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Revisiting the Trojan Horse 

 

Bhikkhu Anālayo  

Under the title “A Trojan Horse: Unilateral Bhikkhunī Ordination Revisited,” Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro 

(2018) presented a detailed criticism of my research on matters related to bhikkhunī ordination. I re-

plied immediately on criticism related directly to the legality of reviving the bhikkhunī order (Anālayo 

2018). In what follows, I respond to selected instances of his criticism related rather to my research 

on the foundation history of the bhikkhunī order, without intending to cover each and every instance.  

One instance of such criticism concerns the Nandakovāda-sutta. In my discussion in An-

ālayo (2016: 19), I had noted a tendency to distance nuns, evident in the fact that the Pāli dis-

course differs from its parallels in depicting Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī in the standing posture rather 

than sitting. Ṭhānissaro (2018: 46) argues:  

Anālayo here neglects to mention two points that should be obvious to anyone familiar with 

the suttas. One is that in all the nikāyas, the standing posture is also adopted by devas coming 

to see the Buddha, as a sign of extreme respect … The other point is that throughout the Pāli 

Canon, Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī is always depicted as standing when addressing the Buddha.”  

Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro apparently overlooked that in the introduction to the discussion on that same 

page I clearly indicate that what follows is based on “contextualizing the present instance within 

the Majjhima-nikāya collection.” In order to cover the other occurrences when Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī 

remains standing, a survey of all other references to postures adopted by visitors in the respective 

textual collections would have been required. This would have been a rather time-consuming task, 

hence the explicit indication that the survey has been intentionally restricted to the collection in 

which the discourse in question occurs. Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro also seems to have missed footnote 

14, found on that same page in Anālayo (2016: 19), which states that “the adoption of postures 

differs for devas, who are generally depicted as remaining standing when conversing with humans.” 

In relation to the same Pāli discourse’s depiction of the Buddha not even replying to a re-

quest by Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī and her followers for a teaching (whereas in the parallel versions 

the Buddha gives a teaching even without being requested), Ṭhānissaro (2018: 46–47) reasons that 

the third garudhamma stipulates that the bhikkhunīs should expect a formal exhortation from 

the bhikkhus every two weeks. This means that, in making her request that the Buddha per-

form this exhortation instead, Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī is asking the Buddha to override the third 

garudhamma that she promised to respect. And the fact that 500 bhikkhunīs accompany her in 

this request is a defiant act: She’s trying to use the force of numbers to influence him. So, Yes, 

something wrong is going on. 

Ṭhānissaro (2018: 47) then asserts that when in the Pāli version the Buddha instead turns to Nandaka 

and asks him to give an exhortation to the nuns, “this incident establishes the precedent that the 

bhikkhus are qualified to teach the bhikkhunīs.” If the giving of an exhortation by monks had al-

ready been regulated in the third garudhamma, this of course implies that the Buddha considered 

them to be capable of doing so. Hence, it is not clear why there would have been any further need 

to establish, by way of precedent, their qualification to teach nuns. Besides, the number five hun-

dred is simply a standard pericope in the early texts (Anālayo 2011: 417–418); it carries no 

necessary implication of defiance or an attempt to use the force of numbers. Given that Mahā-

pajāpatī Gotamī and her followers hope to receive a teaching from the Buddha, in the narrative 

setting it is entirely natural that they all approach him together.  
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In relation to the suggested impact of the account of the first saṅgīti on attitudes towards nuns, 

Ṭhānissaro (2018: 37) understands my proposal to be that “the First Council, in shaping the Canon 

as we now have it, deformed the Buddha’s original intent.”1 Yet, the discussion throughout is not 

about what happened on the ground in ancient India soon after the Buddha’s demise. The point at 

stake is the story of the first saṅgīti in the way it gradually came into existence during its oral 

transmission. As I stated quite explicitly in the introduction (Anālayo 2016: 13): “I am not trying 

to construct a history, I am trying to study the construction of a story.” 

The different accounts of the first saṅgīti report various accusations levelled at Ānanda. In 

Anālayo (2016: 161–162) I argued that a concern with purity is particularly prominent in one of 

these accusations, according to which “Ānanda allowed or did not prevent women from worship-

ping the recently deceased Buddha, as a result of which their tears defiled the Buddha’s body.” 

This led me to assess the various accusations levelled as being “not based on breaches of Vinaya 

rules, but rather on brahminical notions of purity and propriety, as well as expressing distinct 

negative attitudes towards women.” 

Ṭhānissaro (2018: 33) argues that “the brahmanical attitude toward corpses is not that mourn-

ers might defile them; it’s that a corpse might defile the mourners. So the accusation that tears soiled 

the Buddha’s body is actually antibrahmanical, in that it reverses the role of ‘defiling’ and ‘defiled.’”  

Yet, the point at issue here is rather the accusation that Ānanda in the first place “allowed or did not 

prevent women from worshipping the recently deceased Buddha,” as according to brahminical customs 

only men should be allowed to perform funeral rites. Dhammadinnā (2016: 43) explains that “in In-

dian funerals only close male relatives are supposed to do the cremation. Women are expected to stay 

at home (except for the widow) while men carry out the cremation rituals at the cremation ground.” 

Another misunderstanding occurs in relation to my discussion of “mistaking the means of 

moral conduct for the goal” in Anālayo (2017: 213), which Ṭhānissaro (2018: 35) understands to 

mean that “strict adherence to the rules is not necessary for reaching the higher attainments.” This 

is a different topic. That it is not my intention to dismiss the importance of ethical conduct for pro-

gress on the path can be seen by consulting the immediately preceding part in Anālayo (2017: 212): 

The importance of virtue, sīla, has its proper place as the first of the three trainings, building a 

foundation for the higher mind and higher wisdom. Nevertheless, observance of the rules is 

clearly seen as subordinate to the overarching aim of cultivating the higher mind and higher 

wisdom, that is, tranquillity and insight. 

Another criticism concerns my comparative study of the garudhammas. Two Vinaya versions do 

not accompany each of the garudhammas with a statement that the respective principle to be re-

spected should be upheld for the whole of one’s life. In (Anālayo 2016: 112) I argued that this 

variation suggests that “perhaps at an earlier time these stipulations were not accompanied by an 

indication that they are to be respected for the whole of one’s life.” 

Out of these two Vinaya versions, Ṭhānissaro (2018: 40) takes up just the Mahīśāsaka Vinaya, 

based on the full translation of the relevant text provided in Anālayo (2016: 202–207), and then ar-

gues that in this version a counterpart to the statement on lifelong validity can be found: “the garu-

dhammas as a set are followed by this injunction: ‘They should act according to what I have laid 

down, which cannot be reversed’.”  

A consultation of the translation, however, brings to light that the promulgation of the garu-

dhammas occurs much earlier (Anālayo 2016: 204). After listing the garudhammas, the Mahīśāsaka 

Vinaya continues with Mahāpajāpatī Gotamī’s acceptance of these eight principles to be respected 

and then reports her subsequent request that nuns be accorded respect according to seniority. This 

is followed by the Buddha’s proclamation of the five impossibilities for women, after which he 
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gives the prediction of decline and then describes the dire repercussions that founding an order of 

nuns will have for the respect and support offered by the laity. Had this not happened, lay people 

would have freely provided the four requisites, invited the monks into their houses, and even loos-

ened their hair to wipe the feet of monks and invite them to step on it. Hearing this, Ānanda is in 

tears. The Buddha consoles him, explaining that Māra had obscured Ānanda’s mind.  

It is only after all these events that the statement occurs that “they should act according to 

what I have laid down, which cannot be reversed” (Anālayo 2016: 207). This is obviously not a 

counterpart to the assertion of lifelong validity that in the other Vinayas is repeated right after 

each single garudhamma. Hence, when Ṭhānissaro (2018: 40) notes that “Anālayo omits this fact 

in his discussion,” then such omission is indeed warranted, because the statement in question is 

not part of the promulgation of the garudhammas. It belongs to a narrative enlargement of the 

episode in question. 

Regarding the contrast created by discourse passages that involve a positive evaluation of 

the existence of nuns with the prediction that the coming into being of an order of nuns spells de-

cline for the whole tradition, Ṭhānissaro (2015: 19) argues that to take that contrast as reflecting the 

late nature of the prediction 

is tantamount to saying that, because the Buddha obviously wanted to start a Bhikkhu Saṅgha, 

any negative remarks about bhikkhus attributed to him anywhere in the Canon have to be re-

garded as bogus. Or that because the Buddha saw that professional soldiers would go to hell if 

killed when trying to kill others in battle (SN 42:3), any positive reference to soldiers in battle as 

models of behavior for the monks—as in AN 5:75–76—have to be regarded as later interpola-

tions. There is nothing inconsistent in seeing the Buddha as a realist rather than an ideologue. 

The comparison is unconvincing. There is of course no real conflict between a positive attitude 

toward the existence of an order of monastics (be these male or female) and negative remarks 

about some individual monastics. Similarly, an assessment of the karmic consequence of actual 

killing is a different topic compared to using a simile that involves a soldier.  

The contrast in the case of the prediction of decline, however, concerns the same topic: 

Several Pāli discourses report that the Buddha had decided not to pass away until he had com-

petent disciples from all four assemblies, one of which is the assembly of nuns.2 According to 

another two discourses, the completeness of his teaching requires that members of each of the 

four assemblies become accomplished disciples.3 The wheel-marks on his feet served as a por-

tent of the Buddha being surrounded by many disciples, including nuns.4 All of these Pāli dis-

courses stand in direct contrast to the prediction of decline; they concern precisely the same topic: 

the existence of an order of nuns. In fact, in several passages the nuns are counted among dis-

ciples who through proper conduct can prevent the decline of the teachings.5 All of these pas-

sages make it indeed highly probable that the prediction of decline is a later addition that came 

into being at some time during the oral transmission of the texts.  

The account of the first saṅgīti has Mahākāśyapa as its central figure. In relation to his de-

piction in the discourses in general, in Anālayo (2016: 173) I noted that, 

in line with the notion of a middle path of practice, according to the Mahāsakuludāyi-sutta 

and its Madhyama-āgama parallel the Buddha made a point of presenting himself as consid-

erably less ascetic in his conduct than some of his disciples. The contrast between the Buddha 

and Mahākāśyapa in this respect comes to the fore in another passage where, on being invited 

by the Buddha to adopt a less demanding conduct in view of his advanced age, Mahākāśyapa 

refuses to give up his ascetic practices.  
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Ṭhānissaro (2018: 31) argues: “Anālayo here is conflating Ven. Mahā Kassapa’s dhutaṅga prac-

tices—living in the wilderness, going for alms, wearing robes made of cast-off cloth (SN 16:5)—

with the self-torture that the Buddha engaged in on the way to his awakening.”  

Now, the Mahāsakuludāyi-sutta and its parallel do not even mention the Buddha’s pre-

awakening self-tortures. Instead, they show him, after having awakened, being considerably less 

ascetic than some of his monastic disciples: at times he dwelled surrounded by many people 

rather than living a solitary life in the wilderness, he accepted invitations to sumptuous meals 

instead of going for alms, and he wore good quality robes rather than those made of rags. The 

contrast here is indeed between ascetic practices adopted by Mahākāśyapa and the same practices 

not being adopted by the Buddha.  

Another criticism by Ṭhānissaro (2018: 32), also related to Mahākāśyapa, takes the following 

form:  

as for Ven. Mahā Kassapa’s refusal to give up his practices: Anālayo is here clearly quoting 

out of context, and it’s hard to believe that he’s not doing it intentionally. The full discourse 

shows that the Buddha, in making his offer to Ven. Mahā Kassapa, is providing the latter with 

the opportunity to explain why he sticks with his dhutaṅga practices even though he no longer 

needs to. 

The assessment by Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro of the “full discourse” relies on the Pāli version only. 

This overlooks the fact that in the footnote to the statement “Mahākāśyapa refuses to give up his 

ascetic practices” I refer to the different versions of this discourse (Anālayo 2016: 173n78), in-

cluding a reference to a translation of the Chinese parallel EĀ 12.6, provided in Anālayo (2015). 

In other words, the quoted statement is made from a comparative perspective, it is obviously not 

a reflection of the Pāli version only.  

The parallel EĀ 12.6 in fact proceeds quite differently, as can be seen in the translation in 

Anālayo (2015: 13). Here Mahākāśyapa explains his refusal to give up his ascetic practices by 

stating that, if the Buddha had not accomplished full awakening, Mahākāśyapa would have be-

come a Pratyekabuddha. After this statement, he notes that all Pratyekabuddhas adopt ascetic 

practices. The point appears to be that the undertaking of ascetic practices is so natural to him 

(evident form the fact that, left to himself, he would have become a Pratyekabuddha) that he will 

not give them up. 

From a comparative perspective, the element common to the parallel versions is Mahākāś-

yapa’s refusal, but the reasons given for this refusal differ in these texts. Consulting the footnote 

could have prevented Ṭhānissaro (2018: 33) from drawing the conclusion that my statement involves 

“a gross misrepresentation of the texts, quoting them out of context so that they yield a meaning 

opposite to the meaning they would have conveyed when quoted in full.” In his final assessment, 

Ṭhānissaro (2018: 50) comes back to the same point, expressing his impression that I have  

quoted the texts out of context. The most serious instance of this—and one that is hard to accept 

as unintentional—is his quotation from SN 16:5, where he gives the impression that the Buddha, 

instead of praising Ven. Mahā Kassapa for his adherence to ascetic practices, was criticizing 

him for them. This instance of taking a text out of context is extremely serious because it is part 

of Anālayo’s sustained accusation that Mahā Kassapa, and by extension, the First Council, 

represented an understanding of the Dhamma and Vinaya at odds with the Buddha’s intentions. 

This argument calls the entire Dhamma and Vinaya as we have it into question. 

The assessment expressed here is based on misunderstandings. My discussion is anyway not about 

historical persons but about textual accounts. Moreover, my presentation of Mahākāśyapa is not 
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just a reflection of the Pāli discourse but a summary based on a comparison of parallel versions. 

This is not the first time that Bhikkhu Ṭhānissaro accuses me of quoting out of context, based on 

misunderstanding my position.6 His accusation actually takes out of context what I said, by iso-

lating my statement from the footnote appended to it, found right below on the same page, and 

from the overall context of the book in which it occurs, which is a comparative study of parallel 

versions rather than just of Pāli texts. Here and elsewhere, it would have been preferable if Bhik-

khu Ṭhānissaro had read my presentation more carefully, which could have prevented him from for-

mulating unfounded accusations. 
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