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the Buddha’s attitude towards the order of nuns and the role the 
bhiksuni-sangha played in early Buddhism.

Particularly noteworthy is a passage found in the Chinese, 
Pali, Sanskrit and Tibetan versions of the Mahaparinirvana-su-
tra, which makes it clear that right after his awakening the Bud-
dha must already have decided to found the order of nuns, since 
according to this passage he told Mara that he would not pass 
away until his nun disciples were well established and trained. 
This passage directly contradicts the hesitancy to establish the 
order of nuns that the above Vinaya accounts attribute to the 
Buddha.

The Mahaparinirvana-sutra not the only such instance, in 
fact quite a number of discourses make it clear that the order 
of nuns, as one of the four assemblies, was an integral part of 
early Buddhism. The Mahavacchagotta-sutta of the Pali Canon 
and its Madhyama-agama parallel, for example, make a point 
of highlighting that the existence of accomplished practitioners 
in each of these four assemblies is what makes the Buddha’s 
teaching “complete” in every respect. These and other instances 
make it clear that, without an order of nuns, the transmission 
of the Dharma is incomplete and an essential aspect of its inner 
life is missing. In view of such passages, preserved by different 
early Buddhist schools, it becomes evident that the account of 
the foundation of the order of nuns does not only suffer from 
internal inconsistencies, but also stands in direct contradiction 
to other canonical passages.

Besides, the prediction given in this account, unlike several 
other predictions attributed to the Buddha in various sutras, 
did not come true. From archaeological evidence we know that 
even in the 3rd and 4th century nuns were active participants 
in Indian Buddhism, so that they, and with them the Dharma, 
were still flourishing far beyond the five-hundred years’ period 
envisaged in the Vinayas.

In sum, in view of a predication that did not come true and 
a hesitance that is directly contradicted by other canonical 
sources, it seems more probable that the Buddha was positive 
about the foundation of the order of nuns and that the Vinaya 
account of the foundation of the order of nuns, due to some 
transmission problem, does not accurately reflect the situation.

In contrast to the negative impression created by the account 
of the foundation of the order of nuns in the different Vinayas, 
the testimony of other canonical sources indicates that for the 
continuation and growth of the Dharma each of the four assem-
blies is an essential requirement. From this it would follow that 
every effort should be made to ensure that by establishing of 
an order of nuns in each of the different Buddhist traditions the 
ideal conditions for the growth and spread of the Dharma in the 
modern world are being provided. 

Soma (Bhikkhuni-Samyutta: Discourses of the Ancient Nuns)
Setting at Savatthi. Then, in the morning, the bhikkhuni Soma dressed 
and, taking bowl and robe, entered Savatthi for alms.1 When she had 
walked for alms in Savatthi and had returned from her alms round, af-
ter her meal she went to the Blind Men’s Grove for the day’s abiding. 
Having plunged into the Blind Men’s Grove, she sat down at the foot 
of a tree for the day’s abiding.

Then Māra the Evil One, desiring to arouse fear, trepidation, and terror 
in the bhikkhuni Soma, desiring to make her fall away from concentra-
tion, approached her and addressed her in verse:

    4. “That state so hard to achieve
    Which is to be attained by the seers,
    Can’t be attained by a woman
    With her two-fingered wisdom.”2

Then it occurred to the bhikkhuni Soma: “Now who is this that recited 
the verse — a human being or a non-human being?” Then it occurred 
to her: “This is Māra the Evil One, who has recited the verse desiring 
to arouse fear, trepidation, and terror in me, desiring to make me fall 
away from concentration.”

Then the bhikkhuni Soma, having understood, “This is Māra the Evil 
One,” replied to him in verses:

    5. “What does womanhood matter at all
    When the mind is concentrated well,
    When knowledge flows on steadily
    As one sees correctly into Dhamma.3

    6. One to whom it might occur,
    ‘I’m a woman’ or ‘I’m a man’
    Or ‘I’m anything at all’ —
    Is fit for Māra to address.”4

Then Māra the Evil One, realizing, “The bhikkhuni Soma knows me,” 
sad and disappointed, disappeared right there. 

Translated by Bhikkhu Bodhi. © 1997-2010 Buddhist Publication Society, Kandy.

1. Therīgāthā Atthakatha 66 identifies her as the daughter of King Bimbisara’s chaplain. The three verses here are also at 
Therīgāthā 60-62, also ascribed to Soma.
2. Samyutta Nikaya Atthakatha That state (thana): arahantship. With her two-fingered wisdom (dvangulapaññaya): with 
limited wisdom (parittapaññaya);  or else this is said of women because they cut the thread while holding the cotton ball 
between two fingers. Samyutta Nikaya Tika and Therīgāthā Atthakatha  67 offer a different explanation: “From childhood on 
they are always determining whether the rice is cooked by pressing the grains in the pot between two fingers. Therefore, 
because of the feebleness of their wisdom (acquired with two fingers), they are said to have ‘two-fingered wisdom.’” It should 
be noted that it is Mara the Evil One who voices this ancient bias.
3. Samyutta Nikaya Atthakatha: When knowledge flows on steadily (ñanamhi vattamanamhi): while the knowledge of the 
attainment of fruition is occurring (phalasamapattiñane pavattamane). As one sees correctly into Dhamma (samma dham-
mam vipassato): seeing into the Dhamma of the four truths, or into the five aggregates which form the object of insight in the 
preliminary phase of practice. Samyutta Nikaya Atthakatha explains in terms of the knowledge of fruition attainment because 
Soma, being already an arahant, would have been dwelling in the concentration of fruition.
4. One entertains such thoughts on account of craving, conceit, and views.
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Once, while Mahánága was begging alms at Nakulanagara,

he saw a nun and offered her a meal. As she had no bowl,

he gave her his, with the food ready in it. After she had

eaten and washed the bowl, she gave it back to him saying,

“Henceforth there will be no fatigue for you when begging

for alms.” Thereafter the Elder was never given alms

worth less than a kahápana. The nun was an arahant.
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