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A Study of Aranya Based on the Chinese Translation

of the Miilasarvastivada-vinaya

Wut Tai Shing*
Abstract

Aranya, an appellation for a Buddhist monastery, means “forest” or
“wilderness,” which also implies spiritual training. The Chinese-language
translation of the Milasarvastivada-vinaya is remarkable for its length, and at
the time and place of its compilation, Buddhist monasteries had already been
well established. Based on this vinaya, with the aid of other documents and
archaeological discoveries, this article indicates that aranya can be divided
into two types, namely, “secular” and “Buddhist.” Moreover, Buddhist aranya
varies in both size and distance: larger ones accommodate dozens of monks,
while merely one individual resides at their smaller counterparts; distant aranya
can be thousands of kilometers away from a settlement, whereas nearer ones
are only about eight hundred meters away. The more remote aranya frequently
lacked certain necessities and were surrounded by danger, and therefore,
Buddha prescribed a number of special obligations for aranya monks as well
as making a number of exemptions for their daily lives. Monks would stay
at aranya if wishing to intensively practice meditation, and would depart
after obtaining liberating insight. Remote aranya thus seems to be a form of
temporary residence for spiritual practice. In addition, scholars have speculated
that the flourishing of aranya monks as well as the competition between aranya
and village monks at the beginning of the Common Era were a latent driving
force for the emergence of Mahayana Buddhism.

Keywords: aranya, Buddhist monastery, Miilasarvastivada-vinaya, asceticism,
Mahayana Buddhism
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