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ABSTRACT

This anthropological study addresses the problem of identities and
location of Mae Chiis in Theravada Buddhism in the process of interaction and
interconnectedness between religion and gender aspects. Mae Chiis’ live stories,
their spiritual experiences and their practices in daily life reflect how powerful
Theravada discourse and philosophy obliquely exclude women from religious
sphere. The study also points to Mae Chiis’ own self-assessment as female
ordained, and emphasizes the interactions between Mae Chiis and other religious
and social groups within the circle of the temple centered around the monks.

The study wants to indicate how Mae Chiis identify and locate
themselves as well as their various spatial strategies within the uneasiness and
ambiguity of their liminal status between lay and ordained person. Moreover, the
study also points to the dilemma of the female ordained, namely the inward and
individual tendency towards spiritual practice and outward tendency towards
building up social networks to fight against social injustice towards female
ascetics.

The study finds out varieties of self definition among Mae Chiis due to
different views Mae Chiis have towards themselves and also their different
interpretations and reactions towards events in daily life. The status and identity
of Mae Chiis, therefore, intertwine closely with religious structure and institutions
in Thai society as well as with Mae Chiis’ own individual practice to pursue the
ideal spiritual goal. Even though ‘salvation’ in Theravada Buddhism must be
achieved on the basis of individual inner experience, to reach such goal, however,
has to depend upon the appropriate social and religious structure which will foster
and support individual practice, namely the understanding and encouraging
Sangha and lay communities.



