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The Choice Between an Individual-Collective
Distinction and a Religion-Reason Divergence:
An Analysis of the Fusion of Horizons and
Structural Tension in Qian Mu’s Research on
Chan Buddhism

Cheng-Ye Zhang*

Abstract

Qian Mu’s interest in and research on Chan Buddhism spanned over
half a century. His contributions not only occupy a significant position in
the history of 20th-century Chan studies, but also reflect the complex
interactions between self, others, and the times, as well as the deep fusion
of Chan Buddhism, Confucianism, and historiography. This article
examines the formative process of Qian Mu’s Chan studies, the
transformation of academic horizons within this body of work, and reveals
the fundamental value structure therein. In his youth, Qian Mu keenly
perceived the tension between individuality and collectivity created by
Chan Buddhists on both personal and ideological levels. After turning to
the study of intellectual history, this structural tension was given
theoretical expression. Qian Mu positioned Chan Buddhism as the “new
Buddhist doctrine” within the context of the Sinicization of Buddhism. In
the 1940s, spurred by Tang Yongtong and Hu Shi, Qian Mu delved deeply
into the intellectual and historical world of Chan Buddhism, profoundly
reshaping Hu Shi’s “theory of religious revolution.” From the perspective

of Chinese intellectual history, Qian Mu believed that the core issue of

Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Department of Philosophy, Sun Yat-sen University.
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post-Three Kingdoms scholarship was the dispute between religion and
reason. Using the “New Confucian” discourse as his basis, Qian Mu
asserted that Chan Buddhism should be viewed as the genuine successor
of Confucius and Mencius, thus breaking the boundary between
Confucianism and Buddhism. In his later years, Qian Mu both
acknowledged Zhu Xi’s critique of Chan and admired Huineng’s pure
personality. It can be said that Qian Mu’s Chan studies constantly
oscillated between the tensions of individuality vs. collectivity and religion

vs. reason, demonstrating the polyphonic nature of his intellectual world.

Key words: Qian Mu, Chan Buddhist studies, individual-collective

distinction, religion-reason divergence
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