformations in Buddhist Tho

ught (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1992), pp. 339~69.

[8] 5L

Jay, Nancy B., Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Relig

ion, andPaternity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992)- = 1 /&%

= Andrew Junker - {9 F TFiRLH BT A NSRS ”JF ay fiu
IS -
(91 bl

David Hackett Fischer, Historians’ Fallacies: Toward a Logic of Histori

cal Thought(New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1970).


http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt6
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt7
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt8
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt9

[10] IR » SERLIBIESS P R B[O £ RFOSE
i fy] - fL MiriamLevering,“Miao-tao and her Teacher Ta-hui,” [
HVPY o e l‘f:tﬁﬁ[é}difﬂlﬁﬂ?’lﬁ/ S o Bl

Levering’s“Stories of Enlightened Women in Ch’an and the Chinese

A

Buddhist FemaleBodhisattva / Goddess Tradition,”in Karen L. King, e
d., Women and Goddess Traditions inAntiquity and Today, Studies in

Antiquity and Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997), pp. 137
~76.

[L1] “Encounter dialogue™ L= ™ T FV# Rl 1E 1 - fflH v
“The Development of the‘Recorded Sayings’ Texts of the Chinese Ch

’an School,”tr. from Yanagida Seizan,“Zenshtgoroku no keisei” (ji#fl =

FRDHH)

Lewis Lancaster and Whalen Lai, eds., Early Ch’anin China and Tibet,
Berkeley Buddhist Studies, no. 5
(Berkeley, CA: Lancaster-Miller Press, 1983), pp. 185~

205.“Encounter dialogue”iL| 15 7% kien mondo " #53H] ’FATJ AVETRE
(ER LAV JﬂiﬂanL AR T e F'TF—' ) ﬁ%u'gjgﬂf[ﬁ{fﬁfxajg o


http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt10
http://www.chibs.edu.tw/ch_html/chbj/13/chbj1317.htm#nt11

