
A Response to Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro’s A Trojan Horse: Unilateral Bhikkhunī 

Ordination Revisited 

A Trojan Horse1 is a recent instalment in a lengthy debate between Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro 

and Bhikkhu Anālayo on the legality in the Theravāda tradition of the ordination of 

bhikkhunīs by bhikkhus alone. Bhikkhu Anālayo has now responded to Bhikkhu 

Ṭhānissaro’s essay in a paper titled The Case for Reviving the Bhikkhunī Order by Single 

Ordination.2 But since Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro also criticises my own modest involvement in 

this debate, I have decided it is appropriate for me to defend my position. 

In an article titled Canonical Exegesis in the Theravāda Vinaya,3 I contributed a section 

headed Part II: The Significance of the Narratives for the Interpretation of the Rules and 

Procedures of the Khandhakas. The single purpose of that essay was to show that the 

rules in the Khandhakas of the Pali Vinaya often cannot be properly understood without 

considering the narrative context in which they are embedded. I argued that a 

consequence of this finding is that the rules on the ordination of bhikkhunīs must be 

read in the context of their origin stories. As part of his essay, Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro 

criticises my approach. The purpose of this short response is to evaluate the most 

important part of this criticism. To keep matters simple and focussed, I have decided not 

to respond specifically to each and every criticism levelled by Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro. 

 

Principles to be used in interpreting the vinaya 

Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro himself recognises that the interpretive value of vinaya narrative is a 

critical issue in the debate on the legality bhikkhunī ordination. He concludes his essay in 

this way: 

… As I have shown, when we see the relationships among the rules—instead of 

their origin stories—as the controlling factor in interpreting the rules, we are 

following standards that better reflect the complex relationships of the rules to 

their origin stories as found in the Khandhakas. And also, when considering the 

consistent pattern the Buddha followed in modifying rules, we have to conclude 

that the rule allowing bhikkhus to give unilateral bhikkhunī ordination was 

rescinded when the Buddha modified it in Cv [Cullavagga] X.17.2, to the effect 

that the Bhikkhu Saṅgha could ordain bhikkhunīs only when they had been 

                                                           
1 Ṭhānissaro, Bhikkhu. “A Trojan Horse: Unilateral Bhikkhunī Ordination Revisited,” 2018, 
https://www.dhammatalks.org/vinaya/Trojan Horse.pdf. 
2 Anālayo, Bhikkhu. “The Case for Reviving the Bhikkhunī Order by Single Ordination,” Journal of Buddhist 
Ethics 25 (2018), 929-962. 
3 Brahmāli, Bhikkhu (and Bhikkhu Anālayo). “Canonical Exegesis in the Theravāda Vinaya,” Journal of Buddhist 
Ethics 24 (2017), 225–246. 



previously purified in the Bhikkhunī Saṅgha. This fact, on its own, is enough to 

disprove Anālayo’s central argument.4 

Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro is here arguing that in interpreting the regulations of vinaya two 

principles need to be observed:  

(1) We need to consider any rule in the vinaya that may throw a light on the 

interpretation of the issue at hand. 

(2) We need to consider the patterns the Buddha used in modifying vinaya rules.  

I believe any reasonable vinaya scholar would agree with the first point. The rules in the 

vinaya are more important than the narrative. In so far as there are rules that have a 

bearing on other rules, they must generally be given more weight than the narrative 

contexts. Yet, as Bhikkhu Anālayo points out, the main example that Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro 

furnishes to make his point is actually flawed. Here, in brief, is Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro’s 

position: 

… Anālayo tries to argue from the origin stories to this garudhamma and these 

rules that they were intended solely to facilitate bhikkhunī ordination, not to 

prevent it, so any interpretation of them that would serve to completely prevent 

bhikkhunī ordination is invalid. However, when we realize that this garudhamma 

and these rules are only part of a larger set of rules on the topic, and that some 

of the remaining rules do place restrictions on bhikkhunī ordination, preventing it 

when the conditions are not right, we can see that Anālayo’s objection simply 

does not do justice to the larger picture afforded by seeing how all the relevant 

rules on the topic reflect on one another.5 

Anālayo counters this proposition as follows: 

This reply concerns a different issue. The suggestion that the four regulations on 

bhikkhunī ordination are throughout concerned with facilitating such ordination 

does not stand in contrast to other rules that stipulate some restrictions. These 

restrictions are meant to facilitate the proper carrying out of ordinations, rather 

than preventing them wholesale.6 

Apart from Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro’s above suggestion, which turns out to be problematic, 

he does not supply any significant instances in which other rules affect our 

interpretation of bhikkhunī ordination. So while I agree with Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro on the 

principle that the vinaya rules are interrelated and affect each other’s interpretation, 

there is in fact no such material that has a significant bearing on whether ordination of 

bhikkhunīs by bhikkhus alone is sanctioned by the vinaya. 

                                                           
4 A Trojan Horse, p. 48. 
5 A Trojan Horse, p. 14. 
6 The Case for Reviving the Bhikkhunī Order by Single Ordination, p.956. 



 

The patterns by which vinaya rules are modified according to Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro 

It is Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro’s second principle for interpreting vinaya rules that is potentially 

the most important. He is here suggesting that the Buddha followed certain patterns in 

modifying existing rules, and that the issue we are dealing with has to fit into at least 

one of these patterns. 

The first point to make here is that the Buddha himself never speaks of any such 

patterns. The patterns Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro derives from the vinaya are purely a result of 

his own analysis of the texts. The problem with this is that he has not presented a 

comprehensive study of such patterns in the vinaya corpus. He is effectively trying to 

steer the debate by imposing criteria for which he has not established a proper 

canonical basis. This is a dubious methodology. In the light of this, we need to bear in 

mind that his “patterns” may not be an accurate reflection of the texts themselves. And, 

as I intend to show, the issue of bhikkhunī ordination does not actually fit into the 

pattern Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro would like it to fit. 

The core issue at stake in this debate is whether the Buddha’s allowance for bhikkhus to 

ordain bhikkhunīs on their own (Rule 1, using Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro’s system of labelling) 

was rescinded, automatically or otherwise, when the two-stage dual ordination involving 

both bhikkhus and bhikkhunīs (Rule 2) came into being. In relation to this, Bhikkhu 

Ṭhānissaro argues that “Rule 2 is a modification of Rule 1, in that it adds new restrictions 

to Rule 1.” According to Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro such modifications are implemented 

according to the following pattern: 

When the Buddha modified a rule across the board, he would add a clause to the 

rule as it previously existed, either to loosen the rule or to make it stricter. In 

cases like this, even though he didn’t explicitly rescind the earlier version, the 

modification always rescinded and superseded the old rule, so that it was no 

longer in force. In fact, this happens so often in the Vinaya that it’s taken for 

granted. The Sutta Vibhaṅga confirms this principle in the way it explains the 

rules of the Pāṭimokkha: In cases where the rule was modified one or more 

times, it confines its explanations to the final version—meaning that that is the 

only version still in force.7 

And he adds the following: 

… the Buddha’s pattern for other modifications … was to restate the rule to be 

modified with the addition of modifying clauses.8 

                                                           
7 A Trojan Horse, p. 12. 
8 A Trojan Horse, p. 19. 
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It would seem to follow from this logic that Rule 1 is rescinded once Rule 2 has been laid 

down. But to know whether this is really the case we need to investigate the 

relationship between Rule 1 and Rule 2 in greater detail. 

 

Why Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro’s suggested patterns of rule modification are not relevant to 

the present issue 

As Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro himself explicitly acknowledges, he is here describing a pattern 

found in the Suttavibhaṅga, by which the rules of the pātimokkha are amended. An 

important point to keep in mind is that this pattern is applied strictly: it really does 

involve a full restatement of the rule with added modifying clauses. In other words, 

there is no change to the wording of the rule apart from the added clauses. A typical 

example is bhikkhu pācittiya 5. The initial rule reads as follows: 

yo pana bhikkhu anupasampannena sahaseyyaṃ kappeyya, pācittiyaṃ. 

If a monk shares a sleeping place with an unordained person, he incurs an 

offence entailing confession. 

And here is the amended final rule: 

yo pana bhikkhu anupasampannena uttaridirattatirattaṃ sahaseyyaṃ kappeyya, 

pācittiyaṃ. 

If a monk shares a sleeping place for more than two or three nights with an 

unordained person, he incurs an offence entailing confession. 

The rule is restated in full, but with the addition of a modifying clause, “more than two 

or three nights”,uttaridirattatirattaṃ. This pattern is almost universal in the 

Suttavibhaṅga.9 

This is not the pattern we find, however, in the relationship between Rule 1 and Rule 2. 

In this case we instead see significant changes and no addition of any modifying clause. 

Here are Rule 1 and Rule 2 juxtaposed: 

(1) anujānāmi, bhikkhave, bhikkhūhi bhikkhuniyo upasampādetuṃ. 

Monks, I allow monks t ogive the full ordination to nuns. 

(2) anujānāmi, bhikkhave, ekatoupasampannāya bhikkhunisaṅghe visuddhāya 

                                                           
9 Among all the pātimokkha rules for both bhikkhus and bhikkhunīs, there are only three that do not conform 
fully to this pattern: bhikkhu nissaggiya pācittiya 1, bhikkhu nissaggiya pācittiya 21, and bhikkhunī pācittiya 51. 
In the first two of these, the rule is reformulated, including the addition of two modifying clauses. But although 
the rule is not restated verbatim, the meaning of the rule is kept intact, and it is thus effectively restated. For 
bhikkhunī pācittiya 51 the situation is a bit more complicated. First the original rule is amended with one 
modifying clause. Then the rule is changed by reformulating the modifying clause. So in this case the final 
outcome is that the original rule is restated with a modifying clause. All three exceptions thus conform 
relatively closely to the broader pattern of rule modification found in the Suttavibhaṅga. More generally, the 
very fact that these three exceptions exist at all shows, once again, how careful one needs to be with reading 
universal patterns into the vinaya. The reality is more complex. 



bhikkhusaṅghe upasampādetuṃ. 

Monks, I allow the full ordination in the Order of monks of a woman who has 

been ordained on one side in the Order of nuns and who is free from the 

obstructions. 

It is immediately clear that this is not a case of a strict restatement with an added 

modifier. The wording has changed significantly. And instead of added modifiers, we 

have two substitutions.  

But it is not just the form that is different, the content too is significantly changed. Here 

are the main differences: 

(1) Bhikkhūhi becomes bhikkhusaṅghe.10 

(a) The change from bhikkhu to bhikkhusaṅgha breaks with the pattern found 

elsewhere where the restatement is verbatim. In other words, this is not a 

restatement at all. 

(b) The change of case is significant. In Rule 1 the instrumental ending (-ūhi) 

shows the all-important role of the bhikkhus in the ordination process. They are 

the ones who perform it, the instrument. In Rule 2 we instead find the locative 

case ending (-e). This change is surely not accidental. The most likely reason for it 

would seem to be that the significance of the bhikkhus in the ordination process 

is now diminished. In other words, the nuns are now ordained not just in the 

bhikkhusaṅgha, but also in the bhikkhunīsaṅgha. 

(c) Lastly, we are seeing a substitution, not an added modifying clause. 

(2) Bhikkhuniyo becomes ekato-upasampannāya bhikkhunisaṅghe visuddhāya. 

(a) Again, this breaks with Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro’s pattern where the restatement is 

verbatim. It is not actually a restatement. 

(b) The two rules speak of different people. Rule 1 speaks of the persons who 

emerge from the ceremony (the bhikkhunīs), whereas Rule 2 speaks of the 

person who is about to be ordained. 

(c) Once again we have a change in case, from bhikkhuniyo, which is accusative 

plural, to ekato-upasampannāya, which is genitive singular. Such a change in 

both case and number is significant. 

(d) Lastly, we are again seeing a substitution, not an added modifying clause. 

                                                           
10 Of this change Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu says: “Second, Rule 2 is a modification of Rule 1, in that it adds new 
restrictions to Rule 1. First, the makeshift reference to ‘bhikkhus’ in Rule 1 is now formalized to ‘Bhikkhu 
Saṅgha.’” He effectively accepts that it is a substitution, but calls it a “modification”. None of the modifications 
from Suttavibhaṅga that Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu uses to establish his “pattern”, however, are substitutions of this 
sort. 



So the vinaya evolution from Rule 1 to Rule 2 fits none of the patterns for modifying 

vinaya rules that according to Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro governs the vinaya material. Rule 2 is 

not a modification of Rule 1. To recapitulate, this is so for two reasons: 

(1) Rule 2 is not a restatement of Rule 1. 

(2) Instead of modifying clauses added to Rule 2, we have two substitutions. 

We can only conclude that the patterns Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro may have discovered 

elsewhere in the vinaya do not apply to the present case. This means that the only 

interpretive tool at our disposal is the narrative context. 

 

The significance of the narrative revisited 

Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro himself admits that the narrative context is sometimes necessary to 

make sense of vinaya rules and regulations. Here is his discussion of two situations in 

which the narrative is required for a proper understanding of the relationship between 

the rules in the vinaya: 

a. The first are like the narratives I pointed out in OBU [On Ordaining Bhikkhunīs 

Unilaterally11], in which narratives show that one rule is a modification of 

another. In cases like this, unless explicitly stated otherwise, the modification 

overrides the first rule. 

b. The second sort are the narratives that Brahmāli cites, in which a cryptic term 

in one rule has to be explained by another rule, and the narrative serves to show 

that the two rules are connected.12 

At another point he adds a third situation: 

And similarly, there are instances where the rule does not indicate the context in 

which it should be applied, and the origin story is the only clue as to the context 

of its application.13 

It is hardly surprising, then, to find that Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro, too, uses the origin stories 

to support his own interpretation of the rules: 

As the origin story to Pācittiya 21 shows, the garudhammas were all meant to be 

“kept up” on a permanent basis, as expressed in the rules that embodied them.14 

                                                           
11 Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu. “On Ordaining Bhikkhunīs Unilaterally,” 2015, 
https://www.dhammatalks.org/vinaya/BhikkhuniOrdination150905.pdf. 
12 A Trojan Horse, p. 11. 
13 A Trojan Horse, p. 6. 
14 A Trojan Horse, p. 13. In the interest of an honest debate, I need to point out that Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro is 
mistaken in thinking that he has relied on the origin story in this particular case. The need for the bhikkhunīs to 
“keep up” the garudhammas is found in the word commentary to bhikkhu pācittiya 21, not in the origin story. 

https://www.dhammatalks.org/vinaya/bmc/Section0018.html#Pc21
https://www.dhammatalks.org/vinaya/bmc/Section0065.html#Cv.X.1


He even uses the origin story to support his interpretation of the rules on bhikkhunī 

ordination itself: 

The origin story containing this sentence begins with the problem that women 

with sexual deformities had been accepted into the Bhikkhunī Saṅgha. In 

response, the Buddha formulated a series of questions specifically for use in the 

Acceptance of candidates into the Bhikkhunī Saṅgha.15 

As Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro realises, there is often no way around using the origin stories in 

the interpretation of vinaya rules. This is especially so when there is a lack of other 

interpretive tools. This, as we have seen, is exactly the situation with the rule on 

bhikkhus ordaining bhikkhunīs on their own. Apart from the accompanying narrative, 

there is little to guide us in understanding this rule. In this situation it is only reasonable 

that we take the narrative into account, especially since this is a frequent requirement in 

the Khandhakas, where we normally find a close relationship between rules and 

narrative. 

Bhikkhu Brahmali 

Perth, Australia 

24 December 2018 

                                                           
Nevertheless, the important point here is that Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro evidently sees it as acceptable, even 
necessary, to sometimes rely on the origin stories to interpret the vinaya regulations. 
15 A Trojan Horse, p. 24. 


