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This paper traces the process of protests and struggles through which full ordination was finally restored in 1998 after nearly one thousand years. The paper also describes the dynamics through which the new order is increasingly being accepted in Sri Lanka, and in some rural areas bhikkhunis are preferred to monks. It also describes the first steps of introducing Theravada higher ordination to other countries. 

Introduction and Restoration of the Bhikkhuni Order in Sri Lanka
Just six months after the introduction of bhikkhu order by Asoka’s son Mahindra in 250 BCE, Mahindra’s sister Sanghamitra arrived with a branch of the bodhi tree and introduced the bhikkhuni order. The order of nuns flourished until 1017 CE, when it became defunct after the Chola invasion. The bhikkhu order was restored on two occasions, but the bhikkhuni order was not.  

In the absence of the bhikkhuni order, a movement of ten-precept nuns (dasa-sila-matas) began. An affluent young Christian-born Sri Lanka affluent woman named Catherine de Alwis embraced Buddhism and, because she was not given ordination as a nun, left for Burma in 1894. After a training period of three years, she became a nun with ten precepts, as distinct from the 311 precepts of a bhikkhuni. She returned to Sri Lanka in 1905 and formed the Sudharmadhara Samiti in Kandy to promote the movement of ten-precept nuns. An arama, a dwelling for nuns, was established in 1907.  This marks the beginning of the nuns’ movement in Sri Lanka. 

The restoration of the bhikkhuni order in Sri Lanka has been a subject of debate for over a hundred years. Anagarika Dharmapala advocated restoration of the order in 1891. From the 1930s, the topic was debated in the newspapers and among monks and scholars. Several nuns joined in the debate.

More recently, in 1980, three Members of Parliament (all male) proposed the restoration of the bhikkhuni order as one of the proposals to be presented to the Parliament to promote Buddhism. This created an uproar among the monks and the laity and the proposal was abandoned.

The government has responded to the needs of the nuns in several ways. In 1983, the Department of Buddhist Affairs of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs initiated a program at monks’ institutions at the district level to provide educational facilities to ten-precept nuns to prepare them for the Buddhist studies examinations, a provision that was previously available only to monks. By 1995, 15 institutions were running classes for nuns. Identity cards were issued to nuns as a first step toward recognition. Nuns’ organizations were formed at the district level and a federation was created to linked them together. The executive committee of this federation began meeting monthly in Colombo to discuss and make decisions about activities at the district level.

The nuns have been making slow but steady progress to improve conditions. Many nuns have seized the opportunity to network and organized themselves. They have been gaining self-confidence and self-esteem due to the State patronage they have received. Strong resentment toward the monks’ dominance has encouraged the younger nuns to better equip themselves with more education and greater disciplineand strength. The marginalization of nuns in relation to the monastic hierarchy has made these nuns bolder and given them a spirit of courage to challenge the monks.

Arguments For and Against the Restoration of the Bhikkhuni Order
In Sri Lanka today there are both opponents and advocates of the restoration of the bhikkhuni order. Opponents argue that the Theravada bhikkhuni lineage has been broken and the bhikkhuni order does not exist in any Theravada country. The only Theravada country where the bhikkhuni order has ever existed is Sri Lanka; the order was never established in Thailand, Burma, Cambodia or Laos. The Theravada tradition maintains that women should first be ordained by nuns and that their ordination should then be confirmed by the monks. Today the bhikkhuni order exists only in Mahayana countries such as China, Taiwan, Korea, and Vietnam. If the bhikkhuni order is introduced from a Mahayana country, opponents argue that this will be a Mahayana tradition, not Theravada. They further argue that one can attain nibbana even without becoming a bhikkhuni.

Those who argue in favor of restoring the bhikkhuni order maintain that without bhikkhunis, an important component of the fourfold Sangha of monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen is missing. To reestablish the order would be in accordance with the principle of equality which the Buddha gave to women. If the bhikkhuni order is reestablished, the Buddha’s special injunction for monks to confer higher ordination to nuns could be followed. Proponents argue that Chinese nuns received higher ordination from Sri Lankan nuns in 433 CE in Nanjing and therefore can now confer higher ordination upon Sri Lankan nuns today.

Advocates in favor of restoring the bhikkhuni order point to the restoration of the monks’ order in earlier centuries. Earlier, when the monks’ order became extinct in Sri Lanka, it was brought back from Burma in the eleventh century and from Thailand in the eighteenth century. Based on this example, if the same rule applies, the bhikkhuni order that exists in China can be used to restore the bhikkhuni lineage in Sri Lanka. The same bhikkhuni ordination that was introduced to China by Sri Lankan bhikkhunis later spread to Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam. 

Opponents who opposed restoring the bhikkhuni order are said to include the Supreme Patriarchs of the three chapters of the bhikkhu order and many senior monks in Sri Lanka. Only a few monks have made periodic public announcements, however, stating that a request to restory the bhikkhuni order cannot be granted within the Theravada Vinaya tradition. They base their argument on the claim that the Chinese bhikkhunis practice the Mahayana Vinaya (monastic code) and therefore can only confer a Mahayana higher ordination. 

Overcoming the Fear of Mahayana
One way to help overcome the anxieties these monks feel about the Mahayana tradition is to demonstrate the similarities between the Theravada and Mahayana Vinaya traditions. A comparative study of the Theravada Bhikkhuni Vinaya and the Dharmagupta Bhikkhuni Vinaya (the school observed by Chinese bhikkhunis) reveals that the rules are essentially the same and that the Dharmagupta Vinaya is a subsect of the Theravada tradition. The only difference is that the Dharamagupta Vinaya has 25 additional rules for bhikkhunis.

The anxieties that Sri Lankan monks express about the Mahayana tradition indicated a need for further study of contemporary Mahayana nuns. In September 1984, I made a tour in China, Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, and Hong Kong to get a firsthand experience of contemporary bhikkhunis. During this tour, I combined lectures with participant observation as a temporary nun in nunneries in mainland China, Taiwan, and Korea. In Taiwan, I found that the bhikkhunis are highly organized and well supported. At Fo Guang Shan Monastery in Taipei, I made a written appeal to Fo Guang Shan headquarters to organize a ceremony to restore the higher ordination to Sri Lankan nuns. The only snag was that the Sri Lankan government had no diplomatic ties with Taiwan. For this reason, sponsorship by the Sri Lankan government was unlikely. 

The situation in mainland China in 1984 was quite different. In the mainland China, the Buddhist temples and nunneries were being restored with government grants after the disruption of earlier years. The publication of Buddhist books was being resumed and schools for training nuns and monks were being reestablished. I was the first foreign guest to reside in the nunneries in Beijing, Nanjing, and Shanghai that had been opened after the Cultural Revolution. I met a few older bhikkhunis who had continued to practice the precepts even after they were expelled to the countryside. In discussions with the Buddhist Association of China, I raised the possibility of mainland Chinese nuns conferring higher ordination on Sri Lankan nuns. Although government sponsorship was likely, the Chinese were not sufficiently organized to stage such an event. 

At the conclusion of my tour, I submitted a proposal to the Department of Buddhist Affairs in the Ministry of Cultural Affairs of Sri Lanka describing the unbroken lineage of the Chinese bhikkhunis and their strict observance of bhikkhuni precepts, both in China and Taiwan, and advocated the reestablishment of higher ordination in Sri Lanka with assistance from the Chinese tradition. I translated into Sinhala language the Biographies of Buddhist Nuns that was written in China in the sixth century CE. This book includes a description of the establishment of the higher ordination in China the Sinhala bhikkhunis who made two journeys to present-day Nanjin in 428 and 433 CE. The translation of this book, which describes the strict discipline observed by the ancient Chinese nuns, dispelled the misconceptions about the discipline of the Chinese Bhikkhunis previously held in Sri Lanka by the ten-precept nuns, their devotees, and the monks. Subsequently, in 1985, the Minister of Religious and Cultural Affairs of Sri Lanka led a delegation to mainland China in 1985 to explore the possibility of restoring the bhikkhuni order in Sri Lanka. After his return, I was requested to draft a memorandum stating all the arguments in support of restoring the bhikkhuni order with the assistance from China. Unfortunately, a number of Buddhist organizations passed resolutions against the moves for restoration and the Minister’s move was shelved.

The Nuns’ Movement Gathers Momentum
Despite opposition from various quarters, many more young nuns began voicing strong sentiments in the mass media in support of restoring the bhikkhuni order. Monthly magazines and booklets advocating restoration appeared. Mainstream newspapers in both Sinhala and English gave increasing coverage to the debate between monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen on the bhikkhuni issue. The issue has now become a continuing topic of public discourse. In 1986 a documentary film on the nuns’ movement was made by the State Television Corporation. This film, which covered the views of both the advocates of restoration and the opponents, won an award as the best documentary of the year.

There were other signs of hope as well. Local women’s organizations for the first time began to view the issue of bhikkhuni ordination as a women’s rights issue and organized seminars at the national and district level in which nuns participated. A critical mass of scholars, both lay and bhikkhus from universities and monastic institutions, began to advocate restoration and build alliances with the nuns. 

The bhikkhuni issue also entered the international arena. By the mid-80s, several European and American women who were ordained in the Theravada tradition also became active in the campaign. One was the German-born Ayya Khema who frequently visited and stayed in Sri Lanka and provided considerable support and strength to the Sri Lankan nuns. Many Sri Lankan monks running Buddhist temples in the West became increasingly openminded about the issue. Some of these monks conducted samaneri ordinations in the United States. Sri Lankan monks who traveled outside the country were exposed to questions about their rationale for excluding women from the Buddha’s order

Sakyadhita: The International Buddhist Women’s Network
The Sakyadhita International Conference on Buddhist Nuns, organized in 1987 in Bodhgaya by Ven. Karma Lekshe Tsomo with the help of Ayya Khema and Professor Chatsumarn Kabilsingh (now Bhikkhuni Dhammananda) made the restoration of the bhikkhuni order into a global issue. One of the stated objectives of Sakyadhita: International Association of Buddhist Women was  “to assist women who wish to obtain ordination and work toward establishing full ordination for Buddhist women in countries where it is not currently available.” His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who was the keynote speakers at this first Sakyadhita conference, fully endorsed the idea. The Third Sakyadhita International Conference, held in Colombo in 1993, provided an opportunity for Sri Lankan nuns to meet for the first time and to encounter bhikkhunis from many parts of the world who enjoyed equal status with the monks. They saw these nuns as role models to be followed. 

A number of initiatives for the restoration of the bhikkhuni order occurred following this conference. A team of Sri Lanka monks headed by Ven. Mapalagama Vipulasara  trained ten selected Sri Lankan nuns for missionary activities in India. After three months of training, a team of Korean nuns gave higher ordination to these Sri Lankan nuns in December 1996 at Sarnath, India. The leader of this pioneering groupof nuns was Bhikkhuni Kusuma (formerly Kusuma Devendra).

In 1996, an influential Sri Lankan monk named Ven. Inamaluwe Sumangala, the chief monk of a 2,200-year old monastery in the central province of Sri Lanka, established a Bhikkhuni Educational Academy to provide training to nuns and prepare them for higher ordination. The academy has provided three complete training programs. In February 1998, an international higher ordination ceremony in Bodhgaya was organized inby Fo Guang Shan Monastery. Twenty of the nuns trained at the Bhikkhuni Educational Academy were selected to participate in the higher ordination ceremony at Bodhgaya. 

The international ordination ceremony held in Bodhgaya provided higher ordination for . samaneras (novice monks) and samaneris (novice nuns) from both the Theravada and Mahayana traditions. After one week of training, a total of 149 monks and nuns (14 monks and 135 nuns) received ordination. The ordination candidates came from Asian countries such as India, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Taiwan, Korea, Japan, Malaysia, Singapore, Hong Kong and Vietnam, and from Western countries such as England, Germany, Italy, Spain, Belgium, Canada, Australia, and the United States. The candidates received higher ordination in the Dharmagupta tradition, an early branch of the Theravada that has continued in an unbroken lineage in China and Taiwan. 

The 24 bhikkhu preceptors and witnesses included monks of the Theravada tradition from India, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Cambodia, and Nepal, and monks of the Mahayana tradition from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Ladakh, and Tibet. The 12 bhikkhuni preceptors and witnesses came from Taiwan, Korea, and the United States (the latter belonging to the Tibetan tradition). Sri Lankan monks served as the preceptors of the Sri Lankan bhikkhunis. 

The Bhikkhuni Order Reestablished on Sri Lankan Soil
After an intensive three months of training, Ven. Sumangala Thero organized a higher ordination ceremony for the first time on Sri Lankan soil in the presence of a large assembly of recognized Sri Lankan monks. In this ordinationn, the 20 bhikkhunis who received higher ordination in Bodhgaya conferred the higher ordination to another 22 nuns who had completed their training at the Bhikkhuni Educational Academy. The ceremony was conducted at the ordination hall (sima-malaka) of the 2,200-year old temple. Up until then this ordination hall had been used exclusively for monks’ ecclesiastical activities. This ceremony represented history unfolding.

The event was highly publicized. The news was published in banner headlines in all the Sri Lankan newspapers, including the state-owned ones. Impressive pictures of bhikkhunis walking in single file with their bowls and robes adorned several newspapers. In an interview for the television channels that evening, Ven. Sumangala emphasized the fact that in restoring the bhikkhuni order after over 900 years, he was merely following the injunctions set forth by the Buddha. Contrary to expectations, there were no negative reactions to the news of the ordination. The reactions of the media were all positive. Not a single monk made any negative comment, perhaps out of fear of losing female devotees. 

Several strategies were adopted by Sumangala Th

