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xv

Notes on Romanization, Translations, 
and Language Conventions

Many Pali and Sanskrit terms have been incorporated into the Thai  
language. As a consequence of this process, their spelling and 
pronunciation often significantly deviate from their original Pali/Sanskrit 
form. In this book, I employ the Pali terminology instead of the Thai form 
of these terms when my sources or I undoubtedly refer to Pali canonical 
terms or concepts, even in cases when the sources use these technical 
terms in the Thai form or pronunciation. Thus, I use, for example, the 
Pali words dukkha, bodhisatta, and nibbāna instead of the romanized 
Thai words thuk, phothisat, and nipphan, respectively. When the original 
Pali/Sanskrit word has developed a new meaning in the Thai language 
that differs significantly from its original meaning in Pali, I maintain the 
Thai form. I should mention though that often a clear differentiation 
is rather difficult here. I hope that this approach will facilitate access to 
those readers who are familiar with Pali terms. 

For Thai names and terms I used the romanization guide of the Royal 
Institute of Thailand. There is one significant exception though: unlike 
the Royal Institute of Thailand guide, I romanize the initial Thai letter จ 
not as ch but as j.

Even though I have tried to be as consistent as possible with 
the romanizing of Thai words, it is inevitable that there are some 
inconsistencies. This is due to the large amount of different sources I used 
and the different preferences of romanizing a Thai name into Roman 
scripts. When I refer to a Thai person or their title, I use what I believe 
is the most commonly known spelling of their names. Thus, I write, for 
example, Somdet Phra Buddhaghosacariya and Nidhi Eoseewong, and 
not Somdet Phra Phutthakhosajan and Nithi Iaosiwong, respectively. 
When I refer to a Thai layperson in the endnotes and bibliography, I 
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xvi Notes on Romanization, Translations, and Language Conventions

follow the Thai norm of referring to the first name first, followed by the 
family name.

Over the course of his monastic career, a monk may successively have a 
number of different ecclesiastical titles, while his ordination name (chaya) 
will normally not change. Monks with an ecclesiastical title are very often 
referred to by their title and not their ordination name, which may or may 
not be added in parentheses after their current title, with or without their 
first name. Take, for example, Somdet Phra Buddhaghosacariya ( Jaroen 
Ñā¥avaro). Here, “Somdet Phra Buddhaghosacariya” is the title conferred 
by the Thai king, while “Ñā¥avaro” is the name this monk received at his 
ordination. “Jaroen,” however, is the monk’s personal name. As a result 
of the complexity of this system, an individual monk may be known by 
several different names and his works published under sometimes many 
different names. When I refer to a monk’s ordination name, which is 
always in Pali, I use the Pali spelling rather than a romanized form of 
the Thai. Apart from the bibliography, I will refer to a specific monk 
with the name he is most widely referred to in the literature or among 
his disciples, not taking into account the different titles he may have 
had over the course of his monastic career. Doing so would significantly 
complicate my referring to individual monks. When writing or talking 
about a monk, Thai people may put the following terms in front of the 
monk’s name in order to express respect: Luang Pu or Luang Ta (both 
meaning “Venerable Grandfather”), Luang Pho (“Venerable Father”), 
Ajan (“Teacher”) or Khruba (“Teacher”—used commonly in the North 
and Northeast of Thailand), or Phra Ajan (“Venerable Teacher”).

For the Pali texts I use in this book, I availed myself of the Cha©©ha 
Sa¬gāyana Tipitaka Version 4.0 (CST4) and BUDSIR 7 for Windows 
CD-ROM version by Mahidol University. For my references to Pali texts 
I normally refer to the editions published by the Pali Text Society.

If not otherwise stated the translations from Thai and Pali are mine. 
Here I should explain that the cited interviews were conducted in 
Thai and subsequently translated into English. To show the reader at a 
glance whether a cited source is in Thai, I cite Thai texts by their year 
of publication according to the Thai Buddhist calendar dating system 
(phutthasakkarat) and not the Christian calendar. To convert from the 
phutthasakkarat system to CE one needs to subtract 543; for example, 
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Notes on Romanization, Translations, and Language Conventions xvii

the Thai Buddhist year 2540 is 1997 CE. However, until 1940, the 
phutthasakkarat system began the new year in the month of April. This 
means that for dates from January to the end of March prior to 1941, one 
needs to subtract 542 to derive the year in CE from the year given in the 
phutthasakkarat system. When I was unable to ascertain a specific month 
for an event or publication before 1941, I subtracted 543 when I wanted 
to give the year in CE.
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1

Introduction

In front of the evening assembly of local villagers, the [great 
meditation master] Luang Pu Thet Desara¬sī asked me, 
“How is your meditation going, nun?” At that moment, I was 
contemplating the five aggregates of existence [khandha], and 
only felt anxiety and confusion; I perceived everything as dukkha 
[unsatisfactory]. Thus, I answered, “I cannot see anything else 
apart from dukkha.” The master replied to this, “What is it that 
is to be seen when one has become ordained? It is to see dukkha! 
This is all what ordination is about!” . . . 

Many years later, when he had become a high-ranking [and 
famous] monk, he repeatedly tried to persuade me to accompany 
him [to another province]. I said to him, “You, Master, are now 
a high-ranking monk.1 As for me, I am too lazy to constantly 
receive people from privileged classes. . . . This is not what I want. 
I prefer to spend my time in the forest and lead a simple life like 
ordinary people do. This is what makes me satisfied.” Thereupon, 
he said, “I think like you. I too have always wanted to live in the 
seclusion of the forest. The Truth [dhamma] and the practice 
[ubai] are not confined to men and ordained people. Women and 
laypeople can equally profit from them.”

From the autobiography of Mae Chi Phimpha Wongsa-udom2

At the beginning of my research for this book in 2007, I had thought 
that this project would not take very long, as there seemed to be only a 
rather small number of female practitioners Thai Buddhists have regarded 
as somehow outstanding or worthy of high respect or deep faith.3 In 
particular, Thai Buddhist women revered due to the belief that they have 
achieved Buddhist sainthood seemed to be extremely rare. In contrast to 
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2 Introduction

this, there is a large number of living and deceased male monastics who 
have been widely revered as saints, as is obvious throughout the country; 
posters in shops and private houses, amulets, books, videos, and the like 
venerating male Thai saints are ubiquitous. Based on my reading a decade 
ago of Thai and Western historical and contemporary sources on Thai 
Buddhist women, I assumed an extreme rarity of female sainthood in 
modern Thai Buddhism. (I will discuss this dearth in academic writing in 
more detail in chapter 1.) Apart from the names of a rather small number 
of living revered Thai female Buddhist practitioners and teachers, I was 
then aware of an even smaller number of deceased women who had been 
highly revered as saints due to their exemplary Buddhist practice and 
comportment. In particular, at the beginning of my research I sometimes 
came across the names of Mae Bunruean Tongbuntoem and Mae Chi 
Kaew Sianglam. But I was repeatedly told that these two women were 
quite extraordinary and exceptional, and there were probably no other 
Thai women who excelled in areas of Thai Buddhist practice comparable 
to these two women, that is in the development of supernatural powers 
and supramundane states of mind (i.e., the achievement of one of the 
four levels of awakening). In addition, I had come across the names of 
Upāsikā Ki Nanayon (Ko. Khao Suan Luang, 1901–78) and Ajan Naeb 
Mahaniranon (1898–1983). These two women have been revered for 
their pedagogical skills and inspiring spiritual practice—some texts also 
describe them as having attained supramundane states of mind, but 
rather inconspicuously compared to texts about Mae Bunruean and Mae 
Chi Kaew. Thus, I was initially only able to find a small number of Thai 
texts on these four women’s lives, teaching, and veneration; the number 
of texts in English was even smaller, and some of these practitioners 
had not even been mentioned in English literature at the time I started 
this research in 2007. I was aware of no academic sources in Western 
languages, and hardly any in Thai on Mae Bunruean and Mae Chi Kaew; 
in Thai academic work, one could only find some short references to Mae 
Bunruean, but I had not found anything substantial on Mae Chi Kaew.4 I 
did find some short English texts on Upāsikā Ki Nanayon and Ajan Naeb 
though. But once I pursued serious research on Thai Buddhist women I 
quickly understood that there are many more women, deceased and alive, 
who have been highly revered for their spiritual practice and attainments 
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Introduction 3

as well as their inspiring teachings. I came across stories, names, and 
anecdotes that formed most interesting biographies of many other 
female practitioners who are believed to have led inspiring religious lives, 
achieved supramundane states of mind, or been local religious leaders. It 
was clear by then that academia had seriously neglected this field. 

Studying Female Renunciants in Modern Thai Buddhism

Along with Jeffrey Samuels, I believe that “any understanding of Buddhist 
monastic culture and temple building must begin with specific, in-depth 
descriptions of human experiences and human subjectivity.”5 Thus, this 
book is primarily based on my long-term textual and ethnographic 
study of three remarkable female Buddhist practitioners of modern Thai 
Buddhism: Khunying Damrongthammasan (Yai Wisetsiri, 1882–1944), 
Mae Bunruean Tongbuntoem (1895–1964), and Mae Chi Kaew Sianglam 
(1901–91). Even though my research was centered around these three 
women, biographies of and other texts by or about a significant number of 
other female practitioners, in particular Mae Chi Nari Karun (1876/1877–
1999), Mae Chi Phimpha Wongsa-udom (1912–2010), and Mae Chi Soda 
Sosut (1920–2009) were vital in reaching an understanding of female 
Thai Buddhist practitioners. The lifetimes of the women investigated 
in this study cover a period of nearly 140 years (late nineteenth century 
to the present day), and they lived during different but continuous and 
overlapping time periods.

Through an examination of their different social backgrounds, 
upbringing, and historical and geographical contexts, I provide a 
comparative analysis of these women’s spiritual life and work. In this 
way much can be learned about the complexities of female renunciation 
and gender relations in modern Thai Buddhism. In this regard, I want 
to challenge the generalized and oversimplified descriptions of female 
practice and gender relations and hierarchies that one can often find 
in discussions on gender in Thai Buddhism. Therefore, this book 
gives a historical account of female renunciation. I also discuss trends 
and changes over the last 140 years that can be demonstrated in these 
women’s biographies. However, this book should be understood more as 
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4 Introduction

an investigation of pertinent themes and issues that emerged in my study 
of their biographies, texts, and veneration than a straightforward history 
or series of biographies. I am deeply concerned with how these women 
perceived themselves and their spiritual practice. The aim is to understand 
their religious experiences and modes of expression—how they described 
and reflected on their spiritual aspirations, paths, and achievements, as 
well as the obstacles on their path. Furthermore, I seek to understand how 
their admirers and other Thai Buddhists have perceived and interpreted 
their lives, teachings, and achievements. A particular focus in this respect 
is on a number of contested points in relation to female sainthood in 
modern times. It is of course not easy—sometimes even impossible—
to keep the self-perceptions of the female practitioners apart from the 
perceptions of them by others, in particular in cases where I did not have 
the opportunity to interview these women directly but had to rely on 
hagiographical texts or other sources. Even when autobiographical texts 
are available, the identification and investigation of self-perceptions pose 
a number of specific challenges to the researcher due a variety of reasons 
(to be explored in chapter 2). 

All six of the female practitioners I investigate in some depth have 
already passed away. Two of them died during the research period; I was 
able to visit them before they died and revisited their monastic residences 
after their death in order to study the buildings, texts, and devotional 
practices that have emerged since their death. This means that in these 
two cases I was able to observe how the hagiographical process unfolded. 

A major reason why I have chosen to focus on deceased female 
renunciants is that the events surrounding their deaths, funerals, and 
other postmortem episodes are often important elements in their 
hagiographical narratives and the development of devotional practices. 
The reasons as to how and why this is the case will be discussed later in 
detail. While the focus is on deceased Buddhist women, I will also take 
into account data from biographies of living female practitioners and the 
interviews I conducted with them. Some of the women I interviewed 
were reluctant to talk about themselves but preferred to instruct me 
on Buddhist teachings and practice. For them, understanding and 
implementing the Buddha’s teaching is of much more importance than 
spending time talking about oneself or other individuals. This is a rather 
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Introduction 5

typical attitude and often made my research challenging. I will discuss 
this reluctance to speak or write about oneself further in chapter 2.

In addition to the investigation of texts written about these women, 
in particular hagiographical texts, I also make use of the findings of 
my ethnographic research at sites of veneration. I examine the ways in 
which these women have been venerated, with a particular emphasis on 
the veneration of their relics, if existent and accessible. My numerous 
interviews with devotees of the women in my study have helped me to 
identify the biographical themes that are regarded as most characteristic 
of a specific revered figure. Often the renunciants’ biographies contain 
numerous stories about their religious experiences, often of a supernatural 
kind, but in many cases there is a limited number of stories that have 
become part of a central theme, narrative, or characteristic story of a 
particular renunciant. Why and how have certain motifs and themes 
become more accentuated, widely known and circulated, retold, and 
promoted than others and thus become representative of the whole 
biography of the revered figure, while other stories or biographical 
elements have been neglected or even forgotten? This research question 
was not only very helpful when trying to understand the particularities 
in the biographies and veneration of specific revered figures, but it is 
also fruitful in my discussion of more general issues and concerns in 
modern Thai Buddhism. In the case of Mae Bunruean for example, her 
biographies contain numerous unusually advanced skills and powers and 
interesting events, but only a number of her supernatural and curative 
skills (for example, she is said to have made a young mango tree blossom 
overnight, and she purportedly had the ability to endow amulets with 
powerful protective energy) are widely known and celebrated while her 
impressive homiletic skills remain almost unknown. Her sermon texts 
are rather difficult to find, while books and articles on her supernatural 
powers and amulets can be easily found; one of these books has even 
been sold at 7-Eleven shops throughout the country, often together 
with a medallion amulet showing Mae Bunruean’s effigy. Some devotees 
even told me that they want to get a copy of Mae Bunruean’s book not 
because they want to study its content but because they believe that the 
physical book with her texts contains supernatural powers. One of Mae 
Bunruean’s hagiographers writes, “Khun Mae [Bunruean] has used her 
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6 Introduction

Figure 1. Hagiography of Mae Bunruean Tongbuntoem together with a medallion 
amulet with her effigy
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Introduction 7

mind powers [athitthan jit] to make the book sacred. It should be stored 
on a high level. It can protect the house and avert dangers.”6

Another important aspect of my approach is the comparison of 
biographical and devotional elements with pertinent ideas and practices 
described in the sacred texts of Theravada Buddhism—primarily the Pali 
canon and Pali commentarial texts (a©©hakathā). Here I of course do not 
intend to impose an ahistorical and textualized form of Buddhism on 
actual practice and belief; but, as I will demonstrate in this book, even 
though there are numerous religious practices and ideas that do not seem 
to be directly related to concepts in the Pali canon and commentaries, 
there is an astonishingly high number of notable similarities in terms of 
practice and concepts, and an abundance of references to Pali canonical 
or postcanonical teachings, concepts, and paradigms. In fact, I was often 
impressed by the frequency and precision with which the women of my 
study and their biographers referred to and then interpreted, adopted, 
and implemented Pali canonical teachings and regulations on monastic 
discipline (vinaya). One of my main objectives here is to examine the ways 
in which these women had access to and tried to internalize a plethora 
of Pali canonical and postcanonical narratives and concepts that shaped, 
informed, and enriched their spiritual life. 

However, I want to point out that, given the high number of parallels 
and similarities to Pali sources that one can find in the biographies and 
veneration of the women of my study, this book does not attempt to 
provide an exhaustive comparison between early Buddhism and modern 
Thai stories and devotional practices. Rather, I will make and reflect on 
some comparisons in order to demonstrate what kinds of comparisons 
can be made. A comprehensive study with all references to and more 
reflections on the similarities between ancient Pali texts and modern Thai 
hagiographies would be a different book. 

While my study relies to a large extent on vernacular and Pali 
Buddhist texts, I need to emphasize that this does not mean that I want 
to pursue a reductionist interpretation of women’s role in Thai society 
by trying to explain gender or gender roles entirely through a Buddhist 
(doctrinal) lens, even within the “Buddhist realm.” As has repeatedly 
been stated, even though Buddhism has had a pervasive influence on 
Thai society, Thai social organization and practices have also been shaped 
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8 Introduction

by other sociocultural or religious phenomena, such as nationalism, the 
monarchy, and indigenous religious beliefs; at the same time, political 
and economic aspects also play a significant role here.7 All these aspects 
and phenomena have had a significant influence on and may sometimes 
have reinforced each other, being complexly intertwined and constantly 
evolving. Nonetheless, I will try to show that a focused investigation of 
these women’s lives and their veneration that considers canonical and 
postcanonical ideas and practices is an insightful exercise, as it allows us to 
better understand their and their admirers’ modes of expression, concerns, 
and objectives. The reason for my focus on Buddhist texts is simple; as has 
already been pointed out, for these women, their biographers, and their 
devotees, ideas from Pali literature are often perceived as normative and 
formative for their religious practice and teaching. This observation also 
applies to critics who challenge specific religious ideas and practices in the 
veneration of, or texts by or about, these women.

The textual research and study of the other sources, together with 
an ethnographic examination of Thai Buddhist beliefs and devotional 
practices, also show that a number of beliefs and practices in the 
veneration of Thai saints cannot be found in authoritative Pali texts but 
are important for understanding the particularities of female saints in 
modern Thai Buddhism. Here I will look, for example, at beliefs regarding 
Buddhist amulets that were consecrated by female practitioners, contain 
parts of their relics, or carry their effigy. This approach allows us to gain 
a better appreciation of the roles of female practitioners in modern Thai 
Buddhism, which is relatively often investigated through the lenses of 
a preoccupation with male practitioners. In this respect, Joanna Cook 
mentions in 2009 “an under-appreciated aspect of Buddhist women’s 
practice: that of the accomplished and charismatic teacher.” Here, she 
also observes that “the hagiography of males who have attained this 
position [of the accomplished and charismatic teacher] is a long-standing 
academic and anthropological concern.”8

My purpose is not to reconstruct the lives of the women of my study “as 
they were” but to describe and analyze the ways in which their lives have 
been depicted, constructed, and understood in relation to issues of gender. 
I use hagiographical and other biographical accounts of them together 
with texts they have authored as a focal point to unravel and examine Thai 
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Introduction 9

beliefs in connection with female sainthood and female Buddhist practice 
in modern Thai Buddhism. Thus my objective is not to attempt to identify 
“historical truth” but rather to undertake a hagiographical analysis, 
focusing on gendered particularities and other relevant issues.

Sources
My study differs from others on Thai female Buddhist practitioners 

(see chapter 1) in that I not only base my arguments on ethnography 
and interviews but also, to a significant extent, analyze written sources, 
especially biographical and homiletic texts. Many of my textual 
sources have not yet been translated, and many are also extremely rare. 
In particular, cremation volumes, “a literature unique to Thailand,”9 
have been a valuable source for my research. For more than a hundred 
years, these books have been published and distributed for free on the 
occasion of funerals in order to generate religious merit. They often 
constitute invaluable sources for biographical, historical, cultural, and 
religious data. Their circulation figures vary significantly, depending on 
the circumstances of their publication, financial resources, and the social 
importance of the deceased person. However, as expressed in the words 
of Grant Olson, this kind of literature is “scattered and ephemeral. .  .  . 
One fellow researcher in the field asked, ‘How would I have gotten this 
book had I not been in just the right place at the right time?’”10 

The cremation volume for Khunying Damrongthammasan (often 
referred to as Khunying Yai; henceforth I will follow this practice), 
which was published in 1946 some two years after her death, and its 
recent accidental discovery, well exemplify not only the importance 
these books have had for my research but also their ephemerality. Despite 
Khunying Yai’s high social position (she belonged to the nobility), there 
is a deplorable scarcity of sources on her life, in particular her Buddhist 
practice and the way she acquired the enormous and detailed knowledge 
of Buddhist canonical teachings she must have had to be able to compose 
her numerous Buddhist texts. There were only a small number of 
fragmentary biographical accounts, some of which contain incomplete 
or conflicting data. The picture of her (fig. 26, p. 186) in the ordination 
hall of the southern monastery Wat Thammikaram, which she and her 
husband started to build in the 1920s, carries the wrong years of her birth 
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10 Introduction

and death. My co-researcher on this project, Naris Charaschanyawong, 
and I expected that there was a cremation volume for Khunying Yai, given 
her high social status, so we asked all our key informants, sometimes even 
repeatedly, whether such a book existed. Over four years of research we 
were consistently told that there had been no time to produce one, as 
Khunying Yai had died during the turmoil of World War II. Also, none 
of the many Thai libraries in which we went looking for the cremation 
volume seemed to have a copy.11 Not even Khunying Yai’s closest living 
family members were aware of the existence of a cremation volume for her. 
After a while, for Naris and me it simply became a fact that no cremation 
volume was produced for Khunying Yai. However, when doing research 
in the monastery of Wat Khao Bang Sai in Chon Buri in August 2015, 
looking through thousands of old and dusty books, we by accident came 
across a copy of her cremation volume. This little book, which showed 
signs of serious deterioration, as insects were eating through it, contains 
a hitherto unknown picture of her (fig. 5, p. 66) together with one of her 
texts whose authorship was falsely ascribed to Luang Pu Man Bhūridatto 
(1871–1949). This esteemed monk was the founder of the Thai forest 
tradition and was believed by many to have been a fully awakened one 
(arahant). The foreword was by Somdet Phra Buddhaghosacariya ( Jaroen 
Ñā¥avaro, 1872–1951), Khunying Yai’s teacher and one of the most 
famous and important monks of his time. The cremation volume contains 
valuable biographical information on Khunying Yai not found elsewhere. 
It allowed us to reconcile several seemingly conflicting biographical 
sources, confirmed her authorship of the texts falsely attributed to Luang 
Pu Man (for more on this, see chapter 2), and provided insights into both 
her remarkable knowledge of Buddhist doctrine and her literary work. 

The textual materials of my study are quite diverse. Thus, I have made 
use not only of autobiographical and biographical texts but also of 
amulet magazines, Buddhist magazines on the supernatural, and sermon 
texts by or about the women of my study (often available as MP3 files or 
online publications), as well as comments on Buddhist blogs and amulet 
websites. However, in order to investigate these women’s lives and their 
religious impact as comprehensively as possible, in addition to analyzing 
textual materials I have also studied videos and other visual materials 
available online. Thus, photographs, paintings, and architecture are 
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Introduction 11

Figure 2. Cover page of cremation volume of Khunying Damrongthammasan  
(Yai Wisetsiri), published in 1946, some two years after her death
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12 Introduction

important sources for my study. Needless to say, given the increasing ease 
with which they can be produced and accessed nowadays, films are often 
a much more effective means of disseminating a biography than a book 
or other printed text. Similar things can be said about texts produced and 
engaged with online. These textual and visual materials are often analyzed 
in relation to the findings of my ethnographic research.

I would argue that more often than not, Thai Buddhists learn about 
saints and outstanding practitioners through listening to oral accounts, 
watching films, or visiting sites of veneration rather than reading books. 
This is despite the fact that often books containing the biographies of a 
Buddhist saint are produced in high number. As the famous intellectual 
monk Phra Paisal Visalo put it in my interview with him about the 
aforementioned texts authored by Khunying Yai,

For a long time people believed they were written by Venerable 
Luang Pu Man, whom Thai people revere and eulogize. I 
sometimes wonder whether most people who acquire a copy of 
these texts read it or not. But there is an inherent belief that simply 
by printing this book one gains great merit. The people sponsoring 
the publication may not have read the texts themselves!12

In my research I often had to rely on the memory and oral accounts 
of monastics and laypeople, often because of the aformentioned amazing 
scarcity of written sources. Only rather recently have printed biographies 
of a small number of female Thai Buddhist practitioners and teachers 
been printed and disseminated on a large scale. For this reason it was 
often difficult, if not impossible, to find (reliable) sources on the lives and 
teachings of female practitioners, in particular those who had lived and 
died in the first half of the twentieth century or before. Particularly in 
the case of the two renunciant sisters whose traces can be found in the 
small northeastern village Ban Chiwuek, the vicissitude and frangibility 
of oral tradition have become clear. Long before I actually went there in 
2012, I had heard about the remote Ban Chiwuek and its main monastery 
Wat Chiwuek. The reason I was in high hopes of finding the biography 
of an interesting female practitioner was that both the monastery and the 
village itself were carrying the name of a female practitioner who was so 
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Introduction 13

highly revered locally that villagers decided to erect a statue of this mae 
chi (mae chis are women who shave their hair, keep either the eight or 
ten Buddhist precepts, and wear white robes) in the local temple. This 
seemed to be quite unusual to me, as I was aware of only a handful of 
other similar monuments in Thailand. What I found in addition to the 
obviously only rather recently erected statue of Mae Chi Wuek, however, 
was only one written source in the form of a small stone tablet with 
meager biographical data underneath the monument. On this tablet, one 
can read,

It has been orally transmitted that more than a hundred years ago, 
there were two ordained [nak buat] sisters who were ordained as 
chis wearing white robes and practicing observances [bamphen 
phrot]. They arrived from Ubon Ratchathani Province. The older 
mae chi’s name was Wan, while her younger sister was called Wuek. 
Both were practicing ascetic practice [dhuta¬ga] and practices of 
austerity. They were heading toward the central part of Thailand, 
but when they entered the area of Phimai District in Nakhon 
Ratchasima Province, Mae Chi Wan settled down in this district 
in order to persevere there with her religious practices. As for 
Mae Chi Wuek, she traveled further to Nonsung District, which 
nowadays is the Kham Sakaesaeng District. She settled down and 
persevered in her religious practices in what is nowadays the village 
Ban Chiwuek. From that time onward the people thus have called 
this village Ban Chiwuek, and the monastery also obtained the 
name Wat Chiwuek after the name of Mae Chi Wuek. Nowadays, 
some material artifacts give evidence, such as a stone altar [thaen 
sila] and a stone Buddha image that has served as the main image 
of a monastic building [phra prathan sila]. However, much has 
now been destroyed. But one can still take them for assumptions 
[about the village history?].

Additional interviews with local villagers did not reveal any more 
information on Mae Chi Wuek’s life and practice. What I did learn 
though was that following inquiries from current residents about the 
village’s past some twelve years ago, the villagers of Ban Chiwuek decided 
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14 Introduction

Figure 3. Statue of Mae Chi Wuek in Ban Chiwuek, with stone tablet underneath the 
statue
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Introduction 15

to raise money in order to erect a statue of Mae Chi Wuek and another of 
her older sister Mae Chi Wan, each of which cost 50,000 baht, together 
with the stone tablet. The reason for this was to prevent further loss of 
the village’s history. In my interviews with locals I learned that the scant 
information on the stone tablet derived from a villager who died at the 
age of eighty around the year 1980. At that point, so I was told, he was 
the only person with a memory of Mae Chi Wuek; he himself had only 
heard about the two mae chi sisters but had never actually met them. In 
the local monastery there is no mae chi community, and as far as people 
can remember there has never been a permanent mae chi community in 
this area. Mae Chi Wuek and Mae Chi Wan are not the only women for 
whom little information remains. In fact, I believe that much data on 
the lives or even the existence of a high number of locally highly revered 
female practitioners have irretrievably been lost due to an unwillingness 
to record their biographies, a lack of interest in their biographies, or 
reliance on oral tradition rather than writing.

By delving into histories such as these I seek to locate my research in 
the Thai religious landscape by discussing the religious roles of women 
in modern Thai Buddhism. I do not intend to provide a comprehensive 
overview in this regard as this would be a formidable, if not impossible, 
task. It needs to be noted that within Thailand there are numerous 
regional differences and idiosyncrasies with regard to the understanding 
of the religious roles of women. These understandings have been evolving 
in complex ways, are influenced by numerous contestations and ideas 
from abroad, and are accompanied or prompted by institutional changes. 
I thus describe a complex semantic field that is in flux and often locally 
idiosyncratic. This will become clear in the first chapter, in which I establish 
some of the major themes that are to be investigated in more depth in 
later chapters. Doing so will allow me to discuss the complex ambiguities 
of, and some of the more recent changes in, the roles of women in modern 
Thai Buddhism. The chapter will also give an overview of a number of the 
relevant contexts in which the women of my study are to be examined. In 
the necessarily fragmentary overview of the perceptions of the female in 
Thai Buddhism in this chapter, I will also refer to and review the previous 
scholarship on women in Thai Buddhism that is relevant for my own 
arguments. 
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