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The Dialectical Development of Hermeneutic
Systems in Modern Zen Philosophy

—— Focused on the Discourses of “Enlightenment Experience”

Tsai, Chang Hsiung
Assistant Professor, Department of Life-and-Death Studies, Nan-Hua University

Abstract

This essay purports to initiate some clarifications on the lines of thought regarding
the dialectical development of modern Zen philosophy by analyzing the major systems
of Zen discourse. The research focus is placed upon the different discourses on
Zen “enlightenment experience” proposed by the varying interpretive systems. The
different systems are evaluated and analyzed by the epistemological question, i.e. “is
enlightenment experience possible” and the methodological question, i.e. “how is it
to be properly understood.” So are the dialectical relationships among the varying
systems.

The modern Zen philosophy explicated in this essay encompasses the period of
time from the transmission of Zen to the West by D. T. Suzuki all the way down to
the present, and the viewpoints discussed cut across the academic circles of Japan
and North America. As of analysis, it focuses on four major systems of interpretation,
i.e. “Suzuki Zen,” “Kyoto Zen,” “Critical Zen,” and “Integrative Zen.” This essay
attempts to place modemn Zen philosophy in the midst of the horizon of hermeneutics
for exploration, hoping to see through the interactions and tensions among Zen’s
religious thought, experience, history, culture, and society. Hopefully, it could lay the
foundation for deliberations on the future development of modern Zen philosophy as
well.

Keywords: Zen Philosophy, Hermeneutics, Enlightenment Experience
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22 FLlMark B. Woodhouse (1990). On the Possibility of Pure Consciousness. In Robert K.
C. Forman (Ed.) The Problem of Consciousness: Mysticism & Philosophy. New York &
Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.254-267.
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