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Vinaya through an Abhidharma Lens: The Case
of Samprajanamrsavada
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Introduction

Recent scholarship has increasingly recognized that the relationship
between Vinaya and Abhidharma is far more complex than the traditional picture
of two genres of Buddhist literature might suggest. For example, Gregory Schopen
famously observed that monastic jurists appear to have applied “the same sort of
care and precision that their colleagues working on the Abhidharma applied to
the classification and definition of dharmas” to monastic law (Schopen 2005:
6). Schopen’s observation echoes an earlier point made by Oskar von Hiniiber,
who, through a detailed philological examination of the Vinaya and Abhidharma
materials, drew attention to the ways in which analytical methods developed
within the Vinaya tradition may have provided an important methodological
foundation for the formation of the Abhidharma (von Hiniiber 1994: 120). Yet
how analytical methods associated with Abhidharmic doctrine operated in the
opposite direction, contributing to the transformation of the Vinaya corpus and the
interpretive traditions surrounding it, has received comparatively little scholarly
attention. It is this question that the present paper seeks to address.

Objectives

Focusing on the offense of samprajanamrsavada (deliberate false
speech), this paper argues that Abhidharmic traditions actively intervened in the
transmission and diversification of canonical Vinaya texts and their exegetical
traditions, thus changing the understanding of certain monastic offenses and laws
within Vinaya traditions.

Methodology

This paper employs a comparative philological approach grounded
in a broad cross-linguistic corpus of Buddhist sources, including Vinaya and
Abhidharma materials from different nikayas, mainly Milasarvastivada,
Sarvastivada, Dharmaguptaka, Mahasamghika, Mahisasaka and Theravada,
preserved in Sanskrit, Pali, Chinese, and Tibetan.
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The Vinaya materials examined include both the canonical Vinaya texts and
their exegetical traditions. Where the textual evidence permits, divergences in the
latter are taken as possible evidence of Abhidharmic influence. The Vinaya texts
themselves present greater difficulties due to uncertainties of transmission and
translation. Accordingly, a relationship with Abhidharma is attributed only where
an exegetical layer can be reasonably hypothesized, while other correspondences
are treated more cautiously as parallel or mirroring developments.

Results

By examining how Abhidharmic conceptual frameworks influenced
the interpretation of the offense of samprajanamrsavada and related sections
across different Buddhist schools from three perspectives: the definition of
“samprajana”, underlying temporal metaphysics, and karmic agency, [ argue that
the transmission and divergence of certain Vinaya texts, along with the different
interpretations they generated, interacted dynamically with Abhidharma tradition
and, in some cases, were directly reshaped by the Abhidharmic doctrines of their
respective Buddhist traditions.

Discussion

(1) First, the paper investigates how Abhidharmic doctrines on perception
altered the meaning of the term “samprajana” in the precept against deliberate
false speech. Although the Pratimoksasiitras generally have similar formulations,
i.e. “if [a bhiksu] deliberately (samprajana) utters false speech, a payantika
offense is incurred”, their commentarial traditions differ regarding what
exactly constitutes such awareness. While the Miilasarvastivada, Sarvastivada,
Mahasamghika, Mahisasaka, and Theravada Vinayavibhangas provide a similar
fourfold classification, the list in the Dharmaguptaka Vinayavibhanga is unique,
in that its third member is “fi#§” (*sprsta), whereas the counterpart in the other texts
is “B/“}1” (*mata). Moreover, the possibility that “f#” in the Dharmaguptaka
Vinayavibhanga represents another translation of ““&” is excluded, since the
translators use ‘&> in similar lists elsewhere in their translations.

By referring to an Abhidharmic debate on how to explain Buddha’s
words in the Damu jing (“ N E}£”), this article discusses how together with the
increasingly refined definitions of mental events in Abhidharmic tradition, the
interpretation of a relatively straightforward Vinaya precept becomes dependent
upon sophisticated exegetical models and epistemological distinctions.

(2) Second, this paper demonstrates that Abhidharmic temporal
metaphysics fundamentally influenced the criteria for determining whether an
offense is committed or a ritual action is effective. The Miilasarvastivada Vin

61



09" International Buddhist Conference of Bhiksu University of Sri Lanka - 2026

ayavibhanga distinguishes three forms of awareness associated with lying: “I
will lie (du smra bar bya'o, 3 & %585)”, “1 am lying (du smra'o, FIE%EE)”,
“I lied (du smras so, I L% ). Yet only the conjunction of present and past
awareness also suffices for the commission of samprajanamrsavada, and no
single cognition alone constitutes the offense. By contrast, the Dharmaguptaka
Vinayavibhanga allows several combinations in which awareness of the present
act alone is sufficient. These different interpretations reflect deeper metaphysical
assumptions. The Sarvastivadin position corresponds to a system in which past,
present, and future dharmas exist, whereas Dharmaguptaka materials underline
the efficacy of the present.

Significantly, a parallel structure appears in a discussion in
the Kathinavastus, where ritual validity is similarly connected to temporal
metaphysics. Dharmaguptaka Kathinavastu even provides an explicit doctrinal
justification attributed to the Buddha: “the past has ceased and the future has
not yet arrived” (&% Ok, AKRIAZ). Such evidence suggests that debates
concerning the nature of time and the existence of dharmas did not remain
confined to scholastic treatises but shaped the interpretation of certain Vinaya
prescriptions.

(3) Third, the paper addresses the question of karmic agency, specifically,
whether an offense can be generated by mind alone. Whereas the first two points
focus on the Vinaya texts themselves, this third point shifts attention to the
interpretive traditions surrounding the Vinaya and examines how they interacted
morecloselywithAbhidharmatraditions. The Pratimoksasiitras ofmultiple schools
have the formula that a bhiksu who remains silent during the posadha despite
remembering an unconfessed offense incurs samprajanamrsavada. This case
generated extensive controversy because it involves false speech without speech.
The Milasarvastivada Vinayasamgraha explains this by arguing that bodily signs
function as manifestations of verbal intention. However, the Chinese translation
preserves an alternative opinion absent from the Tibetan version, namely that this
constitutes an offense “committed solely by mind” (M & & FTIEEE).

This interpretation has important parallels in Abhidharmic discussions.
The Mahavibhdsa, representing the orthodox Sarvastivadin position, explicitly
recognizes cases in which false speech occurs without verbal expression, while
the Abhidharmakosabhdsya, from a Sautrantika perspective, challenges the
Sarvastivadin position on the grounds that it is inconsistent with the Sarvastivadin
account of avijiiapti. Sanghabhadra’s Nyayanusara, representing an orthodox
Sarvastivadin response to this critique, subsequently attempts to resolve this
difficulty. It is noteworthy that Sanghabhadra’s interpretation corresponds to the
first explanation found in the Vinayasamgraha, while the view of “some other
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teachers” (and Vasubandhu’s possible implication) is not inconsistent with the
second explanation preserved in its Chinese translation.

These scholastic debates are mirrored in classifications of offenses in
Vinaya interpretive traditions: some traditions explicitly deny the possibility of
purely mental offenses, whereas others incorporate or preserve traces of such a
category, showing how inherited Vinaya interpretations were altered in response
to evolving Abhidharmic theories of karman.

(4) Taken together, these three case studies on semantic distinctions
concerning awareness, underlying metaphysical assumptions, and the conditions
for incurring an offense reveal that the boundary between Buddhist jurisprudence
and scholastic philosophy was considerably more fluid. Abhidharmic debates
were continuously echoed in the Vinaya corpus and its exegetical traditions,
contributing to their transformation and diversification.
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