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Sila/Vinaya and Buddhist Ethics
Fuchuan Yao

Abstract

The main purpose of this paper is to discuss the
relation between éila/vinaya and Buddhist ethics, and
correlatively to see the relation between compassion
(karuna) and Buddhist ethics. Some say that sila/vinaya is
the only essence, foundation, or spirit of Buddhist ethics.
We reject this claim and suggest that the primary reason
for this mistaken proposition is in that we do not have a
clear and holistic understanding of Buddhist ethics.

We analyze our topic based on two questions. (1)
whether éila/vinaya is the only essence, foundation, or spirit
of Buddhist ethics. (2) Following from (1) and a deeper
issue seldom been recognized: if the answer to question (1)

is no, we have to have a moral motivation behind $ila/vinaya
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and also the moral force can represent the essence,
foundation, or spirit of Buddhist ethics. We believe that this
paper can respond to Fu’s concern about the modern
development of Buddhist ethics through analyzing these
two questions. At the same time we hope to inspire the
understanding of why there is no common and systematic
theory for Buddhist ethics and furthermore to inspire
Buddhists to develop modernized Buddhist ethics.

We proffer three reasons to reject question (1).
However, even if we deny question (1), it does not follow
that éila/vinaya does not play an important role in Buddhist
ethics. As the solution to the question (2), the Hinayana
Buddhism seems to be futile since it emphasizes on
individual nirvana only and one obeys sila/vinaya for the
sake of oneself, nirvana, or especially sila/vinaya.

Therefore, we have to turn to Mahayana Buddhism.

We offer five reasons to justify Mahayana compassion is
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the moral motivation behind $ila/vinaya because one obeys
§ila/vinaya for the sake of compassion. Finally, we explain

five merits resulting from this justification.

Keywords: $ila/vinaya, compassion(karuna), and Buddhist

ethics
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