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Mixed Precepts, Bodhisattva Precepts,and Preceptless
Precepts:A critical Comparison of the Chinese

andJapanese Buddhist Views of Sila/Vinaya

Charles Wei-hsun Fu
Professor, Temple University

Summary

It is commonly understood that Chinese Buddhism and its
offshoot/development in Japanese Buddhism, which originated in the former,
are both essentially Mahayanistic in doctrinal principles. However, Japanese
Mahayana Buddhism is clearly distinguishable from Sinitic Mahayana
Buddhism in terms ofSila/vinaya. Generally speaking, Sinitic Mahayana
adopted a "mixed precepts" system at its formative stage and has retained
this system since then with little change. In contrast, Japanese Mahayana in
the Heian period underwent a radical transformation of the

traditional $1la/vinayaimported from China, thus abandoning the mixed
precepts system in favor of the "rounded (perfect) and subitaneous
bodhisattva precepts" system initiated by Saicho, founder of Japanese
Tendai. In the Kamakura period, the bodhisattva precepts system was
further transformed into what may be called "preceptless precepts" ( mukai
no kai ) , Shinran's Shin Buddhism being a conspicuous example.

In Chinese Buddhist circles, we often hear severe criticisms of the
preceptless state of Japanese Buddhism, though there are also quite a
number of Chinese Buddhists who are eager to find a proper way of
modernizing the traditional mixed precepts system. On the other hand,
Japanese Buddhist scholars tend to point out the basic contradiction or
inconsistency embedded in the §ila/vinaya system of Sinitic Mahayana
tradition--that is, Mahayana in philosophical orientation but Hinayana in
moral practice; interestingly, many of them are also deeply concerned about
the potential moral crisis within the preceptless state of Japanese Buddhism.



In this paper I shall first contrast the fundamental differences between
p. 101

Hinayana and Mahayana $ila/vinaya, and then investigate what constitutes
the rationale or ground for the respective systems of mixed precepts,
bodhisattva precepts, and preceptless precepts, as historically developed in
China and Japan. I shall make my philosophical observation that, any proper
resolution of thesila/vinaya, problems within these three systems must
presuppose, first of all, the distinction between the paramartha aspect and
the samvrti aspect of $ila/vinaya. As far as the samvrti aspect is concerned,
Buddhist $§Tla/vinaya, must take into consideration particular differences (in
terms of historical development, cultural manifestations, social customs,
climate, political system, etc. ) , whereas the paramartha aspect involves the
deeper meaning and universal spirit of the bodhisattva way in Mahayana
Buddhism. A critical comparison of the pros and cons of the Chinese and
Japanese Buddhist views ofSila/vinaya, will be attempted in the light of this
distinction. In particular, I shall point out the Japanese Buddhist challenge to
Sinitic Mahayana on the paramartha level, arguing that a proper
modernization of the Chinese Buddhist system of mixed precepts requires
drastic reforms in terms of karuna-based and non-utilitarian socialization of
Mahayana moral practice beyond the confines of individual observance of
Buddhist precepts. In conclusion, I shall make some suggestions as to the
urgent task and future prospect of Chinese Buddhist order and community.
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