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Global Concerns and Local Requirements in the Bhikkhun Ordination Controversy

Any living Buddhist tradition should ideally be composed of four assemblies, consisting
of monastics and laity, with both being represented by males and females. Yet, in the modern
day situation this ideal composition has only survived in Far Eastern Mahayana countries. In
Theravada countries in South and Southeast Asia, an order of female monastics (Pali bhikkhunt,
Sanskrit bhiksunT) has become extinct, in the Himalayan countries such an order never came

into existence.

Global concerns for female equality, the abolishing of gender discrimination, and the
strengthening of the Buddhist tradition (in the present case through establishing the four
assemblies of disciples) demand the existence of an order of bhikkhunis in the Theravada

traditions as well as in Tibetan Buddhism. Yet, such aspirations are beset with problems.

While the ordination lineage that reached Far Eastern Mahayana countries originates
from Sri Lankan bhikkhunis, the legal code now followed in countries like China, Korea,
Taiwan, and Vietnam is the Dharmaguptaka Vinaya. The rules for female monastics in the
Dharmaguptaka Vinaya are not identical to those in the Theravada and the Miulasarvastivada

traditions. From a traditional legalist viewpoint, it is therefore not possible for members of the
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Dharmaguptaka tradition to perform legal actions that are valid for members of Theravada or
Mulasarvastivada traditions. This is problematic in the present case in so far as the standard
legal procedure for the ordination of a bhikkhuni requires the presence of a group of bhikkhunis
which, in cooperation with a group of male monastics (Pali bhikkhu, Sanskrit bhiksu), confers

the higher ordination on the female aspirant.

The need to find a solution for this situation has become a focus of controversy in recent
times. The vision of the founder of Buddhism of a fourfold Buddhist community, whose
harmonious cooperation ensures the preservation and spread of his teaching, has already at the
beginning of the last century inspired attempts at reviving the bhikkhunt order in the Theravada
tradition (Kawanami 2007: 230-232). The Dalai Lama has for long been supportive of attempts
to create such an order in Tibetan Buddhism, even inspiring the convening of an international
conference in 2007 at the University of Hamburg to try to find the best way to proceed (http://
www.congress-on-buddhist-women.org/). Yet, at the end of the conference he made it clear that
“when it comes to re-establishing the bhiksunt ordination, I cannot act alone. As an individual,
I do not have the power to decide this issue. This question must be decided according to the
Vinaya” (Dalai Lama 2010: 254).



The issue at stake is thus the need for higher ordination to be executed in accordance
with the Vinaya prescriptions. In Theravada countries the strict upholding of the injunctions
in the Pali Vinaya is in fact a key element in the Theravada sense of identity. Similar to their
Theravada brethren, Tibetan monastics feel the need to ensure that ordination is done in
full accordance with their Vinaya, the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya. The rules in these Vinayas
are believed by traditionalists to have been laid down by the Buddha himself. For Buddhist
monastics the Buddha is the ultimate law giver, his regulations stand as long as his teachings
endure; so tradition does not countenance the possibility of introducing new regulations or
amendments to adjust to what present day situations may demand. So the ‘local requirements’
in both traditions clearly are that the legal code in their respective Vinaya is not violated. Any
form of ordination will only stand the chance of being widely recognized as valid if it is done in

full agreement with the requirements as laid down in the respective set of rules.

Earlier attempts to restore the bhikkhuni order in the Theravada tradition have in fact
not had widespread success, as female aspirants ordained by Dharmaguptaka monastics were
perceived as not being truly Theravada. The rejection the new bhikkhunis experienced reflects
the impact of these local concerns, of the need to guard what is perceived as the heritage of

one's own Buddhist tradition.

A successful resolution of the tension between the universalizing and particularizing
tendencies behind the bhikkhuni ordination controversy was found in 1998 in Bodhgaya. At
an international ordination ceremony organized by Fo Guang Shan, a group of Theravada
aspirants received higher ordination from Chinese bhikkhunis who were acting in cooperation
with Theravada bhikkhus. The candidates were allowed to wear Theravada style robes at
the ordination (de Silva 2004: 128). They also did not participate in the ceremonial taking
of the bodhisattva vows that usually follows higher ordinations conducted in Far Eastern
Mahayana countries (Li 2000: 172). Moreover, the newly ordained bhikkhunis from Sri Lanka

subsequently took another higher ordination that was only administered by Theravada bhikkhus.

The combination of a dual ordination procedure - Chinese bhikkhunis in cooperation
with Theravada bhikkhus - with a single ordination by Theravada bhikkhus only has been able
to provide a solution for the legal problem. By following the dual ordination procedure, the
aspirants did their best to fulfill the legal requirements of the standard procedure for higher
ordination. While this may satisfy some, others consider their higher ordination invalid,
since the officiating Chinese bhikkhunis follow a different legal code, the Dharmaguptaka
Vinaya. In this situation, however, the ordination done subsequently by Theravada monks only
becomes valid. This validity rests on a regulation given according to the Theravada Vinaya by
the Buddha at a time when an order of bhikkhunis had not yet come into existence. In such a
situation, bhikkhus alone are to carry out the higher ordination of bhikkhunis (Analayo 2013).
In this way, the combination of a dual ordination with a single ordination has been able to
solve the dilemma and provide a basis for further ordinations carried out in Sri Lanka. It thus
can be seen as a successful instance of glocalization, in the sense of taking into account both
global and local requirements and bridging the gulf between universalizing and particularizing

tendencies. Efforts are under way to find a similar solution for the Tibetan tradition.
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