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An Assessment of Yao Bian’s Treatise On the Unequalness of the

Three Belief-systems- Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism

Zhang Wen-Liang
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Abstract:

Scholars from both China and Japan have traditionally assumed that the
treatise, " On the Unequalness of the Three Belief-systems ;| by the Tang
Dynasty official Liu Yan (£ 716-780), is the treatise that was listed in the
catalogue of literature transmitted from Tang China to Japan by Saicho and
Kukai, which coincidentally shared the same title. But this assumption has been
proven wrong, thanks to the recent re-discovery of the text of the treatise that
was hand-copied by Kukai. Kukai’s copy was actually written by another Tang
Dynasty official Yao Bian (#kZ'8th century?), a contemporary of Liu Yan.
While there are similarities between Liu Yan’s treatise and Yao Bian’s (both
placed Buddhism above Daoism and Confucianism, and both cited similar
evidence in their argumentation), there are also evident differences (e.g., Yao
Bian’s treatise argues for the superiority of Buddhism over Daoism, whereas Liu
Yan’s argues for the superiority of Buddhism over Confucianism.) Nevertheless,
both treatises reflected the pervasive tension between Buddhism on the one hand
and Daoism and Confucianism on the other in [mid-to-late] Tang society, despite
[the central] government’s [political] effort in trying to integrate and harmonize
the three belief-systems.

Keyword: Yao Bian(#tZ), Liu Yan (£]%), On the Unequalness of the Three

Belief-systems- Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism



