SUBTILE SILKS OF FERREOUS FIRMNESS
Buddhist Nuns in AEC1ent and Early Medieval
Sri Lanka and their Role in the

Propagation of Buddhism

o

In the versions of the history of Buddhism in Sri
Lanka presented in the Dipavamsa and the Mah@vamsa, the most
ancient o¢f the chronicles preserved in the island, women
assume & prominent role as ardent supporters of Buddhism
during the dinitial phase of i tpansion, and the estab-
lishment of the order of nuns back to the earliest
years of the new faith. 2 pe extended by women to
Buddhism during the early stages of its expansion within the
island is also documented in & large number of inscriptions
indited in the early form of the Brahmi script which may be

[

dated in a period between rhe third and the first century
B.C.” Twenty-one of the fifty-eight such inscriptions at
Mihintale and fourteen of the twenty epigraphs found at

Kottadamihela in the southernmost parts of the island are
among those which record donations made by women.  These
records which attest to the ability of women 1in early Sri
Lankan society to divert resources to ends of their choice
also reveal the enthusiasm displayed by female patroas in
their support ifor a new faith. ’

Eleven of the donors in these early Brahmi inscrip-
tions describe themselves as nuns. Six of the records set up
by nuns are to be found in the area which falls within the
present Anuradhapura Districit, and, of these, two were set

1 For comments on the dating of these records, see
S.Paranavitana, Inscriptions of Ceylon, Vol. I, Colombe:
Archaeclogical Department, 1970, p.xvii; R.A.L.H. Gunawar-
dana, "Prelude to the State: an Farly Phase in the Evolution
of Political JInstitutions in Ancient Sri Lanka,” The Sri

Lanka Journal of the Humanities, Vol.VIII, 1982, p.13.

Paranavitana, op. cit., pp. -5, 43-4,
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As evident from the preceding description, the distribution

of the inscriptions cover the arez repr: by the modern

districts of Eavuﬁvas “Anu dﬁa;zra, ¢, Monaragala,

Dambulla and Ruruna gala. The ul%per | » records over

such a wide area within the isiaﬁ suggests that the nuns

took to missionary activities at & ; i of their

history and devoted themselves 1t of their

order. What could be gleaned from these Nt or ig not

merely that t{here were nuns at these localitiesz. As implicit

in an inscription from AsvAdduma, an order of nuns {bikupi~
saga) bhad been formally established, and, despite thelr

dispersed location, theh@ nuns  would have considered’
themselves tc he memberg of a single and dis community

with its own traditions. Ssme ct £ like the

ones at Mihintale, are among the earlie . cv';twonv ‘Gund

in the island. They tend to support the
the authors of betn the 3ipavamsq and the 4& 8Vamﬁn Luat the

history of Sri Lankan numns goes back te thae carliest years
of Buddhism in the island.

According to the chronicles, very early after the
arrival of the Indian missionary monk Mahinda in the island,
enthusiastic female converts at Anuradhapura began to
request that they be admitted into the order of nuns. The
words that the chroniclers put into the mouth of Mahinda are
particularly noteworthy, especially in the context of an
episode in the history of Buddhist nuns in Chira which will
be examined later on. When E@Vﬂﬂuﬂp;“dfTQB (230-210 B.C.)
requested Mahinda to ordain AnulZa, the consert - of his
brother, and "the five hundred womea™ in her retinue, the
monk replies:

It is not allowed to us, O great king, to bestow
pabbajja on women. But in Fataliputta there lives

1

a nun, my younger sister, known by the name

a ' g . .
T CLW. Nicholas, Brahmi Taseriptions, Manuscript

deposited at the lniversity Library. Peradeniva, 1665,



Safghamitta ... When this theri is hgre she will
confer the pabbajja upon these women.

Both chron%iles state in unequivocal terms that it was
"improper"” " for the monks to ordain females. The presence
of nuns was essential for this purpose. The statement at-
tributed to Mahinda raises an important point. The first
nuns in the Buddhist traditicn, Mahaprajapati Gotami and her .
followers, were ordained by monks and, at that time, the
Buddha permitted monks to confer the upasampada on nuns.
Hence it could be questioned whether Mahinda could not have
ordained Anuld and her companions. The message presented
very clearly in the ©OSri Lankan chronicles is that such an
ordination, even if it were to be performed under the
leadership of an arahant 1like Mahinda, was not valid or
permissible.

Though the first nuns did receive the upasampada
from monks, this was evidently considered an exception, and
the Vinaya Pitaka lays down a clear procedure for future
guidance. A nun seeking the upasampada was to do so under
the leadership of an experienced preceptress and a competent
nun (vyatta) to teach her. The formal request of the
candidate seeking the upasampada was conveyed to the
assembly of nuns by a senior and competent nun. On their
approval the candidate herself directly requested the
assembly to confer the upasampada. After the assembly of
nuns approved the vrequest and conferred the upasampada,
further approval by the assembly of monks was necessary. A
competent monk informed the assembly of monks about the
nun's request, and then their approval was personally
solicited by the candidate. Thus, unlike 1in the «case of a
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E akappiyam. Dipavamsa ch.15 v.75; na kappiyam.
Mahavamsa ch.13, v.20.

12 anujanami bhikkhave bhikkhuhi bhikkhupiyo upasam—
padetunti. Vinaya Pitaka, ed. Hermann Oldenberg, London:
Pali Text Society, Vol.II, 1964, p.257.

Mahavamsa ch.15 vv.20-3. Cf. Dipavamsa ch.1l5, vv.



monk, the upasampada of a nun had to bhe approved by,hoth
sections of the safgha, the nuns as well as the monks. ” In
ak

subsequent instances the Vinaya Pitaka repeatedly defines a
nun as a persen  who q% received he upasampada from both
uld appear that, of

the conferment
portant. After

the two elements in this lengthy proce: s
of the wupasampada by the nuns was the more im

this stage, it was possible for the candidate to solicit the
approval of the monka even through messenger,  1he
greater impertance attached to ?a:i Clpafj on of nuns in the
ordination of & new nun is also evident from the stipulation
that a monk who advises a nun who has been ovdained only by
the order of nuns would be committing an offence of the
dukkata category while if he advises a nun ordained only by
the order of monks, he would be,guilty of a more serious
offence of the pacittiya category.  The importance attached
this tradition in Sri Lanka is refiected 1n the chronicles
when they state that women could not be admitted into the
order in the absence of nuns.
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The Dipavamsa and the Mahdvapsa present rather
lengthy accounts of the arrival of the nun Safighamittd in
the island in response to a message that Wahinda sent to
invite her. In the Mahavapsa account the emphasis is almost
exclusively. on Safghamitta and her vole, Elrﬁtly as the
person who brought the Bo-sapling which was to be planted at
the Mahavihara and secondly as the founder of the order of
nuns. In the carlier chronicle Dipavamsa, however, a good

4 Vinaya Pitaka, Vol.II, pp.272-4.
“ Vinaya Pigaka, Vol. TII, pp. 206, 235; Vol. IV,
pp.52,60, 61,63,65, 67-8, 122, 176

15 Vinaya Pitaka, Vol.II, pp. 277-8.

16 Samantapasadika, ed. J.Takakusu & M.Nagai, London:
Pali Text Society, Vel.IV, 1967, p.803. Dukkata or "misdeed"
denoted offences of the lowest category while the pacittiya
denoted a higher category. See John. C. Holt, Discipline:
the Canonical Buddhism of the Vinayapitaka, Delhi: Banarsi-
dass, 1981, pp.35,133,



deal of atteantion is also paid to the group of nuns who
accompanied her. In fact, this chronicle presents three
different lists of the nuus. One list has the following ten
names: Uttara, Hemé, Pasadapala, Aggimitta, Dasikad, Pheggu,
Pabbata, Matta, Mall3 and Dhammadasi. Another account in the
same chronicle has the names Hema, Aggimitta, Malla and
Dhammadasi in  common, but gives the names Masagalla,
Mitamvida, Taeppa and Pabbatachinna in place of the others.
The third list gives the names Mahadevi,.Paduma, Hemasa
(Hema?), Yasassini, Unnalad, Anjall and Suma. ! Chronological
information in the chronicle suggests that Sanghamitta was
in her,garly thirtiss at the time she led the mission to Sri
Lanka. = Some of her vetinue are said to have bfsn quite
young and are described as dahara bhikkhuniyo. It is
implicit in this account that, after the arrival of Sah-
ghamitta with this retinue, there was a sufficient number of
nuns to perform formal ecclesiastical acts like the ordina-
tion of new members for,which the participation of at least
ten nuns was regqui reu,k\ The earlier description of Sahgha-
mitta's own ordination, as presented in the Dipavagsa,
directs attention io the roles plaved by the two renowned
nuns Dhammapai§ and Ayupalid as her upajjhaya and &cariya at
this ceremony. The spiritual descent of this tradition of
nuns was traced back to Mahdprajapati Cotami. The Dipavamsa
makes it quite clear to the reader that it was such an
ancient and continucus tradition that was brought to the
island by Sanghamitta and maintained there by her Sri Lankan
successors.

-3 S

Like Mahinda, Safighamittd is described as- a person
who had attained the positicn of an arahant but, unlike
Mahinda who, according t¢ the chroniclers, came flying

17 - - .
Dipavamsa, ch.15, v. 77; ch.18, vv.11-2, 24-5.

15 Dipavamsa ch.7 vv, 21-2: ch.12 vv.42-3,
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through the air with the miraculous powers that arahants
were supposed to possess, Sanghamitta is presented in the
Dipavamsa as a missionary who followed a lengthy and
difficult route, travelling across three kingdoms and the
Vindhya forest till_ghe and her companions reached the sea
when they took ship.”” In the Mahavamsa, however, the legend
is recast to suggest that the ship in which they travelled
came down the river Ganges up to Tamalitti and then across
the ocean to the port of Jambukela in Sri Lanka. It is thus
presenting an account which was in accord with the naviga-
tional practices current at the time it was being composed.
It is implicit in the accounts presented in both chronicles
that missionary activities by nuns had a very old history
and that travel to distant regions cn the part of nuns,
despite the inconvenience and the physical hardships it
involved, was essential if the order of nuns was to be
established in new Jlocations. Thus the expansion of the
order of nuns was dependent on the vrole that women were
prepared to play as roving missionaries. For later nuns, the
legend of Sahghamitta probably presented a paradigm of a
woman who, with dindomitable courage, undertook arduous
travel by land and sea to distant lands to enable other
women to seek membership in the order of nuns.

Another aspect highlighted in the legend of Sangha-
mitta was the special relationship between the nuns and the
Bo-tree at the Mahavihara. 1In both the Dipavagsa and the
Mahavamsa the primary focus of emphasis was the role of
Safighamitta in bringing to the island the southern branch of
the Bo~tree at Buddha Gaya. In fact, it was believed that,
in accomplishing this task, she was merely reenacting a role
played by earlier nuns in the mythical times of the previous
Buddhas. After the birth of the Buddha Kakusandha the nun
Rucananda had brought the Bo-tree to Abhayapura, the city
which had stood at the site of Anuradhapura. Subsequent to
the enlightenment of the Buddha Konagamana, the nun Kanaka-
datta (var. Kantakananda, Kanakananda) had brought the Bo-
tree to the city of Vaddhamana located at the same site and,
again in the times of the sasana established by the Buddha

a4 Dipavagsa ch.16 vv.2-3.
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Kassapa, the nun Sudhamma accomplished the same deed. Thus

the close association the nun with the Bo-tree was
e

presented in these myths as an invariable part of a regular
pattern of events which ! beenn always beneficial to the

island.
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Two nunnerie iapura  were supposed to be
the most ancient in the ° and had a reputation of being
the residences occupied br ﬂazgxaq1 t& herself. One was a
large complex of buildings among which was the Upasika-
vihara or "the residence of the female devotees” where,
according to tradition, Anula had lived while awaiting the
arrival of Sanghamittd. It is said that she took to wearing
the yellow robe and obsarved tbﬁ ten precepts while she
hopexggiy waited for ' rdination at some future
date.” The life that “- a special residence as a
yellow-robed devotee practi he ten precepts provided,
like this phase of the life of Mah@prajapati Gotami before
her, a variant of a paradigm for women in the Buddhist world

+ O

in pointing out the way open them in situations where the

order of nuns had not been established and admission into
# s s - .

the sangha was denied to them. It 1is o¢n the very same

paradigm that th@rwovbmenL of the dasasilmatas is based even
in modern times. ~ The chronicle and its commentary differ
as to the origin of the resz;eﬁce occupied by Anula. The
Mahavepsa describes it as a beautiful  convent in the city
built by the king, bur, accaxsing to the Vamsatthappakasini,
it was a house belonging to a roval functionary named Dola.
It is said <t¢hat, on their arrival, Sanghamitta and her
companions also tock up residence at the same building.
Subsequently, Devanampivatiss iad  three more mansions,
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of Sri Lanka: the Dasasiimattawa,” The Journal of the
International Asacciation of Buddhist Studies, Vol.X, Ne.l,
1987, pp.7-31.




namely, Ciilagana, Mahdgapa and Sirivaddha as well as nine
other minor buildings constructed at this site. It 1is also
stated that the mast (kupayatthi) of the ship that brought
the Bo-tree was kept at Culagana, its rudder (piya@) was
kept at, Mahdgapa, and the helm (arittag) was kept at Siri-
vaddha.”  Thus, the principal objects displayed at this
complex were expected to vremind its inmates of the tradi-
tional association of the nuns with travel to foreign lands
for the cause of the propagation of Buddhism,

It would appear that the more imposing set of
buildings and the more complete on grounds of suitability as
a site for fogyal acts of the order of nuns was the Hattha]l-
haka nunnery.” It had its own ceremonial boundary (sima)
for the performance of the uposatha and pavdrana ceremonies,
a stupa inside a pavilion ({cetiya-ghara), mansions and
smaller cells. It is said that it was built by Devanam-
piyatissa in response to the wishes of Sanghamitta and that,
on its completion, she took up residence there. Evidently,
the ceremonial boundary of this nunnery extended in one
direction up to the river Malvatu, but when the city-wall
came to be built in the reign of Kutakappa Tissa (B.C. 41—
19) it cut across this boundary, leaving part of the groungg
of the nunnery within the "inner city" and a part outside.
The violation of the ceremonial boundary by the builders of
the "inner city" would have affected the suitability of the
nunnery as a site for formal ecclesiastical acts, but the
chroniclers do not elaborate on this point. The Mahavamsa
and its commentary leave the impression that the Hatthalhaka
became the main centre of the nuns who accepted the ledader-
ship of Mahavihara. The two texts emphasize that the
earlier complex remained under the control of the Hatthal-

2 Mahavamsa ch.19 vv.68-70; Vamsatthappakdsinl, ed.
G.P.Malalsekera, London: Pali Text Societry, Vol. 1II, 1977,
II, pp.408-9.

ripasampattiya ca simasampattiya ca yuttatta.
Vamsatthappakasini, Vol. TI, p.41l.

48 Vamsatthappakasini, Vol. II, p.411.



haka even after the rigg of other nikayas 1like the
Abhayagiri {Dhammarucika}.”

The Mahavamsa which provides such a detailed
account of the activities of Safighamitta and Anuld mentions
nuns again only in its last chapter, and this dis a very
brief reference to kthe construction of two numneries in the
reign of Mahdsena.”” The intriguing silence that this
chronicle maintains regarding the development of the order
of nuns subsequent to its establishment, and even regarding
the history of the nunneries the foundation of which was
described with much interest, places the student at a
considerable disadvantage. T[ortunately, the Dipavagsa has
preserved a good deal of information on the early phases of
the history of nuans. Of the nuns who lived in the earliest
phase, this chronicle refers to individuals 1like Som3,
Giriddhi, Dasiyd (1), Dhamma, Dhammapala, Mahild (1),
Sobhana, Sata, Xali (‘\ and Uttara (I) who all were evid—
ently 10:&31 women who had received the upasampadd during
this phase.” It is iikely that the nun Uttara (TI) who is
described as thg,leader of a large group of nuns belonged to
a second phase.” Uttarad and her companions were followed by
Mahila (II) and Samantd, who are described as daughters of
Kakavannatissa, and Girikali, the daughter of s purchita, as
well as Dasi and K&1li (1I). The e nuns are said to have come
to Anurddhapura from Rohana in the time of King Abhaya who
may be ddentified with Du*fhagaﬁdnx Abhaya (161-137 B.C.).
Implicit in the statement in the Dipavamsa is the expanslon
of the order of nuns to the Rohapa region by this time. As
pointed out by the present writer in an earlier coatribu-
tion, clear evidence from inscriptional sources points to
the expansion of Buddhism into the southernmost parts of the

29 Mahavamsa ch.19 v.71; Vamsatthappakasini, Vol. II,
p.400, '
30

See infra p.33.
31 i " < Ay £
Dipavamsa ch.18 vv.14-6,

2 DfpaVagsa ch.18 vv.18-9,



island before the time of Dugthagémag{,jj That the order of
nuns had also expanded into the scuth by this time is
evident from epigraphic sources. The nun Naga, mentioned
in the early Brahmi dnscriptions from the Monardgala
District, was the wife of the military leader Agidata (Aggi-
datta) and the daughter of the clan-leader Pudadeva (Phus-
sadeva) who was himself a military leader.” Tt seems
reasonable to identify the father of this nun with the
Phussadeva mentioned in,the Mahavamsa as a military leader
who served Dutthagdmani. =

A fairly long list of names represents the nuns
from the time of Vaggagémagi (103-2, 89-77 B.C.,). It
includes Mahasond, Dattd, Sivalda (I), Ripasobhinl, Ndga
(IT), Nagamittd (1), DbDhammagutta, Dasiya (1), Sapattd,
Channa, Upili, Revata, Mala, Khema and Tissa. They are
descrited as the first group of nuns to resume the task of
teaching the Vinaya agter the troubled period which lasted
from 102 to 89 B.C.”° They were joined by two other nuns,
Sivala (II) and Maharuha. More information ahout the last
two nuns will be provided later on. A subsequent reference
in the chronicle to a king descrihed as 4 person who
listened to advice from nuns at appropriate times and gaveg
them whatever they wished for may relate tc the same reign.’
The next group which included two nuns of royal birth,
Samuddanavadevi and Sivala (III), and others 1like Nagapali,
Nagamitta (II), Mahild (III) who is described as “a super-
visor of nuns"” (bhikkhqpipélé), Naga (TIIT) and Nagamitta

33 See Gunawardana, "Prelude to the State ..." The Sri
Lanka Journal of the Humanities, Vol.VIII, 1932, p.33.

34 . . o
Paranavitana, op. cit., p.55 No. 725.
35 .

Gunawardana, "Prelude to the State ..." The Sri
Lanka Journal of the Humanities, Vol.VITI, 1982, ».37.

Dipavamsa ch.i8 wv.27-30.
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(IIT), were from the time of the king Kutakappa Tissg,(41-1°
B.C.). They, too, taught the Vinmaya at Anuradhapura.’ In a
later context, the chronicle adds that a bathing-house with
provisions for hot water {jantﬁgkéra) was built for the use
of the nuns during this reign. ~ The next group of nuns in
the list is presented without any reference to the time they
lived in. It may be inferred from the context that Cualandga,
Dhanfia, Sopa, Sagha, Mahatissa, Culasumand, Mahdsumana,
Mahakali, Samuddd whe was from Rohapa,.and Lakkhadhamma
lived after the time of Kutakappa Tissa. = However, it is
not at all clear whether the author is presenting a group of
contemporaries from a particular reign, as 1in earlier
contexts, or is citing the names of leading nuns from
different epochs of history. After writing about these
groups in a passage in which verbs of the past tense were
used, the author changes to the present tense to speak of
his or her own time, and clearly, at that time, the order of
nuns was flourishing in the island. "At present there are
cther nuns of senior and intermediate ranks as well as
novices," the author states, "who uphold the Vibhajjavada
and are versed in the Vipava, They safeguard the tradition
of the sasana. This,.,earth is illuminated by these learned
and virtuous nuns."

In presenting information on the order of nuns the
Mahavamsa restricts its attention in spatial terms to
Anuradhapura and in chronological terms to the earliest
phase_of the history of Buddhism in Sri Lanka. In contrast,
the Dipavamsa not only provides information on the subse-
quent history of the order but also specifically refers to
the presence of nuns outside the confines of the capital. In
two instances, in the reign of Dugthagamani and 1in the
period after the time of Kutakanna Tissa, it speaks of the
presence of nuns in Rohapa. Despite the hyperbolic quality

- Dipavamsa ch.18 vv.34-7.

Dipavamsa ch.19 v.34,
l Dipavamsa ch.18 vv.38-42,

42 Dipavamsa ch.18 v.44.



of the strophe which speaks of Samanta and Mahila (II) as
coming from Ko?a na 1th "twenty thousand nuns," the total
impression the chronicle conveys is cne of the expansion of
the order of unums to areas outside the covtiue% of the
capital. As noZed earlier, this impression does, in fact,
gain support from the earliest epigraphic records in the
island.

In its t the Dipavamsa forcefully directs the
attention of der to the prevalence of a strong
tradition of al stedy among the nuns of Sri Lanka
from the time ttA and her companions began their
‘teaching wor? t adhapura. Some of the strophes in the

er of the chronicle refer to the presence

eighteenth chapt
of Sri lapkan nuns who taught the five categeries of
the Sutta collection of the Canon and the seven pakarapas.
The main texts of the Abhidhamma, i.Dhammasafigani-pakarapa,
ii.Vibhanga-pakarapa, iii.Dhdatukatha-pakarapa, iv.Puggala-

panfiatti-pakarana, v.”&thévatrhumyakaraga, vi.Yamaka~
pakarana and Patth& a-pakarapa, were the seven texts of the
pakarana categrorys However, the pride of place was given

to the study and exposition of the Vinaya, and the con-
tinuity of this practice is emphasized in the chromicle. The
leading nuns in this tradition are described with obvious
admiration, using qualifying adjectives denoting 'great
wisdom”" (mahapaffiz), "great fame" (mah3yasa), "cleverness”
(papdita), "discerning wit" (vicakkhand), "confidence based
on the knowledge of the V‘nayﬂ” (vinaye visaradd) and "deep
understanding of the tradition of the dhamma" (saddhamma-
vapsa-kovida). Some of them had gained repute as "foremost
preachers of the Dhamma” (dhmmakathikamuttama) and others
were known for their composure and vestrained conduct, their
commitment to the strict adherence to the aﬂa their
devotion to the Dhamma and the Xlns ‘a. prominent
figures, Sumand, Mahila (II) and Saph3 as nuns
endowed with abhififa. In rhe uudu%)wf ogy of this
period abhifina denoted superior intelligence and aupxanorﬁal

43 B v .
See A.P.Buddhadatta,

Ananda Book Company, 1960, Vol.
44

ihityaya, Ambalangoda:

Dipavamsa ch.18 vv. 17,20,38,
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D. KOadThlt Cambr ird University Press, 1950,
pp.343-368.
46

Samants
as The Incertd
London: Lugzac, 1267

{ﬁﬂﬂ), ed. N.A.Jayawickrama
and the Vinaya Nidana,



4, and between the Dipavamsa and the
it also becomes c¢lear that the Saman—

Poraga, on
Porapa, on the othe
tapasadika, which

works of the }

. =elected onlv the list of male teachers
for inclusion in its account while it excluded the list
of female teachers. Similarly, the chronicle deliberately
limits itself to listing the nemes of nuns while excluding
the names of the succession of male teachers which was alsc
available te the author. The dinformati ven 1in the
chronicle provides greater detail and is mors extensive than
the information on the succession of male teachers in the
Samantapasadika. The first forty-four strophes in the eight-
eenth chapter purported to be an account of the sangha in
the island, male and female, However, only the first six
verses pertain to the monks. Evidentlv, even this was but a
mere formality, and no names were mentioned here, Thirty-six
strophes deal with the history of the nuns and, of these,
twenty-seven are devotad tfo Sri Lankan nuns. 1t is interest-
ing to note that, apart from the first Sri Lankan monk
Arittha, the participants at the ceremony which marked the
beginning of construction work on the Mahathupa, and t2§
popular preacher Deva who lived in the third century A.D.,
no other Sri Lankan monks are mentioned by name in the
Dipavamsa. Even these names occur not in the eighteenth
chapter but 1in scattered locations within the text. By far
the larger number of clerics mentioned in the Dipavamsa are
nuns, not monks. In terms of the priority assigned to the
sexes, the ﬁzpa?agsa presents an iaversion of the picture
presented 1in texts like the Samantapasadika. Thus, if
certain ancient texts tended to ignore the history of the
nuns in Sri Lanka, there appears to have been a comparable
reticence on the part of the ﬁipava@sa to present 3 balanced
account of both sections of the sahgha: the version of
history it presents is somewhat tilted in favour of the nuns
to give them greater prominence.
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Dipavamea ch.16. v.40; ch.12 vv.5-8; ch.22 vv.41,50.
The term dermitiam {ch.22 v,70) may be interpreted as an
allusion to zhghamictéd, the opponent of the Mahavihara,
and, if so, it would bDe another reference to a monk, but it
may also have been a term used to qualify S a function-
ary in Mehasena's service,
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_The preceding examination of the approach adopted
in the Dipavams& in its treatment of the early history of
the Buddhist safgha in Sri Lanks leaves the impression that
the nineteenth~century antiquarian Hugh Nevill was probably
pointing in the right direction when he suggested,that this
chronicle was a work of the community of nuns. -~ Nevill's
views have recgived some support from Malalasekera and
A.P. buddhuddttd,*J but, in general, historians have failed
to assign to them the importance they deserve. Nevill's
interpretation of the term saddhamma-vapsa-kovida in the
eighteenth chapter o¢f the chroncile as denoting nuns who
were historians may be problematic. He clearly made a
mistake when he stated that, unlike the Bipava@sa, the
Mahavamsa paid no attention to the myths about the four Bo-
trees being Dbrought by nuns 51 the times of the four
mythical Buddhas of the past.”  HNevill argued that the
Dipavamsa was not likely to have been written by a member of
the Abhayagiri monastery since it "passes over the history
of that wealthy, roval fcﬂﬂéatiar with g,well-calculated but
short notice that could offend no one."” " We may further add
that the Dipavamsa makes no meantion at all of the foundation
of the mein wmonastery of the Jetavana nikaya. While it
ignored the Jetavana and paid scant attention to the

. Nevill's writings on the ﬁlgavamsa were incorporated
in his manuscript, Ldst of Pali, Sinhalese, Sanskrit and
other Manuscripts, deposited at the British Museum. However,
Malasekere included an extract from these writings in his
own work. See G.P.Malalasekere, The Pali literature of
Ceylon, Colombo: Gunasena, 19358, pp.136-7,

49 . :

See HMalalasekersa, op. cit.,p.137. Buddhadatta
attributes these views to G.C.Mendis who had, however,
expressed the opinion that the Qipavamsa was a product of
the community of monks at the Thuparama monastery. See
A.P.Buddhadatta, Fali Sahitvaya, Vol.I, p.148-9; G.C.Mendis,
"The Pali Chronicles of Ceylon,” University of Ceylen
Review, Vol.IV, 1946, p.l4.

50 & - - e s
See Mahavamsa ch.15 vv,.537-165,

See Malalasekere, op. cit., p.136.




Abhayagiri, it wused terms which were highly complimentary
when it referred ?quhrlné> and imporiant monuments attached
to the Mahavihara. =~ The D1pavamad {rfprg to the suppression
of Mahayana views in thggrmmp of Vohirika Tissa (A.D.214-36)
with obvious approval.” Wowe»\i, one has to remember that,
in comparison with the Mahavamsa, the Dipavagsa pays little
attenticn to the history of monasteries or even nunneries,
and, as such, provides no clues as to the identity of the
specific institution where it was compiled. It makes no
reference to the Hatthalhaka, the Upasika-vihd@ra, or to any
of the other nunneries. What is known at present about the
Hatthalhaka nunnery, which appears to have been the main
centre of the nuns of the Mahavihdra nikaya, is based on the
information provided by the Mahavamsa and the Vamsatthap-
pakasini. This may appear to be particularly puzzling since,
according to the Vamsatthappakasini, the commentary on the
Dipavamsa, did contain some information on the Hatthdlhaka
nunnery. The Dipavamsa preferred to focus its attention
on the achievements of the order of nuns as a group, and
on individual nuns and their accomplishments rather than on
other institutional aspects. Despite the weaknesses in some
of the specific arguments he adduced, Nevill was probably
justified in suggesting that the Dipavamsa was a work of the
nuns. Whatever the identity of the  institution which
produced the chronicle might have been, the apprecach it
adopted in its treatment of the past history of the sangha
is strongly suggestive of its origin among nuns, and the
implication is significant, for, it would appear that nuns
not only excelled in their study of the Buddhist Canon but
were also among the pioneers in historiography in the
igland.

52 See, for instance, Dipava@sa ch.2l v.36; ch.22. vv.
24,36,40.

A Dipavamsa ch.22 vv,43-5.

54 The information in the commentary Dipavamsa-—attha-
katha pertained to the construction of the city-wall in the”’
reigns of Kutakappa Tissa and Vasabha, cutting across the
ceremonial bounaary (sima) of the nunnery. See Vamsatthap—
pakasini, Vol. ITI, p.411.



tradition represented by the

ity to the Mahavihdra, it is
unlikely that the opro e given to the nuns and the
accompanying failure to g} > édequate recognition to monks
met with the approval of the Mahavihara. In the Vinaya
Pitaka preserved among the monks, the assessment of the role
of the nuns within the sasana tended to be equivocal. Some
of the rules of Ul;;lp,xﬁé g*"e the unmistakable impression
of being based on the idea of the superiority of the male.
In fact, this idea is given such emphasis in the ideology
embodied in the Vinaya Piiska that even the character of the
Buddha appears to have besn cast in a manner which would
support it. 1In the Cullavagga section of the Vinaya Pitaka,
the Buddha is not presented as g person who was sympathetic
to the desire of women to play an active role as members of
the Order. The Cullavagga would have us believe that he
refused te allow Grdinatign for women on three consecative
occasions: it was on the intervention of _Ananda that he
finally vielded on the fourth occasion. - Further, the
Cullavag a attributed to the Buddha the view that the
sasana, which would have lasted &z thousand years had
admission into the order been restricted to males, would
last only five hundred years as a result of the institution
of the order of nuns.’" The provision that women could not
be ordained in the absence of nuns was, to a certain extent,
an acknowledgement of the distinct status of nuns within the
sasana, but their subordinate status was emphasized in
certain specific arrangements. As noted in an earlier
context, the ordination of a nun had to be approved by the
assembly of monks. The nuns had to spend the rainy (vassa)
season only at & nunnery which was situated in close
proximity to a monastery. " The initiation and termination
of the vassa observances of the nuns had to be approved by
the assembly of monks at that monastery. Another element in
these arrangements was the appointment of an "advisor to

Even if the historic
Dipavagsa showed some partia

55 < -
Vinaya Pitaka, Vol.II, p.253.

6 1nid., p.256.

" Vinaya Pitaka, Vol.II, p.255; Samantapasadika,
VO}. .IV, ppa ?(}2*39
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nuns" _{(bhikhunovadaka), usually made by the assembly of
monks.”  Some of these arrangements, like the appointment of
advisors, may have been beneficial to the interests of the
nuns. However, not all the rules are explica in such a
manner. According fo the Vipayva, for the same o ggce, a nun
would receive & more severe penalty than a monk.”” Further,
the gank was always entitled to a higher status than the
nun, ~ It is stated in the Cullavagga that Mahaprajapati
Gotami pleaded for the recognition of the principle of
seniority as the basis of relations bgiween monks and auns,
but her request was turned down. Consequently, it was
maintained that & num, even if she had completed a hundred
years after her ordination, was of lower status in the order
of precedence than a young male novice who had just been
ordained. 1In their relations with monks, all nuns were
expected to unfailingly demonstrate their subordinatgqstatuS
through appropriate modes of address and salutation. =

In respect of some of the principles on which its
organization was based, the Buddhist sangha had represented
a new and radical councept of status. The status of the monk
within the order was not related to his previous social
status as a laywan and to such criteria as caste, wealth,
access to power and kinship ranking. On admission into the
order, the cleric was expected to lose his old social
identity, and, {rom that moment onwards, his status was
determined on the basis of two criteria: his seniority as a
monk and his personal achievements in the path of spiritual
progress. Practice tended to lag behind these aspirations,
especially in later times, but the ideal was maintained.
These criteria provided the bases of the internal organiza-

°8 Vinaya Pitaka, Vol.IT, pp.263-4; Samantapasadika,
Vol.IV, pp.789-90.

G S e e
39 See, for instance, Samantapasadika, Vol.lV, p.902.

O Vinaya Pitaka, Vol.IV, p.52.
61 Vinaya Pitaka, Vol.II, pp.257-8.

62 See Samantapasadiki, Vol.IV, p.792.
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tion of the order of nuns. Hence the failure to recognize
the same criteria as the bases of relations between monks
and nuns would have appeared, at least to the nuns, to be an
anomaly, especially since, ir lay scciety in aacient South
Asia, relationships beltween the sexes varied in accordance
with the relative status of individuals, and, as such, were
not governed by a single abscolute principle of the super-
iority of one sex over the other,

tive in ancient Sri Lankan
wave  Dbeen in accord with the
ideology embodied in the Vinaya Pitaka as preserved in the
Mahavihdra. The exercise of the authority to divert economic
resources was not monopolized by men, and, as noted earlier,
there are instances of women playing the role of patrons of
Buddhism and announcing decisicns fggken on the disposal of
the property of iheir 1 (

The vprinciples opers
society do not appear to hk

lineages. = Some women held the
position of the clan-leader and, on certain occasions, they
even assumed ruling power over the island.

Among the members of the order of nuns in ancient
Sri Lanka were women from the highest ranking 1ineages in
the island. According te the tradition preserved in the
Dipavagsa, women of the roval household and princegﬁes were
among the first nuns ordained 1in the island. Later
recruits included women of royal birth as_well as members of
prominent families from the hinterland. ~ Brahmi inscrip-
tions cited earlier also attest to the fact that some of the
pioneer nuns came from among the more privileged families in
Sri Lankan society wheose members bore titles which distin-
guished them from the commoners. Revati, who set up the
Dagama inscription, was the daughter of a village-leader

63 See, for, instance, the Timbirivava inscription,
dated in the fourth century A.D., which records that a
certain Princess Anula donated a part of the property owned
by her lineage. Epigraphia Zeylanica, Vol.IV, pp.221-2.

o4 Dipavamsa ch.16 vv.38-9.

85 See Dipavamsa ch.18 vv.18,36,39-40.
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66 o ;
(gamika). Rohani of the Erupotana inscripfion and Naga,

mentioned in  the ‘313-01169061 inscr were  both
daughters of parumakas or "clan-leaders” fact, Naga

whose father Pusdadeva was a military leader {genapati), was

L

marr%)d, toe another military leader before she became a
nun. ~ Savera who denated a cave at Mihiniale belonged to an
even more prominent lineage, being the daughter of a
chieftain (raja) who ruled over the settlement at Kapagama.
The social origin of some of the nuns was probably cne of
the factors responsible for the ¢ nqtruvtiov of nunneries
within the "inner city” of Amup udsup'ru while the monas-—
teries were alwayvs located cutside tﬂe city-walls, One also
gets the dmpression that nung did aot easily forget their
status at bhirth, as was expected uf them, especiallv when
they were of high status. In inscriptions as well as in the
Dipavamsa, the social status of the "high-born" among ouns
was frequentty given prominence. 1t i3 not surprising that,

within such a milieu, an awareness of the past contributions

made by female clerics and an i1deology an;cb emphasized the
distinct and important role they played d4n Sri lLankan
Buddhism did develeop at an early periced in history. Tt would
appear that the attraction of the life of the nun for women
of the higher rungs of society was not a temporary pheaome-
non limited to the initial phase of the history of the

order. As 1in Japan, 11fL in the pynnery was a way out of
unpleasant situ tions in lay life. Whpu Jetthatissa 111

(632) committed suicide on realizing the futility of
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Paranavitana, op. cit., p.70 No.96G,
b

Ibid., p.26 No.332; p.55 Nu. 725,

One of the most wmoving passages in the Heike
Monogatari is devoted to a description of the last days of

the Dowaoer Empress Xenreimon-In who, following an unsuc-—
cessful attempt al suicide after the defeat of the Helke
clan, beuame a nun and retired to a clieoistered life at O-

hara. See Heike Monogatari, tr. Hiroshi Kitagawa and Bruce:
T. Tsuchida as The Tale of the Heike,Tokyo: University
Press, 1978, Vol.II, pp.763-82.



opposing the South Indian troops hired by his rival,
Aggabodhi III, his queen became a nun. = Similarly, Agga-
bodhi VI (733-772) made his daughter ordain herself as a nun
when he heard that she wasg, being maltreated by her husband
who was the vice-regentsf This does not mean, of course,
that the order of nuns was the preserve of the privileged
sections of society. Not all the nuns who set up inscrip-
tions had-titles, and it is noteworthv _.a: there are also
references te nuns with humble origirs in th  lower segments
of society. For example, two nuns firom the time of Duttha-
gamapi,-Dasi and Kali, are descriped as the daughters of a
dhutta. © In early Fali texts, the term definitely had a
pejorative connotation and dernoted indiviivals who were
"crafty, wicked, froudulent and wild." une particulag
meaning, when used as a noun, was "highwayman or robber."
Despite, their social origin, the two nuns were ranked among
the leading members of the prder ir their time. Thus, though
high birth was given promin®nce, the order of nuns remained
open to individuals from the lower rungs of society, and the
position accorded to them within the order depended on their
seniority and individual achievements.

Since many of the recruits into the order of nuns
were from the upper echelons of societvy where women were
used to wielding authority over members of both sexes, it
does not seem likely that they were content with the
subordinate social position accorded to them by the dictates
of the Vinaya as preserved among the monks., It 1is very
tempting to surmise that it was this contradiction between
the dictates of the Vinaya and prevailing social practice
within the island which found expression in the independent
spirit displayed by nuns.

0 Gulavamsa ch.44 v.114.

. Culavamsa ch.48 v.57.

iz Dipavamsa ch.18 vv.21. It is most 1likely that the
phrase sabbapapika which qualifies these two nuns is corrupt.

5 ]
73 See Vinaya Pipaka, Vol.lI, p.277.
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hared by some monks ahout this situa-
he Samantapasadika which
g ta  about seven <

The concern s
tion is evident from t
lengthy passage running
the subordinate status of the nuns, the {1
homage to all wmonks irrespective of thei
of seniority, and the need,for nuns to cons 5 depend on
the advice of the monks. = The passage reflects a situation
in which learned nuns were claiming to know the dhamma as
proficiently as the wosks, impiicitly holding to question
the superior position accorded to the manks. The response of
the monks to this challienge was presentad in the form of the
general proposition that women are inberently inferior in
their intellectual abilities and, consequently, have no
other alternative but to be dependent on the monks. The
following extract helps to illustrate the combative mood:

iti bhagava affassa kammassa okasam adatva
nirantaram bhikkhuninagm bhikkhinam ssntike
gamanameva pannapesi., kasm2? mandapaniatta
matugamassa. mandapdnnoe hi matugamo. tassa
niccam dhammsavanam bahupakaram. evanca
sati yam mayam janama tadeva ayya janan-
titi manap akatva bhikkhusahgham paviru-
pasamana satthikag pabbgdjam karissantiti
tasma bhagava evamakasi.’

Though it is not easy to bring out the flavour of the
passage in a translation, it may be rendered into English as
follows:

Why did the Blessed One decree that nuns
should constantly go to nonks | for
guidance] without allowing them an oppor-

e Samantapasadika, Vol.IV, pp.792-800.

e In considering passages in the Samantapasadika one
has to constantly keep in mind that the punctuation inserted
by Takakusu and Nagai may need reconsideration. The punctua-
tion marks appearing din the abhove quotation have been
inserted by the present writer. See Samantapasadika, Vol.
IV, p.7%4, = : e
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tunity for any other mode of action 7 It
was oy consideration of the 1lack of
wisdom among females. Females lack
wisdom, and, for then, listening to
the dhamma is particularly helpful. Such
being the situation, the Blessed One did
so in order that they pay due homage to
monks and lead a fruitful 1life in the
Order without proudly thinking, "It is
what we know that the Lords (i.e. monks)
themselves know."

To a considerable extent, the 1ideology embodied in the
Samantapasadika reflects the impact of the attempts made by
a long line of commentators to creatively develop a code of
conduct for the monks, basing it on certain fundamental
ideas inherited from the past, but also incorporating
certain local modifications that had taken place over the
centuries. It was, to that extent, an attempt at adaptation.
However, in respect of the attitude towards women, this does
not seem be the case. Tt gives the impression that an
attempt was being made to impose values derived from the
past, or from outside, and these values clashed with those
which were operative in contemporary local society. One
difficult question that confronts a historian is whether the
opinions expressed in this commentary were representative of
the community of monks in general. Unfortunately, sources
available at present are inadequate to permit a proper
understanding of other points of view on such crucial ques-
tions. After the fifth century, the Samantapasadika did
become one of the most authoritative guides for the inter-
pretation of the Vinaya, but it is indeed most doubtful that
its authority was unquestioned by at least the members of
the order of nuns.

In this context it 1is interesting to note that,
according to the same text, one of the points of controversy
between the Mahavihara and Abhayagiri monasteries related to
a passage in the Vinaya Pitaka concerning a punishment meted
out to a nun, It is stated in the Samatha-khandaka division

76 pahfa may also he translated as "intelligence."
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of the Cullavagge that a nun called Mebiiva fslgely accused
the monk Dabba Mallaputta of havin vj“ abhn r chastity.
The Buddba inquired from ' L;nv and,

from fhv
ave Hettiyam
T omonastery

the w@zﬁ&

on his_denial, ordersd that

he ph*’ =1
bhikkhunim nds cha. Evidently
had a variant i
sakdya patinfiaya
expelled on the
to which of the Fe;z(if

HMettiva was
qi\pute as
was agtiaentic assume such propor-
ticns that the kiyg that time, {AD. 143~
67), commissioned an official named to holid an
inquiry. The Samantapasadika records gyana gave
a verdict in favour of the Mahdvihira. =~ The furer caused by
the variant readings becomes understandable when one recog-
nizes that this passage relates to certain important aspects
of the administra tvrw of ecclesiastical justice: the proper
procedure to be followed when a nun makes an accussation
against a monk, and the vrelative welight ihdf should be
attached to the word of 3 nun as agains t £ 4 monk.

Despite the autheritative verdict of the sioner,

who is described by the commentator as » 'ent lin~
guist, it appears that the versicn preserved in the Mahé-
vihdra tradition raises formidable gproblems. Accor Glng to
this version, the accu summar LV

isation made by the nun was
dismissed, and, 1in addition, she was severely i
merely on the strength of Dabba Mallaputta's word, Qn t“g
other hand, the Abhayagiri version points to s 5 it

a more detailed investigation being held, Metti }a was
punished, not because greater weigh GH at&ached to the
testimony of a monk, bhut because she herself <finally
admitted her guilt. t carrvies the ﬁpxlCdt]ﬁP that aun
accusation made by a nun against a monk, even if it seems to
be false, has to be carefully investigated. Further evidence
pointing to the presence of recensions of the Vinaya Pitaka
which varied from the version preserved at the Mahdvihara is

forsg
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Samantapasadika, Voli.llT, Some scholars
have identified this king with Bha R.C. - 9.A.D

«)s



