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BOOK REVIEW

Uri Kaplan, Bud dhist Apologetics in East Asia:  
Countering the Neo-Con fu cian Critiques in the Hufa lun  
and the Yusŏk chirŭi non. 
Leiden: Brill, 2019. 282 pages. ISBN-13: 978-9004405332  
(hard cover). US$ 98.96.

Uri Kaplan’s book offers an intro duc tion to Bud dhist apol o getic writ ing in East 
Asia, followed by trans la tions of two Bud dhist apol o getic scrip tures that relate to 
the con text of defending Bud dhism against Neo-Con fu cian ism. The scrip tures 
are the Hufa lun 護法論 (In Defense of the Dharma) writ ten in Song dynasty China 
by the lay Bud dhist Zhang Shangying 張商英 (1043–1121) and the Yusŏk chirŭi 
non 儒釋質疑論 (Probing the Doubts and Concerns between Con fu cian ism and 
Bud dhism) writ ten in fifteenth-cen tury Korea by an anon y mous monk or monks. 
Subsequent to the trans la tions, Kaplan offers text edi tions of both works (Hufa lun 
trans la tion, pp. 57–108, text edi tion, pp. 109–21; Yusŏk chirŭi non trans la tion, pp. 
122–228, text edi tion, pp. 229–55). The Hufa lun con sists of eleven sec tions. The 
Yusŏk chirŭi non con sists of twenty-six sec tions. In his trans la tions of both works, 
Kaplan begins each sec tion by first sum ma riz ing its con tents in his own words. 
The sum ma ries are given in ital ics to dif fer en ti ate them from the trans lated text.

The intro duc tion that pre cedes the trans la tions goes beyond detailing the 
con texts the two trans lated texts were writ ten in and instead pro vi des a more 
or less gen eral over view of the his tory of Bud dhist apol o getic thought in China, 
Korea, and even Japan (1–55). Kaplan begins with the early period of Chi nese Bud-
dhist apol o getic writ ing, which extended from early medi e val China to the early 
Tang dynasty. During that time, both Bud dhism and Dao ism were in dom i nant 
posi tions within the reli gious and intel lec tual sphere, which made them nat u ral 
rivals. Bud dhist apol o gists also had to relate to Con fu cian ism, but in many of the 
con tem po rary Bud dhist apol o getic scrip tures the main focus was to defend Bud-
dhism against Dao ism (3–11). In the late Tang dynasty the Con fu cian scholar 
Han Yu 韓愈 (768–824) began to crit i cize Bud dhism for hav ing intro duced social 
norms to China that did not suit the tra di tional Con fu cian pat terns. And in the 
Song dynasty, with the emer gence of Neo-Con fu cian ism, the Con fu cian tra di-
tion reestablished itself as the dom i nant intel lec tual cur rent in China. While not 
all  Neo-Con fu cian schol ars followed Han Yu in polem i ciz ing against Bud dhism 
(11–21), many did. The new sit u a tion cre ated a need for a dif fer ent kind of Bud-
dhist apol o getic thought, in which defending Bud dhism against Neo-Con fu cian-
ism stood more in the fore ground. Kaplan intro duces seven works of rel e vance in 
this con text. One of the works intro duced here is the Hufa lun by Zhang Shangying 
(21–32). Subsequently, Kaplan pro vi des a brief out look on Chi nese Bud dhist apol-
o getic writ ing dur ing the Yuan dynasty (32–33). Next, Kaplan intro duces two 
Korean Bud dhist apol o getic works, the sec ond of which is the Yusŏk chirŭi non 
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(33–37). Finally, Kaplan pro vi des out looks on Bud dhist apol o get ics in Ming China 
(37–39), on Bud dhist apol o get ics in six teenth- to eigh teenth-cen tury Korea (39–
41), and on Bud dhist apol o get ics in Tokugawa Japan (41–42). Kaplan con cludes 
his intro duc tion by sum ming up argu men ta tion strat e gies that are employed in 
Bud dhist apol o getic trea tises—espe cially in the Neo-Con fu cian con text he is con-
cerned with in his trans la tions (42–55).

It is unfor tu nate that Kaplan never defi nes the pur pose of his intro duc tion. 
Clearly he goes beyond offer ing infor ma tion rel e vant to the under stand ing and 
contextualization of the trans lated texts. In fact, as the above sum mary of the 
intro duc tion has shown, the texts Kaplan trans lates are only intro duced in sub-
chap ters of the intro duc tion. Rather, Kaplan appears to offer a wide pan o rama of 
the his tory of Bud dhist apol o getic thought in East Asia. Accomplishing this task in 
a bal anced way would, how ever, have required much more space. So Kaplan offers 
infor ma tion on a selec tion of top ics. His choice of top ics does, how ever, occa sion-
ally seem arbi trary. Below I will give two exam ples of mat ters not in the intro duc-
tion that should, in my view, have been included based on how the intro duc tion 
is con cep tu al ized.

As Kaplan does go into some detail with regard to the early period of Chi nese 
Bud dhist apol o getic writ ing in which the Buddho-Daoist con fron ta tion stood more 
in the fore ground, it would have been suit able to point out the impor tance of Falin 
法琳 (572–640) more explic itly. Falin is known for his apol o getic trea tises Poxie 
lun 破邪論 (T 2109, Essay Refuting Heresy) and Bianzheng lun 辯正論 (T 2110, 
Essays of Disputation and Correction), which form by far the most com plex Bud-
dhist apol o getic work writ ten in the con text of the Buddho-Daoist con fron ta tion. 
In Falin much of the ear lier Chi nese Bud dhist apol o getic tra di tion is summed up, 
so that Falin’s work could be called a cul mi na tion of early Chi nese Bud dhist apol-
o getic lit er a ture. Kaplan does occa sion ally refer to Falin, how ever with out pointing 
out Falin’s par tic u lar impor tance. Normally I do not ref er ence my own work in 
book reviews, but in this case it seems that famil iar ity with two pub li ca tions of 
mine could have pro vided a bet ter sense of the impor tance of Falin to Chi nese 
Bud dhist apol o getic thought.1 It is sur pris ing that a mono graph seek ing to give 
an over view of East Asian Bud dhist apol o getic thought leaves these pub li ca tions 
com pletely unmentioned.

Also with regard to Kaplan’s out look on Chi nese Bud dhist apol o getic writ-
ing dur ing the Yuan dynasty, it is sur pris ing to see that he does not point out that 
dur ing the Yuan dynasty the Buddho-Daoist con fron ta tion resurfaced. In 1258 a 
major debate was held between sev en teen Bud dhist monks and sev en teen Daoist 
priests, while Xiangmai 祥邁, one of the par tici pat ing Bud dhist monks, recorded 
the pro ceed ings. The resulting work is titled Bianwei lu 辯偽錄 (T 2116, Accounts 
of Disputation of Falsehood). It is a mas sive source of Chi nese Bud dhist apol o getic 
thought. Both the Bianwei lu and the gen eral Buddho-Daoist con fron ta tion dur ing 
the Yuan dynasty have been discussed in a clas si c study by Joseph Thiel.2 Kaplan 
men tions nei ther the Bianwei lu nor Thiel’s arti cle. As Kaplan rather elab o rately 
cov ers the Bud dhist-Daoist con tro versy in the early period of Bud dhist apol o getic 
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writ ing, it would have been suit able also to point out how the Buddho-Daoist con-
fron ta tion con tin ued in the Yuan dynasty.

When it comes to edi to rial details, Kaplan is impre cise in the usage of Chi-
nese tran scrip tion sys tems. Chi nese terms are tran scribed in pin yin in the first 
place. Mistakes in the usage of pin yin are, how ever, seen repeat edly. Poxie lun is 
gen er ally miswritten Paxie lun (132, 164, 259). The name of the poet Sun Chuo 孫
綽 is gen er ally miswritten Sun Cho (7, 9). Wade-Giles would have been Sun Ch’o. 
But even in quot ing Arthur Link’s arti cle “Sun Ch’o’s Yü-tao-lun: A Clarification of 
the Way,” Kaplan does not take over Link’s Wade-Giles spell ing and keeps writ ing 
“Sun Cho” in his quo ta tion of the arti cle title (4, 7, 9, 266). Occasionally Kaplan 
also con fuses Chi nese char ac ters. For instance, Zongmi’s trea tise Yuanren lun 原
人論 is intro duced as 原因論 (44); and Qisong’s Bujiao bian 輔教編 is intro duced 
as 補教編 (24). The spell ing of San skrit terms is incon sis tent. Sometimes dia crit ics 
are used and some times they are not. So, on the one hand, we find Shakyamuni, 
Asoka, nir vana, sam sara, mudra, man dala, and so forth, and on the other hand we 
find Śuddhodana, Mahākāśyapa, Mañjuśrī, Tuṣita, śrāvakas, and so on.

As one assesses the value of the book to the explo ra tion of East Asian Bud-
dhist apol o getic lit er a ture, all  the above should be rated as minor issues. Even 
though the intro duc tion may neglect cer tain mat ters, it still offers a use ful dis play 
of infor ma tion. And Kaplan pro vi des trans la tions of two impor tant texts that have 
not been trans lated before. Translations are impor tant in pre par ing the ground for 
the trans lated texts to find bet ter rep re sen ta tion in more gen eral stud ies of reli-
gious and intel lec tual his tory. Hence Kaplan’s book is a wel come con tri bu tion that 
helps to fur ther enrich our under stand ing of the Bud dhist apol o getic tra di tion.

Thomas Jülch
Independent scholar
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