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Significance of Jiell (F#E) / Vinaya within the Buddhist
Revivals in Modern China

In modern and contemporary China and within the two Buddhist revivals, phenomena of
resurgence of monastic discipline have also taken place. In these processes, contents from the
Vinaya-pitaka, which refer to an alleged “original” tradition, have been more central than

others.
More precisely, my presentation will address the following issues:

1) The conception of jielii #* #=/vinaya emerged and developed during the first and

second half of the 20th century.

2) The significance of the vinaya revival in the light of the more general contemporary

Buddhist revival in Mainland China.

A) Between the end of the 19th century and the first part of the 20th century, in the wake
of the emergence of an interest in Buddhism in the West, the idea of Pan-Asian Buddhism
emerged. According to this perspective, Buddhism was to be understood as a unique religion
that represented a unifying factor regardless of regional peculiarities and traditional
discrepancies. This not only favoured the development of a dialogue between representatives
of all forms of Buddhism spread throughout Asia, but it also inspired the introduction of
reforms and innovations within each Buddhist tradition. Vinaya, which is traditionally
considered as the very foundation of the Buddhist dharma, served more than any other feature
of the Buddhist teachings as a unifying factor; obviously, it had to be understood in terms of
“hinayana vinaya”, i.e. the common ground where all Buddhist traditions could identify
themselves. It is my conviction that the spread of these new ideas determined a reassessment
of the centrality of the Indian (i.e. “original”) conception of vinaya, at the expense of other

more Chinese connotations.

B) In nowadays China — as was also the case during the first half of the twentieth century
— a vinaya revival is carried on by the monastic establishment in order to regenerate the
samgha, within the general context of a widespread religious revival. The regeneration of the
monastic community from a disciplinary point of view serves to provide Buddhism with

subjects displaying the adequate social credibility to become a guide for the increasingly
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demanding laity, and at the same time having the necessary authority to act as interlocutors of
political institutions. These social roles and political functions can be envisioned only for

correctly ordained and morally irrepressible monastics; hence the need to re-establish an
appropriate disciplinary standard.
It is my conviction that the analysis of the vinaya revival can offer a new perspective on

Buddhist modernism.
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