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The Cullavagga on Bhikkhuni Ordination

Introduction

In what follows I study the evolution of bhikkhuni ordina-
tion in the way this has been recorded in the Cullavagga of
the Theravada Vinaya, followed by a brief look at the descrip-
tion in the Dipavamsa of the transmission of bhikkhuni or-
dination to Sri Lanka and its possible bearing on how the
rules on bhikkhuni ordination in the Cullavagga would have
been interpreted in the past. The topics covered are:

1) ordination by acceptance of the eight garudhammas,
2) ordination by bhikkhus only,

3) ordination by both communities,

4) ordination by messenger,

5) transmission to Sri Lanka.

My intention is to follow the Vinaya narrative closely
in order to determine what kind of background it presents
for the four procedures in question. Instead of attempting a
historical reconstruction, my interest is purely in the legal
implications. Any suggestion I make about how the Buddha
acted or what he intended is therefore not part of a historical
reconstruction, but rather part of the construction of a coher-
ent narrative based on the indications found in the Thera-
vada Vinaya, serving as a background for a legal reading of
this particular monastic code and its bearing on the living
Theravada tradition(s). For legal purposes affecting present-
day Theravada monastics, the Pali Vinaya in the form it has
been handed down is the central frame of reference.

1) Ordination by Acceptance of the garudhammas

I begin by translating the narrative found in the Cullavagga on
how Mahapajapati Gotami became a bhikkhuni by accepting
eight “principles to be respected”, the garudhammas. Here and
subsequently, my presentation alternates between translations
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The Cullavagga on Bhikkhuni Ordination

of the relevant passages and attempts to draw out their implica-
tions, to the extent to which I am able to ascertain these.

Translation (Vin II 255)

[Ananda addressed the Buddha]: “Venerable sir, it would
be good if women could receive the going forth from home
to homelessness in the teaching and discipline made known
by the Tathagata.”

[CV X 1.4]

[The Buddha replied]: “Ananda, if Mahapajapati Gotam1
accepts eight principles to be respected, then that will be
her higher ordination:

1) “A bhikkhuni who has received the higher ordination
since a hundred years should pay homage to, rise up for,
put the palms of her hands together, and behave appropri-
ately towards a bhikkhu who has received the higher ordi-
nation on that very day. This is a principle to be revered,
respected, honoured, venerated, and not to be transgressed
for the whole of one’s life.

2) “A bhikkhuni should not spend the rainy season in a
residence where there is no bhikkhu. This is a principle to
be revered, respected, honoured, venerated, and not to be
transgressed for the whole of one’s life.

3) “Every fortnight a bhikkhuni should seek two things
from the community of bhikkhus: inquiring about [the date
of] the observance day and coming for the exhortation. This
is a principle to be revered, respected, honoured, venerated,
and not to be transgressed for the whole of one’s life.

4) “After the completion of the rainy season a bhikkhuni
should make an invitation (pavarana) before both com-
munities in respect to three matters: what has been seen,
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heard, and suspected. This is a principle to be revered,
respected, honoured, venerated, and not to be transgressed
for the whole of one’s life.

5) “A bhikkhuni who has offended against a serious rule
is to undergo penance (manatta) for a fortnight before
both communities. This is a principle to be revered, re-
spected, honoured, venerated, and not to be transgressed
for the whole of one’s life.

6) “A probationer who has trained for two years in six
principles should seek higher ordination (upasampada)
from both communities. This is a principle to be revered,
respected, honoured, venerated, and not to be transgressed
for the whole of one’s life.

7) “A bhikkhunt should not in any way revile or abuse a
bhikkhu. This is a principle to be revered, respected,
honoured, venerated, and not to be transgressed for the
whole of one’s life.

8) “From today on, bhikkhunis are not permitted to
criticize bhikkhus. Bhikkhus are permitted to criticize
bhikkhunis. This is a principle to be revered, respected,
honoured, venerated, and not to be transgressed for the
whole of one’s life.

“Ananda, if Mahapajapati Gotami accepts these eight
principles to be respected, then that will be her higher
ordination.”

[CV X 1.5]

Then the venerable Ananda, having learned from the
Blessed One these eight principles to be respected,
approached Mahapajapati Gotami. Having approached
her, he said this to Mahapajapati Gotamt:
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“Gotami, if you will accept eight principles to be
respected, then that will be your higher ordination:

“A bhikkhuni who has received the higher ordination
since a hundred years ... Bhikkhus are permitted to
criticize bhikkhunis. This is a principle to be revered,
respected, honoured, venerated, and not to be transgressed
for the whole of one’s life.

“Gotami, if you will accept these eight principles to be
respected, then that will be you higher ordination.”

[Mahapajapati Gotami said:] “Venerable Ananda, it is just
as if there were a young man or women, youthful and fond
of adornment who, having washed the head, on obtaining a
garland of lotuses, of jasmine, or of roses, would accept it
with both hands and place it on the head. Venerable Ananda,
in the same way I accept these eight principles to be re-
spected, not to be transgressed for the whole of one’s life.”

[CVX 1.6]

Then the venerable Ananda approached the Blessed One.
Having approached and paid homage to the Blessed One,
he sat down to one side. Sitting to one side, the venerable
Ananda said this to the Blessed One:

“Venerable sir, Mahapajapati Gotami has accepted the
eight principles to be respected; the Blessed One’s mater-
nal aunt has received the higher ordination.”

Study

According to the above account, in reply to Ananda’s re-
quest that women be allowed to go forth, the Buddha prom-
ulgates eight garudhammas, stating that their acceptance
will count as Mahapajapati Gotam1’s higher ordination.
Since the Buddha presents these eight garudhammas in re-
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ply to a general request that women be allowed to go forth,
it seems that he has now decided to start an order of bhik-
khunis; he is not merely making a special allowance only for
his fostermother. In other words, although the procedure of
receiving ordination through the acceptance of the garu-
dhammas 1is valid for Mahapajapati Gotam1 alone, neverthe-
less her higher ordination needs to be considered a first step
in a development that is aiming at “allowing women to go
forth from home to homelessness in the teaching and disci-
pline made known by the Tathagata”.

The same is evident from the formulation of the garu-
dhammas themselves, as most of these deal with situations
that arise once an order of bhikkhunis has come into exist-
ence, not with a situation where Mahapajapati Gotami is the
only existing bhikkhuni.

Now these garudhammas are not rules given to bhik-
khus. Nevertheless, they do indicate in what way according
to the Theravada Vinaya the Buddha expected bhikkhus to
cooperate with bhikkhunis, once these had come into exist-
ence. The whole set of eight garudhammas recurs in the Vi-
naya account of pacittiya 21 for bhikkhus, where these eight
are part of an instruction that a bhikkhu should give to bhikkhu-
nis (Vin IV 52). No doubt, the bhikkhus were aware of them.

Once the bhikkhus had come to know about the garu-
dhammas, presumably on being informed by Ananda of
what had taken place, they would have known that they
were expected to undertake the following activities, wher-
ever a bhikkhunt order is in existence:

o inform the bhikkhunis of the observance day, uposatha
(garudhamma 3),

e give them exhortation, ovada (also garudhamma 3),
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e cooperate in their invitation ceremony, pavarana (garu-
dhamma 4),

e cooperate in their observance of penance, manatta (garu-
dhamma 5),

e cooperate in their higher ordination, upasamapada (garu-
dhamma 6).

The relevance of the garudhammas to bhikkhus becomes
evident right away by following up the case of the first of
the activities in the list above, according to which the bhik-
khus should inform the bhikkhunis of the date of the ob-
servance day, the uposatha. This date needs to be deter-
mined by deciding whether it falls on the fourteenth or the
fifteenth day after the previous uposatha. On the day deter-
mined as the uposatha, the bhikkhunis are expected to re-
ceive an exhortation from the bhikkhus.

Whereas the issue of exhortation receives legislation also
elsewhere, as far as [ am able to determine the inquiry about
the observance day appears to be taken up only in garudham-
ma 3 and in pdcittiya rule 59 for bhikkhunis. The narrative of
what according to the Vinaya led to the promulgation of pdcit-
tiva rule 59 for bhikkhunis proceeds as follows (Vin IV 315):

At that time the Buddha, the Blessed One, was dwelling
at Savatthi, in Jeta’s Grove, Anathapindika’s Park. At
that time the bhikkhunis did not inquire about [the date of]
the observance day and did not request exhortation. The
bhikkhus complained, took offence, and criticized it:
“How can these bhikkhunis not inquire about [the date of]
the observance day and not request exhortation?”

This motivates the Buddha to make it a pacittiya offence if the
bhikkhunis do not inquire about the date of the observance day
from the bhikkhus and do not request exhortation. The above
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Vinaya passage shows the bhikkhus to have been clearly aware
of the need for bhikkhunis, as stipulated in garudhamma 3, to
inquire about the date of the observance day, since they com-
plain as soon as this does not happen. This confirms the im-
pression that in the Theravada Vinaya account the bhikkhus
themselves clearly recognized the function of the garudhammas
as regulating interrelations between bhikkhus and bhikkhunis.

Now in the Cullavagga narrative translated earlier, the
Buddha is on record for promulgating garudhamma 6, to-
gether with the other principles to be respected, in reply to
Ananda’s request to create an opportunity for women to go
forth in the Buddha’s dispensation. In this way the Thera-
vada Vinaya presents the Buddha as asking Mahapajapati
Gotami to accept a stipulation that she will not be able to
carry out. Even though by accepting the whole set of eight
garudhammas she could become a bhikkhuni, she would not
be able to form the quorum required for carrying out the pre-
paration for and conferring of the higher ordination of her fol-
lowing of Sakyan women who also wanted higher ordination.
From the outset it was clear that she would be unable to act
according to garudhamma 6 in the way this is now found in
the Theravada Vinaya.

Taking into account the way the Buddha is presented
elsewhere in the canonical texts, it seems hardly possible to
assume that the Vinaya is presenting him as having over-
looked the fact that he was promulgating a ruling that right
away was impossible to keep. In fact [ am not aware of any
case in the Vinaya where the Buddha gives a ruling that as
soon as it is promulgated is impossible to put into practice.
The Vinaya does record numerous instances where the Bud-
dha finds a need to amend rules, but these are shown to arise
because of problems that manifested subsequently, not be-
cause straight away the rule could not be followed at all.

11



The Cullavagga on Bhikkhuni Ordination

Therefore a more convincing interpretation of the pre-
sent episode would be to assume that it shows the Buddha
acting on purpose in this way. This impression is supported
by the fact that he did not lack alternative courses of action.
A simple alternative would have been to formulate garudham-
ma 6 in a different way. The Buddha could have simply stipu-
lated the need for female candidates to receive ordination
from bhikkhus, without mentioning any cooperation by bhik-
khunis and without bringing in the need for a probationary
training. Such a formulation would have been entirely un-
problematic. Mahapajapati Gautami’s followers could have
been directly ordained by the bhikkhus, without any need for
Mahapajapati Gotami to come back and inquire about how to
proceed. Yet this is not what the Theravada Vinaya reports.

The way the Theravada Vinaya presents the situation
gives the impression as if the Buddha is on purpose creating
a situation where Mahapajapati Gotami would have to come
back to him for further instructions. This would then have
offered him an opportunity to legislate how one should pro-
ceed in such a situation, which is precisely what happens
next in the Vinaya.

2) Ordination by bhikkhus Only
Translation (Vin 11 256)
CvX2l

Then Mahapajapati Gotam1 approached the Blessed One.
Having approached and paid homage to the Blessed One,
she stood to one side. Standing to one side, Mahapajapati
Gotami said this to the Blessed One: “Venerable sir, how
should I proceed in relation to those Sakyan women?”

Then the Blessed One instructed, encouraged, inspired,
and gladdened Mahapajapati Gotami with a talk on the
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Dhamma. Then Mahapajapati Gotami, having been in-
structed, encouraged, inspired, and gladdened by the
Blessed One with a talk on the Dhamma and having paid
homage to the Blessed One, left keeping her right side to-
wards him.

Then the Blessed One, having given a talk on the Dham-
ma in relation to this matter, addressed the bhikkhus:
“Bhikkhus, 1 authorize the giving of the higher ordination
of bhikkhunis by bhikkhus.”

CvX22

Then those bhikkhunis said this to Mahapajapati Gotamt:
“The lady is not higher ordained, we are higher ordained.
It has been prescribed by the Blessed One: ‘Bhikkhunis
should be higher ordained by bhikkhus.””

Then Mahapajapati Gotami approached the venerable
Ananda. Having approached and paid homage to the ven-
erable Ananda, she stood to one side. Standing to one
side, Mahapajapati Gotami said this to the venerable
Ananda: “Venerable Ananda, these bhikkhunis said this
to me: ‘The lady is not higher ordained, we are higher
ordained. For the Blessed One has prescribed this: ‘Bhik-
khunis should be higher ordained by bhikkhus.””

Then the venerable Ananda approached the Blessed One.
Having approached and paid homage to the Blessed One,
he sat down to one side. Sitting to one side, the venerable
Ananda said this to the Blessed One: “Venerable sir,
Mahapajapati Gotami says this: ‘Venerable Ananda,
these bhikkhunis said this to me: ‘The lady is not higher
ordained, we are higher ordained. For the Blessed One
has prescribed this: ‘Bhikkhunis should be higher or-
dained by bhikkhus.””>”
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[The Buddha said]: “Ananda, when Mahapajapati Gotam1
accepted the eight principles to be respected, then that
was her higher ordination.”

Study

According to the excerpt translated above, the Buddha au-
thorized bhikkhus to ordain female candidates on their own
in a situation when no community of bhikkhunis had yet
come into existence. Two aspects of this description require
further comment: the permission for bhikkhus to ordain
bhikkhunis on their own and the legal status of Mahapajapati
Gotami as well as of her followers.

As I hope would have become evident from the study
in part 1, the most reasonable explanation for the Buddha’s
promulgation of garudhamma 6, as recorded in the Thera-
vada Vinaya, is to create an opportunity for further legisla-
tion. This is precisely what happens in Cullavagga X 2.1,
when predictably Mahapajapati Gotami approaches the Bud-
dha to ask how she should proceed. She had accepted garu-
dhamma 6, but was unable to act according to it.

Now in this situation, to settle the situation of Maha-
pajapati Gotami’s followers, the Buddha could have easily
ordained them himself. A simple act of ordination on his part
would have sufficed and been a straightforward solution,
similar to the way he elsewhere ordains bhikkhus himself.

An even easier solution would have been to make the
acceptance of the eight garudhammas serve as the higher
ordination for Mahapajapati Gotami’s followers as well.
Such a use of the garudhamma ordination procedure would
have been straightforward and no further action would have
been required. The bhikkhuni community created in this way
would have been able to cooperate with bhikkhus in future
ordinations, in accordance with garudhamma 6. But this is
clearly not what the Theravada Vinaya reports.

14
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Instead, the Buddha is on record for delegating the task
of ordination to the bhikkhus. The Theravada Vinaya narrative
reads as if the Buddha creates the conditions for further legisla-
tion and then uses this to promulgate a rule that bhikkhus
should ordain bhikkhunis on their own in a situation where no
bhikkhuni community able to cooperate with them is in exist-
ence. On this reading the circumstances and details described
in the Cullavagga fall into place in a meaningful manner.

If one instead were to presume that the authorization
for bhikkhus was meant to settle the situation at that one
time in the past only, one would have to consider the Thera-
vada Vinaya as showing the Buddha to be acting inconsist-
ently or even overlooking the consequences of what he is
doing. For him to promulgate garudhamma 6 in the form
now found in the Cullavagga only really makes sense if one
assumes that he wanted to create an opportunity to provide
additional legislation alongside the basic indication that the
ordination of women should be done by both communities.

To create such an opportunity in turn only really makes
sense if it is meant to lead to a general rule, instead of a
make-shift solution for one single occasion only. Such ad-
ditional legislation then is relevant not only for the present
occasion, but also for future occasions whenever the condi-
tions that led to its promulgation recur, that is, whenever a
bhikkhunt order is not in existence, as already explained by
the Jetavan Sayadaw in his commentary on the Milindapari-
ha published 1949 in Pali (Bodhi 2010: 138).

The other aspect of the narrative in Cullavagga X 2.2
to be discussed is the allegation of Mahapajapati Gotami’s
followers that she has not been properly ordained. The Bud-
dha’s reply makes it unmistakably clear that Mahapajapati
Gotami had indeed received the higher ordination.

15
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The bhikkhuni status of Mahapajapati Gotami can also
be seen, for example, from bhikkhu pdacittiya 23. This rule
prevents a bhikkhu from going to the dwelling place of bhik-
khunts to give them exhortation. The Vinaya reports that the
Buddha made a special amendment to this rule in relation to
Mahapajapati Gotamd.

On one occasion she had been sick. Some bhikkhus
paying her a visit to inquire about her condition did not give
her an exhortation, in order to keep this rule. When the Bud-
dha came himself to visit her, she told him that she missed
the inspiration she had earlier received from bhikkhus giving
her an exhortation. This motivated the Buddha to give her a
talk on the Dhamma himself, followed by amending the rule
to the effect that a bhikkhu can give an exhortation to a bhik-
khunt in her dwelling place if she is sick (Vin IV 57). This
regulation is caused by an episode involving Mahapajapati
Gotami as a bhikkhuni and is meant to enable her, as well as
other bhikkhunis, to receive a visit and an exhortation from
bhikkhus to uplift them when they are sick.

Her status as a bhikkhuni also emerges from the listing
of outstanding bhikkhuni disciples in the Anguttara-nikaya,
which accords to Mahapajapati Gotami the rank of being fore-
most among the bhikkhunis for being of long standing (AN I
25). In sum, there can be no doubt that Mahapajapati Gotami
was reckoned a bhikkhuni in the Vinaya and the discourses.

That the same holds for her followers is implicit in the
fact that the Buddha is not shown to object to their claim to
have received higher ordination. Instead, on being informed
by Ananda of what they had said, the Buddha only objects
to their assumption that Mahapajapati Gotami had not re-
ceived the higher ordination, clarifying that this was a mis-
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understanding. In short, Mahapajapati Gotam1 and her fol-
lowers were bhikkhunis.

Now the various rules for bhikkhunis in the Vinaya come
together with a definition of what it means to be a bhikkhuni.
This definition, found right away in the word explanation of the
first parajika rule for bhikkhunis, reads as follows (Vin IV 214):

A ‘bhikkhuni” [means]: [being called] a bhikkhuni [be-
cause] ‘she begs’, a bhikkhuni [because] ‘she has con-
sented to the conduct of begging’, a bhikkhuni [because]
‘she wears a patchwork robe’, a bhikkhuni [because] of
being called such [by others], a bhikkhuni [because] ‘she
acknowledges to be one’, a bhikkhuni [because of having
been ordained by the address] ‘come bhikkhuni’, a bhik-
khunt [because] of having received higher ordination by
way of going for the three refuges, a bhikkhuni [because
she is a source of] auspiciousness, a bhikkhuni [because
she is like that] in substance, a bhikkhuni [because] she is
in training, a bhikkhuni [because] she has gone beyond
training, and a bhikkhuni [because] she has been higher
ordained in a way that is unchallengeable and fit to stand
by both complete communities through a formal transac-
tion with one motion and three proclamations.

Herein a bhikkhuni who has been higher ordained in a
way that is unchallengeable and fit to stand by both com-
plete communities through a formal transaction with one
motion and three proclamations, this is what is meant by
the designation of ‘bhikkhuni’.

The main point made by this definition of the term bhikkhu-
ni is to clarify that the Vinaya rules only apply to those who
are properly ordained, they do not apply to someone just
called bhikkhuni for any other reason. A similar definition
exists for bhikkhus, found in the word explanation for the
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first parajika for bhikkhus. This definition also contrasts a
bhikkhu ordained by a formal transaction with one motion
and three proclamations to someone who is just called a
bhikkhu because he begs, etc. (Vin III 24):

A ‘bhikkhu’ [means]: [being called] a bhikkhu [because]
‘he begs’, a bhikkhu [because] ‘he has consented to the
conduct of begging’, a bhikkhu [because] ‘he wears a
patchwork robe’, a bhikkhu [because] of being called
such [by others], a bhikkhu [because] ‘he acknowledges
to be one’, a bhikkhu [because of having been ordained
by the address] ‘come bhikkhu’, a bhikkhu [because] of
having received higher ordination by way of going for
the three refuges, a bhikkhu [because he is a source of]
auspiciousness, a bhikkhu [because he is like that] in
substance, a bhikkhu [because] he is in training, a bhik-
khu [because] he has gone beyond training, and a bhikkhu
[because] he has been higher ordained in a way that is
unchallengeable and fit to stand by a complete commu-
nity through a formal transaction with one motion and
three proclamations.

Herein a bhikkhu who has been higher ordained in a way
that is unchallengeable and fit to stand by a complete
community through a formal transaction with one motion
and three proclamations, this is what is meant by the
designation of ‘bhikkhu’.

Care needs to be taken when handling this definition as appli-
cable to instances of the term bhikkhu in the remainder of
the Vinaya. Here room needs to be made for the fact that ac-
cording to Cullavagga X1 1.7 Mahakassapa presided over
the recitation of the Vinaya at the first sangiti (Vin II 286).
Obviously this implies that he was still alive and also still a
bhikkhu at that time.

18
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Now the report of Mahakassapa’s first meeting with
the Buddha in the Samyutta-nikaya records three instruc-
tions given to him by the Buddha (SN II 220), and according
to the commentary these three instructions formed his higher
ordination (Spk II 198). The commentary on the definition
of a bhikkhu as part of the word explanation for the first
parajika for bhikkhus in fact refers to the case of Mahakas-
sapa’s ordination as a distinct form of ordination by “accept-
ing an instruction”, ovadapatiggahaniipasampadda (Sp 1
241). This type of ordination is not explicitly mentioned in
the Vinaya definition of a bhikkhu.

This example shows why care is required in the way
the definition of the term bhikkhu is interpreted. It seems
best to assume that it refers to those ordained by a formal
transaction with one motion and three proclamations as an
example for an ordination that is “unchallengeable and fit to
stand”, not as the only possible option for an ordination that
1s “unchallengeable and fit to stand”.

If one were to insist that only those ordained by a for-
mal transaction with one motion and three proclamations can
be reckoned as legally valid bhikkhus, and nobody else, then
strictly speaking Mahakassapa would also not count as a
bhikkhu. One would then be forced to conclude that the The-
ravada Vinaya does not recognize the convenor of the first
sangiti as a bhikkhu. Such a conclusion would be self-defeat-
ing, as it would result in the codification of monastic law at
the first sangiti being the result of a recital undertaken at the
request and under the leadership of a non-bhikkhu.

Instead of depriving the main protagonist in the codi-
fication of the Vinaya of his legal authority, it seems preferable
to adopt an open interpretation that leaves room for the validity
of forms of higher ordination in addition to the one by a formal
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transaction with one motion and three proclamations men-
tioned in the Vinaya definition of a bhikkhu, as long as these
forms of ordination are similarly “unchallengeable and fit to
stand”. This is clearly the case for Mahakassapa.

In the same vein, when interpreting the definition of a
bhikkhuni one would have to make allowance for Mahapaja-
patt Gotam1’s higher ordination by accepting the eight garu-
dhammas as well as for her followers being ordained by
bhikkhus only. Both type of ordinations are not explicitly
mentioned in the definition of a bhikkhuni, similar to the
case of Mahakassapa’s ordination not being mentioned in
the definition of a bhikkhu.

In sum, then, in relation to the Vinaya definitions of a
bhikkhu as well as of a bhikkhuni, the one who has been
higher ordained by a or both complete communities is best
considered as a prominent example of an ordination that is
“unchallengeable and fit to stand”, instead of being an
exhaustive account of valid ordinations.

Whereas the form of higher ordination received by
Mahakassapa and Mahapajapati Gotami were administered
by the Buddha himself and thus are not forms of ordination
that can be given by others, the higher ordination given to
Mahapajapati Gotam1’s followers differs in this respect, as
such an ordination can be given by bhikkhus.

Keeping in mind the above suggested conclusions, the
definition of what makes one a bhikkhuni would leave open
the possibility of bhikkhunis being ordained by bhikkhus on
their own, if this takes place in a situation where such a form
of higher ordination is legally valid. In other words, if this
takes place when no bhikkhuni order capable to cooperate in
such an ordination is in existence. In such a situation, higher
ordination by a community of bhikkhus alone would be “un-
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challengeable and fit to stand”, and those ordained in this
way would have to be considered as falling within the scope
of the legal definition of a bhikkhuni.

3) Ordination by Both Communities
Translation (Vin I1271)
CVX17.1

At that time there were seen among the higher ordained
those who had no [sexual] organs, incomplete [sexual]
organs, who did not menstruate, who menstruated con-
tinuously, who continuously had to use a sanitary cloth,
who were incontinent, who had uterine prolapse, who
were female pandakas, who were androgyne, whose [ure-
thra and anus] were conjoined, who were hermaphrodites.
They told this to the Blessed One, [who said]:

“Bhikkhus, 1 authorize who is giving higher ordination to
a female candidate to question her about twenty-four
stumbling blocks. Bhikkhus, she should be questioned in
this way:

‘You are not without [sexual] organs, are you? You are
not with incomplete [sexual] organs, are you? You are
not without menstruation, are you? You are not with
continuous menstruation, are you? You are not one who
continuously has to use a sanitary cloth, are you? You are
not incontinent, are you? You are without uterine prolapse,
are you? You are not a female pandaka, are you? You are
not androgynous, are you? You are not one whose [ure-
thra and anus] are conjoined, are you? You are not a her-
maphrodite, are you? Do you have a disease such as lep-
rosy, boils, eczema, tuberculosis, or epilepsy? Are you a
human being? Are you a woman? Are you a free woman?
Are you without debts? You are not in royal service, are
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you? Do you have the permission of your parents and
your husband? Are you fully twenty years old? Are your
robes and bowl complete? What is your name? What is
the name of your preceptor (pavattini)?’”

CvVX172

At that time the bhikkhus asked the [prospective]
bhikkhunis about the stumbling blocks. Those who
wanted to be higher ordained were abashed, they were
embarrassed and unable to reply. They told this to the
Blessed One, [who said]:

“Bhikkhus, 1 authorize the higher ordination in the com-
munity of bhikkhus for one who has been higher ordained

on one side and has cleared herself in the community of
bhikkhunis.”

At that time the bhikkhunis questioned about the stum-
bling blocks those who wanted to be higher ordained and
who had not been instructed [about this type of question-
ing]. Those who wanted to be higher ordained were

abashed, they were embarrassed and unable to reply.
They told this to the Blessed One, [who said]:

“Bhikkhus, 1 authorize that she should first be instructed
and then be questioned about the stumbling blocks.”

They instructed them just there in the midst of the com-
munity. Those who wanted to be higher ordained were
still abashed, they were embarrassed and unable to reply.
They told this to the Blessed One, [who said]:

“Bhikkhus, 1 authorize that, having taken her aside and
instructed her, she is questioned about the stumbling
blocks in the midst of the community. Bhikkhus, she
should be instructed in this way: “First she should be
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made to take a [female] preceptor (upajjha). Having
taken a preceptor, bowl and robes should be pointed out
[to her]: ‘This is your bowl, this is the outer cloak, this is
the upper robe, this is the lower robe, this is the vest, and
this is the bathing cloth. [Now] go and stand in that place.’”

Study

The above regulation has as its narrative background the
need to avoid the embarrassment of female candidates. The
Vinaya does not offer explicit indications regarding what
happened in the interim period, after the ordination of Maha-
pajapatt Gotami and her following of Sakyan women.

Given that with garudhamma 6 in the way this is
found in the Theravada Vinaya the Buddha had made it clear
that in principle he wanted female candidates to go through
a probationary period and then receive the higher ordination
from both communities, this procedure could be assumed to
have come into use once Cullavagga X 2.1 had fulfilled its
purpose in starting an order of bhikkhunis. Whatever hap-
pened in the interim period, the Vinaya narration translated
above provides an amendment to the basic procedure de-
scribed in garudhamma 6. Instead of just giving higher ordina-
tion together, the procedure to be adopted now is that the
bhikkhuni order should give ordination first, followed by or-
dination given by bhikkhus.

4) Ordination by Messenger
Translation (Vin 11 277)
CVX221

At that time the [former] courtesan Addhakast had gone
forth among the bhikkhunis. She wanted to go to Savatthi,
[thinking]: “I will be higher ordained in the presence of
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the Blessed One.” Rogues had heard that: “It seems that
the [former] courtesan Addhakast wants to go to Savattht”
and they took control of the road.

The [former] courtesan Addhakast heard that: “It seems
that rogues have taken control of the road.” She sent a
messenger to the Blessed One’s presence, [saying]: “I
indeed wish to be higher ordained, how should I proceed?”

Then the Blessed One, having given a talk on the Dham-
ma in relation to this matter, addressed the bhikkhus:
“Bhikkhus, 1 also authorize the giving of the higher ordi-
nation by messenger.”

Cv X222

They gave higher ordination through a bhikkhu as mes-
senger. They told this to the Blessed One, [who said]:
“Bhikkhus, higher ordination should not be given through
a bhikkhu as messenger. For those who give higher ordi-
nation [in this way] there is an offence of wrong-doing.”

They gave higher ordination through a probationer (sik-
khamana) as messenger ... they gave higher ordination
through a male novice (samanera) as messenger ... they
gave higher ordination through a female novice (samane-
ri) as messenger ... they gave higher ordination through a
messenger who was foolish and inexperienced.

[They told this to the Blessed One who said]: “Bhikkhus,
higher ordination should not be given ... through a mes-
senger who is foolish and inexperienced. For those who
give higher ordination [in this way] there is an offence of
wrong-doing. Bhikkhus, 1 authorize the giving of the higher
ordination through an experienced and competent bhik-
khunt as messenger.”
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Study

The above ruling has as its rationale the wish to protect a bhik-
khunt candidate from the danger of being raped by rogues. In
order to prevent such a thing from happening, the Buddha is on
record for making a special allowance that the candidate does
not have to approach the community of bhikkhus personally.
Instead, another bhikkhuni who is experienced and competent
can act as a messenger on behalf of the candidate.

Judging from other passages in the Vinaya, the danger
of rape did not affect only those who had formerly been
courtesans, but was a problem for bhikkhunis in general.
Single bhikkhunis crossing a river were raped and a bhik-
khuni who in order to relieve herself had stayed behind a
group of bhikkhunis with whom she was travelling was also
raped (Vin IV 228f). Whole groups of bhikkhunis were raped
when travelling or when crossing a river (Vin IV 63 and 65;
cf. also Vin I 89).

When informed of this, the Buddha is on record for
promulgating amended versions of bhikkhu pacittiyas 27
and 28, according to which bhikkhus are to act as travel
companions for bhikkhunis if their journey appears risky or
if they have to cross a river.

The danger of being raped was apparently not con-
fined to being on a journey. Even being in one’s hut seems
not to have been safe. According to the narrative portion
that comes after the first parajika for bhikkhus, the arahant
bhikkhuni Uppalavanna was raped by a man who had hidden
in her hut and assaulted her when she came back from beg-
ging for alms (Vin III 35).

In view of this situation, it would indeed be a mean-
ingful consideration to take into account the vulnerability of
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bhikkhunis in this respect and adjust the ordination proce-
dure in such a way that any endangering of the female can-
didate can be avoided.

Now the rulings given by the Buddha on bhikkhunt
ordination in the Theravada Vinaya result in altogether four
promulgations:

1) “A probationer who has trained for two years in six prin-
ciples should seek higher ordination from both communi-
ties” (CV X 1.4).

2) “I authorize the giving of the higher ordination of bhik-
khunis by bhikkhus” (CV X 2.1).

3) “I authorize the giving of the higher ordination in the
community of bhikkhus for one who has been higher or-
dained on one side and has cleared herself in the commu-
nity of bhikkhunis.” (CV X 17.2).

4) “I authorize the giving of the higher ordination through
an experienced and competent bhikkhuni as messenger.”
(CV X 22.2).

According to the presentation in the Theravada Vinaya, Cul-
lavagga X 1.4 is the first and foundational indication of how
the Buddha wanted the higher ordination of female candi-
dates to be done. In its original form, this is no longer rele-
vant, as it has been replaced by subsequent amendments.
These subsequent amendments are the rules given at Culla-
vagga X 2.1, Cullavagga X 17.2, and Cullavagga X 22.2.

In the case of these three, it is clearly not the case that
only the last one mentioned is valid. Even though the au-
thorization to ordain through a messenger is the last of the
promulgations by the Buddha on the issue of bhikkhuni ordi-
nation recorded in the Theravada Vinaya, its legal signifi-
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cance needs to be ascertained by examining the narrative
context that precedes it. This brings to light that the first
form of the ruling on ordination by messenger (CV X 22.1)
reads “I also authorize the giving of the higher ordination by
messenger.” The use of the term “also”, pi, makes it clear
that this ruling is not meant to invalidate the rule on ordina-
tion by both communities (CV X 17.2).

Such an explicit indication is required, since both rules
deal with the same basic situation where an order of bhik-
khunis is in existence. In this respect these two rules differ
from ordination by bhikkhus only (CV X 2.1), which con-
cerns a basically different situation. In spite of being based
on the same situation where an order of bhikkhunis is in ex-
istence, the promulgation of ordination by messenger (CV X
22.2) does not invalidate ordination by both communities
(CV X 17.2). It is not the case that from this point onwards
only higher ordination by messenger is possible.

Just as ordination by both communities (CV X 17.2)
has not been rendered invalid by the promulgation of ordi-
nation by messenger (CV X 22.2), so too ordination by bhik-
khus only (CV X 2.1) has not been invalidated by the prom-
ulgation of ordination by both communities (CV X 17.2).
Instead, all three types of procedures are equally valid and
do not conflict with each other, as together they address the
following possible situations:

o CV X 2.1: a bhikkhunt order 1s not in existence,

e CV X 17.2: a bhikkhunt order is in existence and the
candidate can safely approach the bhikkhus,

e CV X 22.2: a bhikkhuni order is in existence, but the
candidate cannot safely approach the bhikkhus.
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In this way, one rule regulates how to proceed at a time when
no bhikkhuni order is in existence. Another rule regulates
how the higher ordination of female candidates should be
undertaken when a bhikkhuni order is in existence and the
female candidate can approach the order of bhikkhus with-
out putting herself into danger. Yet another rule regulates
how the higher ordination of female candidates should be
undertaken when a bhikkhuni order is in existence and the
female candidate would put herself into danger when at-
tempting to approach the order of bhikkhus for higher ordi-
nation.

This now raises the question of why, given that close
inspection of the Vinaya shows ordination by bhikkhus only
to be a valid form of restoring an extinct bhikkhuni order,
this option has not been more widely recognized in the past.
In order to appreciate this, in what follows I turn to the ac-
count in the Dipavamsa of the beginnings of the bhikkhuni
order in Sri Lanka.

5) Transmission to Sri Lanka

According to the Dipavamsa, the recently converted king of
Sri Lanka requested bhikkhu Mahinda, the son of King
Asoka, to confer ordination on queen Anula and her follow-
ers. The passage in question proceeds as follows:

Translation
Dip 15.74-80

The woman from a noble clan (khattiya) named Anula
had firm faith in the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha,
she was of straight view

and had lost interest in becoming.

Having heard the words of the queen
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[expressing her wish to go forth]
the king said this to the elder [Mahinda]:

“She has firm faith in the Buddha, Dhamma, and Sangha,
she is of straight view

and she has lost interest in becoming;

confer on Anula the going forth!”

[Mahinda replied]:
“Great King, it is not proper for a bhikkhu
to confer the going forth on a woman.

“My sister Sanghamitta

will come here, o king;

having conferred the going forth on Anula,

she will make her find release from all bondage.

“Sanghamitta of great wisdom [will come],
[together with] Uttara the discerning one,
Hema and Masagalla,

Aggimitta of measured speech,

Tappa and Pabbatachinna,

Malla and Dhammadasiya.

“These bhikkhunis

are concentrated and have shaken off lust,

their mental thoughts are pure

and they delight in the true Dhamma and Vinaya.

“They have destroyed the influxes and attained [self]-
control,

[they are endowed with] the three knowledges and skilled
in supernormal feats.

Being established in the highest,

they will also come here.”
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Study

The Dipavamsa continues by reporting that queen Anula
and her followers did indeed receive ordination from San-
ghamitta and her group of eminent bhikkhunis (Dip 16.371).
From the perspective of the Theravada Vinaya, this was in-
deed the proper procedure. Mahinda and his bhikkhus could
not just confer the higher ordination on the queen and her fol-
lowers, since in India an order of bhikkhunis was in existence.
This is why the queen and her followers had to wait until Ma-
hinda’s sister Sangamitta and her group of bhikkhunis had
come.

From a historical perspective, the order of Sri Lankan
bhikkhunis appears to have become extinct at some point in
the early 11" century during a period of warfare and politi-
cal turmoil in Sri Lanka, when the bhikkhus were so hard-
pressed that they had to flee abroad. Once peace had been
restored and the bhikkhus returned from being abroad, they
would of course have realized that the order of bhikkhunis
had come to an end. When confronted with this situation, it
would have been natural for them to turn to the account of
how the Sri Lankan order of bhikkhunis originally came into
being.

Whereas the Mahavamsa is fairly short on this matter
(Mhv 18.9-11), detailed information can be found in the
Dipavamsa passage translated above. The Dipavamsa’s des-
cription, with its highlight on the accomplished bhikkhunis
who came to confer ordination, would have made it appear
highly desirable to find bhikkhunis to start the order in Sri
Lanka again. Since as far as we know in the 11" century no
Theravada bhikkhuni order was in existence outside of Sri
Lanka, this would not have been possible.
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Given the statement by Mahinda that “it is not proper
for a bhikkhu to confer the going forth on a woman”, it would
not be surprising if in such a situation the Sri Lankan bhik-
khus were under the influence of this wording when examin-
ing the relevant portions of the Vinaya on bhikkhuni ordina-
tion. The words of the renowned arahant who according to
tradition brought Buddhism to Sri Lanka would naturally
have carried great weight.

Being influenced by Mahinda’s authoritative statement
could easily lead to consulting the Vinaya rules without fully
taking into account the significance of their narrative context.
This would then lead to the conclusion that the rule allowing
bhikkhus to confer the higher ordination on bhikkhunis has
been rendered invalid by later rulings.

Once such a perception had arisen and had been passed
on to subsequent generations, the weight of established tra-
dition and respect for one’s teachers would have prevented
closer inquiry. In this way it could be easily understood how
the firmly embedded belief arose among traditional Thera-
vada monastics that it is impossible to revive a bhikkhuni
order, once this has become extinct, a belief that continues
up to the present day.

In sum, given the historical circumstances of the trans-
mission and disappearance of the order of bhikkhunis in Sri
Lanka, it is not surprising if the bhikkhus should not have
realized that they could have started such an order anew on
their own. Yet a close study of the Vinaya on its own terms,
without allowing opinions and views that have long been
established in tradition to exert their influence, shows this
possibility to be a legally valid option.
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Conclusion

From a close study of the evolution of bhikkhuni ordination
as reported in the Cullavagga it seems clear that a revival of
a defunct Theravada bhikkhuni order is possible.

As far as [ am able to see, the interpretation that makes
full sense of the various details and circumstances reported
in the Theravada Vinaya would be that the Buddha created
an occasion for promulgating a rule that enables the revival
of a bhikkhuni order that has become extinct. On this under-
standing, Theravada bhikkhus keen on following the injunc-
tions of the Buddha as recorded in the Theravada Vinaya
should offer their full cooperation in any attempt at reviving
a bhikkhunt order, instead of opposing it as something seen
as contrary to the canonical scripture and in violation of the
fundamental principles of the Theravada tradition. In the
words of the Jetavan Sayadaw:

“The bhikkhu sangha ... should make a determined effort
as follows: ‘Now that the bhikkhuni sangha has become
extinct, we will revive the institution of bhikkhunis! We
will understand the heart’s wish of the Exalted One. We
will see the Exalted One’s face brighten like the full
moon” (Bodhi 2010: 142).
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Abbreviations

AN  Anguttara-nikaya
CV  Cullavagga

Dip  Dipavamsa

Mhv  Mahavamsa

MN  Majjhima-nikaya
SN Samyutta-nikaya
Sp Samantapasadika
Spk  Saratthappakasint
Vin  Vinayapitaka
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