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ABSTRACT

This research has two objectives. First, it wants to know how female novice
defines herself as a female ordained and the way she interprets her religious life.
Secondly, this research wants to specify the cultural components of such identity and
see how it is related to certain bargaining strategy. The research also wants to evaluate
whether such strategy contributes to broaden the path for women in Theravada
Buddhism.

The fact that Thailand has never recognized female ordained officially has
resulted in ambiguous position of these women. On the one hand, they are not
accepted in social and legal terms. On the other hand, such vacuum perhaps gives
chance to these women to find and choose different paths to Dhamma. Various forms
of female ordained therefore imply that they can choose several bargaining strategies
and several life paths in Dhamma, and each path has its own advantages and
disadvantages.

This research chooses to study a case of samaneris in a monastery in
Chiang Mai and emphasizes on Dhammadinna (pseudonym) who leads the
monastery. She used to live as mae chii for more than 20 years and later chose to get
ordained as female novice in Sri Lanka.

The study finds out that the leader of this temple has defined her samaneri
identity using different cultural components and shifts her identity projections
differently according to various groups of audiences in different contexts. Different
cultural components of her identity are as follows. First, the strictness in dhutanga
practices which follows dhutanga tradition of the forest monks. Second, the
expression of respect to her preceptor and senior monks and also the following of
certain northern traditions. Thirdly, the ability in Pali and proficiency in abhidhamma
which corresponds to academic tradition of the town monks and mainstream
Buddhism that give importance to Pali study. These various aspects of her identity
leads to the success in bargaining process of opening the way in Dhamma for women.

Therefore, to bargain in the third space does not mean to declare her
position clearly against the Elder Council, rather it is to shift back and forth fluidly
between the space of power and resistance. For example she always shows respect
and deference to senior monks as well as having good relationship with a group of
forest monks who have different worldview from the mainstream monks.

If compared the path to Nirvana of mae Chii and samaneri, on the one hand,
samaneri makes woman’s religious status become much clearer. But on the other



hand, such clarity, in itself, is also a limitation. The new ordained form needs its space
to be constructed and needs to bargain differently with several groups. As for mae
chii, their ambiguous status, from certain viewpoint, becomes advantageous since
they can choose several life paths, e.g. some may exchange their labor for being
allowed to stay and practice in the temple, whereas some may try to construct female
space separately from male space. On the way of Dhamma, the female ordained, then,
can choose different ordained forms and strategies which results in different ways of
opening up Dhamma paths.

If considered the success in terms of numbers, the research finds that within
two years, the number of samaneri at the studied site has increased from 13 to 26
which contributes a lot to women who choose Dhamma life. It proves that the
bargaining strategies of showing respect and deference to senior monks helps to open
space for women in a short period of time and faces less resistance from society.



