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Summary: Vinaya is the study of monastic discipline — the vows, the procedures for 
ordination, and the reasoning behind every rule. The root text is Guṇaprabha's Vinaya 
Sūtra, studied across years fifteen to seventeen. It is not a rulebook to be obeyed but a 
body of case law to be argued: why a rule exists, what it covers, where its boundaries 
lie, and what happens at the edges. It is the subject that connects the curriculum to the 
ordinary shape of a monk's day.
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The Question
The other four treatises are about how things are. This one is about how to live so that
finding out is possible at all.

Vinaya covers the vows a monk takes, the procedures by which he is ordained, and the
conduct expected of him — and it treats every one of these as something to be
reasoned about rather than simply obeyed.

The Text
Guṇaprabha's *Vinaya Sūtra*, from sixth-century India, condenses an enormous body of
monastic law into a form that can be studied and debated. Behind it sits the original
material: rules given case by case, each with the story of the incident that prompted it.

This is why Vinaya reads more like case law than like a code. The reasoning is preserved
along with the ruling.

What Three Years on Discipline Looks Like
Years fifteen to seventeen cover the procedures of ordination, the vows of a fully
ordained monk (*gelong*), and those of a fully ordained nun (*gelongma*).

Much of it is boundary work of a kind any lawyer would recognise. When exactly has a
rule been broken? What conditions must hold? What if the intention was absent, or the
circumstances unusual? Monks debate these questions with the same machinery they
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use on emptiness.

Discipline as Support, Not Constraint
It would be easy to read a monastic rule as a restriction. The tradition reads it the other
way round: the rules are what make a shared life of study possible for several hundred
people over decades.

Someone has to cook. Someone has to keep the accounts. Disagreements have to be
resolved without the community fracturing. The discipline is the structure that lets three
hundred monks live at close quarters and argue with each other daily without it going
wrong — the practical side of which is described under [life together](/en/community/life-
together) and [administration](/en/about/administration).

---

Back to [education and intellectual training](/en/seven-pillars/study), or
on to the other treatises: [Pramāṇa](/en/seven-pillars/study/pramana), [Prajñāpāramitā]
(/en/seven-pillars/study/prajnaparamita), [Madhyamaka](/en/seven-pillars/study/
madhyamaka), [Abhidharma](/en/seven-pillars/study/abhidharma), [Vinaya](/en/seven-
pillars/study/vinaya).


