Introduction
Conceptualizing Buddhist Feminisms
and Images of the Feminine
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T

his volume began with a propitious accident. When the Buddhism
section of the American Academy of Religion solicited suggestions
for topics, I chimed in with the idea of Buddhist feminisms. The following week, when the ideas went out over the internet, I was surprised to see a call for papers on Buddhist femininities, a topic that
made no sense to me at the time, so I quickly changed it to Buddhist
feminism(s). To my further surprise, waves of innovative proposals
poured in on both topics, enough for two conference panels and more.
The present collection grew from this felicitous misunderstanding.
The question of Buddhist feminisms and femininities is not a
simple philosophical query, or simply a matter of women’s personal
and social self-perceptions. The question has profound implications
for social justice—in the home, monastery, workplace, social structures, body politic, and environment. Buddhist feminisms emerge
ZLWKLQ VSHFLÀF FXOWXUDO FRQWH[WV LQÁXHQFHG E\ XQLTXH DQG GLYHUVH
VRFLDO DQG SKLORVRSKLFDO IDFWRUV ,W ZRXOG EH D WUDYHVW\ WR ÁDWWHQ RU
distort them to match preconceptions about how feminism can or
should be done. While the rich models of feminist thinking that have
GHYHORSHG LQ RWKHU WH[WV DQG FRQWH[WV DUH FOHDUO\ UHOHYDQW LQ PDQ\
ways, such as prompting us to consider the links between economic,
environmental, political, and gender justice—the models that have
emerged in Western societies may or may not be useful for an analysis
1

2 / Karma Lekshe Tsomo

RI %XGGKLVW VRFLHWLHV )RU H[DPSOH D %XGGKLVW IHPLQLVP EDVHG RQ
the notion of individual rights may not hold up to scrutiny since, in
Buddhist thought, there is no source or bestower and no concrete self
on whom to bestow the rights.1
7KH DOWHUQDWLYH WD[RQRPLHV RI IHPLQLVP SURSRVHG WKXV IDU OLEHUDODVZHOODVUDGLFDODUHODUJHO\SURGXFWVRI:HVWHUQZRPHQ·VH[SHriences and may or may not be useful for Buddhist feminist thinking.
The study of women and gender is now a familiar component
of liberal arts education in Europe and North American universities,
but it is well to remember that higher education is still limited to
privileged elites in much of the world, especially for women. Even
if university-educated Buddhist women take an interest in gender
issues and are curious to understand how feminist thinking emerged
DQG ZKHUH LW LV JRLQJ LW LV XQUHDOLVWLF WR H[SHFW %XGGKLVW IHPLQLVPV
to be like or look like theories developed in the West. Naturally, BudGKLVWIHPLQLVPVHPHUJLQJIURPHQWLUHO\GLͿHUHQWFXOWXUDOVRFLDODQG
KLVWRULFDO FRQWH[WV ZLOO WDNH WKHLU RZQ XQLTXH IRUPV :HVWHUQ IHPLnist thinking may seem tiresomely analytical and largely irrelevant
to women struggling for survival and, although it would be foolish
WRLJQRUHGHFDGHVRIH[WUDRUGLQDU\UHÁHFWLRQWKHUHMHFWLRQRIIHPLQLVW
ideas remains quite strong in Buddhist societies. If people have even
heard of it, feminism is often viewed as an unnecessary and undeVLUDEOH LPSRVLWLRQ RI IRUHLJQ FXOWXUDO PRUHV 7KH WDVN RI H[SORULQJ
Buddhist feminisms is therefore fraught from the onset.
A Buddhist deconstruction of feminism is not a dismissal of
WKH H[WUDRUGLQDU\ VFKRODUO\ ZRUN WKDW IHPLQLVWV KDYH GRQH QRU LV
it a rejection of critical inquiry. It is simply an attempt to develop
GLͿHUHQW FXOWXUDOO\ DWWXQHG ZD\V RI WKLQNLQJ DERXW JHQGHU WKDW GR
QRW UHO\ RQ K\SHUDQDO\VLV DQG ´SHUSHWXDO UHÁH[LYLW\µ2 Taking a cue
from black feminist thinking, Buddhist feminists are likely to quesWLRQ WKH DUELWUDU\ GLFKRWRP\ EHWZHHQ WKHRU\ DQG H[SHULHQFH DV EHOO
hooks enjoins.3 The point is not how Buddhist women understand
the varieties of feminism that have developed in Western philosophies and cultures, but how feminist thinking and sensibilities are
emerging unscripted in Buddhist communities, imagining and creating equitable spaces for women within traditionally patriarchal Buddhist philosophies and cultures. To apply alien, standardized feminist
IUDPHZRUNV WR ZRPHQ·V GLYHUVH H[SHULHQFHV PD\ EH DV SDWURQL]LQJ
misleading, and repressive as imposing patriarchal frameworks has
been. Perhaps it would be best to begin afresh and allow the questions
and categories to emerge on their own among women in other parts
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RI WKH ZRUOG ,W KDV EHHQ VXJJHVWHG WKDW D VRUW RI ´SURWRIHPLQLVPµ
can be discerned in Asian women’s histories and biographies,4 but the
UHFRUGLVPL[HGZLWKUHDOL]HG%XGGKLVWZRPHQGHFU\LQJWKHLUIHPDOH
rebirth and praying to be reborn in a male body.5 A range of attitudes toward women can be found in Buddhist literature—valorizing,
denigrating, and often profoundly ambivalent—attitudes still evident
in Buddhist societies up to today, internalized by women and men
alike. The chapters in this volume will engage with these attitudes in
representative feminist histories and narratives from Asia. Our hope
LVWKDWWKHVHZULWLQJVFDQKHOSXVXQGHUVWDQG%XGGKLVWLQÁXHQFHVRQ
DWWLWXGHV WRZDUG ZRPHQ DQG DOVR LQWURGXFH RULJLQDO H[SUHVVLRQV RI
IHPLQLVW WKLQNLQJ LQ GLͿHUHQW SDUWV RI WKH ZRUOG LQ ZD\V WKDW PD\
constructively inform contemporary feminist discussions.
Buddhist feminism and notions of femininity are evolving
spontaneously and creatively as traditional cultural values are being
re-evaluated, rejected, revalued, and re-envisioned. The geographical and ethnic diversity of women in Buddhist societies, from the
tropics of Southeast Asia to the steppes of Siberia, argues against a
uniform method or process. The enormous variations in Buddhist
societies over space and time are daunting, and enliven the conversation. Whatever can be said of one can surely be refuted by evidence
IURP DQRWKHU 7KH ODQGVFDSH H[SDQGV DV ZH PRYH WKURXJK WLPH DQG
the rapid changes that are occurring in Buddhist societies today and
in Buddhist communities around the globe. In every corner of the
world, preconceptions about what women value and how they would
like to live their lives are shaped both by traditional cultural values
and by ideas of democracy, human rights, capitalism, scientism, and
consumerism. Contemporary culture adds a whole new set of trends
being disseminated through social media. The diversity of Buddhist
women around the world and across generations is staggering. If Buddhist feminists appear somewhat naïve in avoiding overt intellectualL]DWLRQ WKH FRXQWHUQDUUDWLYHV WKH\ SUHVHQW DUH RULJLQDO DQG H[FLWLQJ
The chapters in this book speak to themes and elements of
the feminist conversation, including new orientations to the phenomenology of Buddhist women’s communities and new theoretical
DSSURDFKHV WR XQGHUVWDQGLQJ %XGGKLVW WH[WV DQG SUDFWLFHV LQ D QHZ
IHPLQLVW KHUPHQHXWLFV )URP D YDULHW\ RI SHUVSHFWLYHV DQG LQ GLͿHUHQW FXOWXUDO FRQWH[WV WKH ZULWHUV DSSURDFK WKH VWLFN\ LVVXHV LPSOLFLW
LQWKHWHUP´%XGGKLVWIHPLQLVPµ&RPLQJIURPGLYHUVHEDFNJURXQGV
DQG GLVFLSOLQHV DQG VSHDNLQJ IURP GLͿHUHQW SRLQWV LQ WKHLU FDUHHUV
they approach the topic using a broad range of methodologies. The
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chapters are linked by a common interest in the relationship between
WH[WV DQG FRPPXQLWLHV FXOWXUH DQG FRQWH[W (DFK ZULWHU FRQWULEXWHV
unique understandings of Buddhist thought and culture as sources
IRU IHPLQLVW UHÁHFWLRQ DQG VRFLDO DFWLRQ

Questioning the Constructs
7KH(QJOLVKWHUP´IHPLQLVPµLVDFRQVWUXFWLRQRI:HVWHUQFXOWXUHWKDW
KDVPDQ\GHÀQLWLRQVDQGLQWHUSUHWDWLRQV5HFLWDOVRIWKHW\SRJUDSKLHV
arguments, and critiques of each iteration have already been published. As myriad scholars have noted, much feminist thinking to date
KDVWHQGHGWRXQLYHUVDOL]H´ZRPHQ·VH[SHULHQFHµDQGKDVEHHQEDVHG
ODUJHO\ RQ WKH H[SHULHQFHV RI SULYLOHJHG ZRPHQ IDFLQJ JHQGHUEDVHG
inequalities in society. In reality, however, even for Western women,
ZRPHQ·V H[SHULHQFHV GLͿHU HQRUPRXVO\ LQ UHODWLRQ WR FODVV HWKQLFity, physical appearance, vocation, ability, and numerous other social
markers. The central takeaway of feminist literature to date is that
we must be careful to distinguish between collective representations
RI´ZRPHQµ ´ZRPDQµ´WKHIHPDOHµ´WKHIHPLQLQHµ DQGWKHOLYLQJ
breathing variety of human beings who identify as women. Rather
WKDQ PHDVXUH %XGGKLVW ZRPHQ·V H[SHULHQFHV DJDLQVW D VWDQGDUGL]HG
alien grid, the aim of this volume is to understand Buddhist perspectives and images of women on their own terms. This is enormously
challenging, due to the vast diversity of Buddhist cultures, but in this
volume we shall make a start.
As Chandra Talpade Mohanty and other scholars have demonVWUDWHG WKH UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI IHPLQLVP DV ´:HVWHUQµ LQ LWV DXWKHQWLF
form is deeply problematic, and perpetuates imperialistic agendas in
LWV ÁDWWHQLQJ RI QRQ:HVWHUQ ZRPHQ·V DJHQF\6 Women’s movements
in Japan, Korea, and China are often associated with the introduction of Western education in these cultures and may ignore indigenous social histories and philosophies, including Buddhism, in the
development of local feminist thinking. Historians and sociologists
RI $VLD PD\ DOVR LJQRUH WKH H[SHULHQFHV RI HWKQLF PLQRULW\ ZRPHQ
in documenting social and political movements with feminist goals.
7KH ZULWLQJV LQFOXGHG KHUH VHHN WR H[SORUH QHZ XQGHUVWDQGLQJV RI
women and gender in Buddhist communities—their lives, ideas, aspirations, self-perceptions, and relationships to power—contributing to
the growing body of literature, critical analysis, and alternative ways
of thinking about the world’s women.
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%XGGKLVWZRPHQ·VH[SHULHQFHYDOLGDWHVPDQ\RIWKHLQVLJKWVWKDW
have been elucidated by pioneering Asian and transnational feminists.
As Kumari Jayawardena points out, elite feminisms are worlds away
IURP PRVW RUGLQDU\ ZRPHQ·V H[SHULHQFHV DQG PD\ UHSUHVHQW RQO\ D
VPDOOIUDFWLRQRIWKHP6LJQLÀFDQWO\VKHDOVRSRLQWVRXWWKDWWKRVHZKR
ZLVK WR NHHS ZRPHQ VXERUGLQDWH ´ÀQG LW FRQYHQLHQW WR GLVPLVV IHPLQLVP DV D IRUHLJQ LGHRORJ\µ7 She admirably analyzes feminist movements in Asia in relation to nationalist struggles and modernization.
While it is true that the evolution of women’s feminist awareness
cannot be understood apart from the particular cultural, social, and
SROLWLFDO FRQWH[W RI WKHLU H[SHULHQFH LW LV LPSRVVLEOH WR JHQHUDOL]H WKH
H[SHULHQFHV RI %XGGKLVW ZRPHQ ZKLFK YDU\ LQ GLͿHUHQW VRFLHWLHV DQG
strata of society. While Buddhist feminism may appear to be relatively
unsophisticated or even naïve from a highly intellectual Western perspective, it is growing organically from Buddhist women’s own authentic perspectives. The literature criticizing elitism is itself elitist and that
criticizing colonialism is itself colonialist. The hyper-intellectualism of
much feminist literature appears pretentious and weird to many indigenous women. The heart of the Buddha’s teachings is to see things
´DV WKH\ DUHµ ZLWKRXW PHQWDO IDEULFDWLRQV WKH XOWLPDWH H[SHULHQFH RI
awakening is to be free from conceptualization altogether.
,IJHQGHUZHUHDÀ[HGFRQFHSWLWZRXOGEHLPPXWDEOHEXWIURP
a Buddhist perspective, no concept is immutable. All compounded
phenomena are impermanent, contingent, and interdependent. ChangLQJ VH[ LV QRW WDERR LQ %XGGKLVW WH[WV LQ IDFW LW LV PHQWLRQHG DV D
fact of life.86H[FKDQJHZDVQDWXUDO³´DUDWKHURUGLQDU\WKLQJµ9—and
nonreprehensible. The impermanent, transmutable nature of genitalia seems taken for granted in commentaries on the monastic codes.
In the .ʫXGUDNDYDVWX, a Sanskrit YLQD\D commentary, a revered monk
named Upali asked the Buddha:
“Venerable, if a EKLNʫXʏĦFKDQJHVVH[ZKDWVKRXOGEHGRQH
ZLWK UHJDUG WR KHU"µ DQG WKH /RUG UHSOLHG ´8SDOL SODFH
that one at the same age among the EKLNʫXs. Moreover, that
becomes full ordination and EKLNʫXKRRGµ10
7KHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRIVH[FKDQJHLQWKHYLQD\DWH[WVUHÁHFWWKHLQWHUdependent nature of things and show that there cannot be something
essentially unique to either gender. All that changes are the genitals.11
When a nun takes the features of a male, he is fully accepted as
a member of the order of monks, without having to reordain, and
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LV H[HPSWHG IURP UXOHV SHUWDLQLQJ WR QXQV ZKHQ D PRQN WDNHV WKH
features of a female, she is fully accepted as a member of the order
RI QXQV DQG LV H[HPSWHG IURP UXOHV SHUWDLQLQJ WR PRQNV12 These
UHIHUHQFHV WR JHQGHU ÁXLGLW\ LQ WKH WH[WV FDOO LQWR TXHVWLRQ GHÀQLWLYH
notions of masculine and feminine. Still, although passages describing
VH[ FKDQJH DUH LQFOXGHG LQ WKH YLQD\D, admission into the monasteries is restricted to the normative categories of male and female, and
ELRORJLFDO VH[ LV WKH FKLHI GHWHUPLQDQW RI JHQGHU DVVLJQPHQW SHRSOH
ZLWK ERWK IHPDOH DQG PDOH VH[XDO FKDUDFWHULVWLFV DUH QRW DGPLWWHG
However, as the YLQD\D WH[WV FLWHG DERYH LQGLFDWH WKH PDOHIHPDOH
dichotomy is not absolute. Genitalia may change, and therefore gender identities are transmutable, not intrinsic. As we conceptualize
ZKDWIRUP V %XGGKLVWIHPLQLVPPD\WDNHWKHÁH[LEOHHYHQLQHͿDEOH
nature of gender distinctions should be kept in mind. On one hand,
WKHJHQHULFQDWXUHRIWKHPRQDVWLFUREHVREYLDWHVVH[GLVWLQFWLRQVRQ
the other hand, gendered monastic restrictions designed to enforce
celibacy reinscribe the male/female binary.
,Q KHU ZRUN RQ 7KHUDYăGD %XGGKLVW WH[WV DQG WUDGLWLRQV .DWH
&URVE\ QRWHV VHYHUDO H[DPSOHV RI PDOHIHPDOH VH[ GLVWLQFWLRQV )LUVW
WKHUH DUH ZKROH JHQUHV RI FDQRQLFDO WH[WV WKDW DUH JHQGHU VSHFLÀF
IRU H[DPSOH WKH FRGHV RI PRQDVWLF GLVFLSOLQH IRU PRQNV DQG QXQV
(%KLNNKX and %KLNNKXQĦ 3ăʵLPRNNKD and their corresponding YLEKDʍJD)
and the 7KHUĦJăWKă DQG 7KHUĦJăWKă (Verses of the Elders, male and
IHPDOH 6HFRQGLQSRVWFDQRQLFDOWH[WVVKHQRWHVWKHXVHRIJHQGHUHG
complementary pairs of beings in VDʋVăUD—male and female EUDKPLQs,
male and female renunciants, male and female beggars, ordinary men
and women, and so on. Only the high status positions of minister,
general, viceroy, or watchman have no female complement.13 Crosby
VXUPLVHV WKDW ERWK RI WKHVH H[DPSOHV FRXOG EH WDNHQ DV H[DPSOHV RI
HLWKHU JHQGHU LQFOXVLYLW\ RU JHQGHU HVVHQWLDOL]LQJ $ WKLUG H[DPSOH
however, veers decidedly toward essentializing gender characteristics.
7KH 'KDPPDVDʍJDʏL WKH ÀUVW WH[W RI $EKLGKDPPD GHVFULEHV ´WZR
IDFXOWLHV RI VH[ WKH IDFXOW\ RI IHPLQLQLW\ LWWKLQGUL\D) and the faculty
of masculinity (SXULVDLQGUL\D  7KHVH IDFXOWLHV GHÀQH SK\VLFDO DSSHDUance, marks, traits, and deportment peculiar to the state of femininity
(LWWKLEKăYD) and the state of masculinity (SXULVDEKăYD  UHVSHFWLYHO\µ14
$ÀIWKFHQWXU\FRPPHQWDU\WDNHVWKHELIXUFDWLRQIXUWKHUVWDWLQJWKDW
WKH WZR IDFXOWLHV GR QRW VLPSO\ GHÀQH IHPDOH DQG PDOH DSSHDUDQFH
and so forth, but are FDXVHV RI LW 7R ZKDW H[WHQW WKHVH HVVHQWLDOL]HG
notions of gender were known outside a small set of male Buddhist
monastic scholars is unknown. The idea that male and female sen-
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WLHQWEHLQJVDUHLQKHUHQWO\GLͿHUHQWE\YLUWXHRISRVVHVVLQJWKHVHWZR
GLVWLQFW IDFXOWLHV WKDW GHÀQH WKHLU DSSHDUDQFH DQG GHSRUWPHQW VHHPV
very much at odds with Buddhist philosophical rejections of essentializing phenomena. Nevertheless, it is possible that this Abhidhamma
ELIXUFDWLRQRIPDVFXOLQLW\DQGIHPLQLQLW\LQÁXHQFHGDWWLWXGHVWRZDUG
VH[ DQG JHQGHU LQ %XGGKLVW VRFLHWLHV
A key concept of Buddhist philosophy is the acknowledgment
WKDW VHQWLHQW H[LVWHQFH HQWDLOV GLVVDWLVIDFWLRQV IUXVWUDWLRQV DQG VXIIHULQJV FDXVHG E\ LJQRUDQFH GHVLUH DQG DVVRUWHG PHQWDO DLFWLRQV
Through awareness and insight into the true nature of things, it is
SRVVLEOH WR DZDNHQ DQG EHFRPH OLEHUDWHG IURP WKHVH DLFWLRQV DQG
live a contented, happy life. As illustrated in Buddhist legends and
histories, awareness and insight are accessible to all, regardless of
race, class, gender, or other variables, so it follows that women can
achieve the ultimate goal of awakening. Buddhist feminists point out
that Buddhist and feminist articulations of liberation are compatible,
and may even be mutually entailing. Buddhist feminists confront
some major challenges, however. First, they need to reconcile the sufferings of women with the theory of NDUPD FDXVH DQG HͿHFW  7KLV
WKHRU\RIDFWLRQVDQGWKHLUFRQVHTXHQFHVH[WHQGLQJRYHUOLIHWLPHVKDV
traditionally led to the assumption that women have bad NDUPD and
to the preconception that a female body is less fortunate than a male
body. As a consequence, many Buddhists aspire for a male rebirth and
devalue or even despise a female rebirth, leading to gender inequities
and amalgamations of male power in Buddhist societies.
6HFRQG0DKă\ăQDWHDFKLQJVRQ%XGGKDQDWXUHDQGHPSWLQHVV³
that all sentient beings have the potential for awakening and that all
SKHQRPHQD LQFOXGLQJ VH[ DQG JHQGHU DUH HPSW\ RI LQWULQVLF H[LVtence—have been deployed to try to salvage the situation, but these
WHDFKLQJV GR QRW DGHTXDWHO\ H[SODLQ MXVWLI\ RU VHUYH WR FRUUHFW WKH
blatant gender inequalities in Buddhist societies that are the source of
many miseries. To correct these inequalities, Buddhists must reconcile
the long-term goal of spiritual liberation with the immediate need for
VRFLDO VROXWLRQV WR JHQGHU YLROHQFH H[SORLWDWLRQ DQG LQHTXDOLW\ LQ
addition to racism, poverty, and other injustices. One unique contribution of Buddhist feminism is its emphasis on generating impartial
loving kindness equally to all sentient beings, rehearsed in meditation
and practiced in every aspect of everyday life. Among other practical
tools, loving kindness is a useful antidote to rage.
It is commonly said that in Buddhism “there is no male, no
IHPDOHµDQGWKDW´HQOLJKWHQPHQWLVEH\RQGJHQGHUµ15 These statements
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can be taken at face value or can mean that enlightened beings are
EH\RQG DWWDFKPHQW WR JHQGHU FRQFHSWV VLQFH XOWLPDWHO\ OLNH DOO H[LVWHQWSKHQRPHQDJHQGHUGLVWLQFWLRQVDUHHPSW\RIWUXHH[LVWHQFH%XGGKLVW WH[WV GR QRW GHQ\ VH[ RU JHQGHU GLVWLQFWLRQV LQ IDFW %XGGKLVW
WH[WV DUH IXOO RI UHIHUHQFHV WR VH[ DQG JHQGHU )RU H[DPSOH WKH LGHDO
Buddhist society is comprised of male and female householders and
PDOH DQG IHPDOH UHQXQFLDQWV %XGGKLVW KRXVHKROGHUV DYRLG VH[XDO
PLVFRQGXFW %XGGKLVW UHQXQFLDQWV DYRLG VH[ DOWRJHWKHU 7KHVH GHVLJQDWLRQV DQG FRXQWOHVV RWKHU UHIHUHQFHV LQ WKH WH[WV ZKLOH KHWHURQRUPDWLYH DUH JHQGHUVSHFLÀF VR LW FDQQRW EH VDLG WKDW %XGGKLVP
GHQLHVVH[RUJHQGHUGLVWLQFWLRQV7KLVPLVFRQFHSWLRQGHULYHVSULPDUily from misinterpretations of the concept of emptiness (ŋXQ\DWă). The
0DKă\ăQD %XGGKLVW DVVHUWLRQ WKDW DOO SKHQRPHQD DUH HPSW\ RI WUXH
LQKHUHQWRULQGHSHQGHQWH[LVWHQFHGRHVQRWPHDQWKDWDOOSKHQRPHQD
DUH QRQH[LVWHQW ZKLFK LV EHOLHG E\ RXU RZQ H[SHULHQFH 1RU GRHV LW
mean there are no distinctions among phenomena, a misconception
DOVRFRQWUDGLFWHGE\HYHU\GD\H[SHULHQFH7KLQJVH[LVWRQWKHFRQYHQWLRQDOOHYHOPRVWKXPDQEHLQJVFDQHDVLO\YHULI\GLVWLQFWLRQVEHWZHHQ
heat and cold, night and day, far and near, fast and slow, and so on.
These distinctions are relative, though, which is why conventional
truth is also sometimes called relative truth.
The assertion that perfect awakening is beyond gender is a philosophical claim, not an observation of social realities.16 Although the
FODLP FRXOG EH GHSOR\HG LQ DQ DSRORJHWLFV WR H[FXVH JHQGHU GLVFULPLQDWLRQ DQG VRPHWLPHV LV SHUIHFW DZDNHQLQJ LV GHÀQHG DV D VWDWH RI
enlightened awareness utterly free of destructive emotions, misconceptions, and, in fact, all conceptualization whatsoever. All of these ideas
have much to contribute to burgeoning Buddhist feminist thinking,
EXW DUH LQDGHTXDWH WR GHÀQH LW 7KH\ DUH LPSRUWDQW IRU LOOXPLQDWLQJ
WKH FRPSOH[ LQÁXHQFHV RI SROLWLFV HFRQRPLFV ELRHWKLFV DQG FRORQLDOism on the lives of women, but are inadequate to address what the
powerful ideal of the ERGKLVDWWYD or the concept of spiritual liberation
PHDQV IRU ZRPHQ 7KH UHOLJLRXV GLPHQVLRQ RI ZRPHQ·V H[SHULHQFH LV
often overlooked in Western conceptualization of women’s concerns.

Buddhism and Gender Identity:
7H[WV 7KHRU\ DQG 6RFLDO 5HDOLWLHV
From a Buddhist perspective, the ultimate purpose of life is to wake
up from the illusions we have about ourselves and the world. Human
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EHLQJVDUHQRWFUHDWHGLQWKHLPDJHRI*RGLQIDFWWKH\DUHQRWFUHDWHG
at all. Instead, sentient beings evolve due to causes and conditions,
WDNLQJ D YDULHW\ RI IRUPV LQ VXFFHVVLYH VWDWHV RI H[LVWHQFH$OO EHLQJV
with consciousness have the potential for awakening, regardless of
VH[XDOFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRUJHQGHULGHQWLW\6HQWLHQWEHLQJV EHLQJVZLWK
FRQVFLRXVQHVV WDNHUHELUWKLQGLͿHUHQWVWDWHVRIH[LVWHQFHZLWKGLͿHUHQWLGHQWLWLHVIURPRQHOLIHWLPHWRWKHQH[W³YLVLEOHLQYLVLEOHKXPDQ
nonhuman, female, male, and so on. Rebirth as a human being is
UHJDUGHGDVWKHRSWLPDOVWDWHRIH[LVWHQFHIRUPDNLQJSURJUHVVRQWKH
VSLULWXDO SDWK DQG DFKLHYLQJ OLEHUDWLRQ IURP GHOXVLRQV DQG VXͿHULQJ
The primary delusions, which include attachment, aversion, and ignorance, are problematic because they give rise to unskillful actions that
LQWXUQJLYHULVHWRVXͿHULQJDQGGLVVDWLVIDFWLRQ)RUH[DPSOHDWWDFKPHQWWRDSDUWLFXODUJHQGHULGHQWLW\FDQEHFRPHDVRXUFHRIVXͿHULQJ
if one is unable to satisfactorily embody that identity.
5HFRUGV WHOO XV WKDW %XGGKD ŊăN\DPXQL DUPHG ZRPHQ·V
capacity to achieve spiritual liberation and, indeed, countless women
became DUKDWĦs (female liberated beings) at the time of the Buddha.
The 7KHUĦJăWKă (Verses of “Elder Nuns) includes seventy-three verses
RI OLEHUDWLRQ UHFRUGHG LQ 3ăOL WKDW UHFRXQW WKH GLVWLQFWLYH TXDOLWLHV
of pre-eminent nuns by name. These verses, which are the earliHVW UHFRUGHG SRHWLF H[SUHVVLRQV E\ ZRPHQ KDYH LQVSLUHG %XGGKLVW
women and men for generations.17
For Buddhists, the question of identity begins with a consideration of what constitutes a person, as distinct from other types of
phenomena. In other words, we need to get an overview of the genHUDO FDWHJRU\ ´KXPDQ EHLQJµ EHIRUH ZH JHW GRZQ WR VSHFLÀFV VXFK
DV´PDOHµDQG´IHPDOHµ)URPDQ,QGLDQ%XGGKLVWSKLORVRSKLFDOSHUVSHFWLYH WKH ÀUVW FXW LV WR GLVWLQJXLVK EHWZHHQ H[LVWHQW SKHQRPHQD
DQG QRQH[LVWHQW SKHQRPHQD $PRQJ H[LVWHQW SKHQRPHQD ZH FDQ
distinguish between animate phenomena and inanimate phenomena.
Among animate phenomena, we can distinguish between sentient and
nonsentient phenomena, those with consciousness and those without.
From there, things become a bit more complicated, as there are said to
EHVL[VWDWHVRIH[LVWHQFHWKDWVHQWLHQWEHLQJVPD\LQKDELWLQWKHUHDOP
of desire, and many more in the form and formless realms. The BudGKD H[SODLQHG SHUVRQDO LGHQWLW\ DV VRPHWKLQJ LPSXWHG E\ WHUPV DQG
FRQFHSWV RQ WKH EDVLV RI WKH ÀYH DJJUHJDWHV VNDQGKDs) that comprise
a person: form, feelings, perceptions, mental formations, and conVFLRXVQHVV 6H[XDO FKDUDFWHULVWLFV SHUWDLQ WR WKH ÀUVW DJJUHJDWH IRUP
and allude to the body. Gender identities, as social constructs, pertain
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to the third aggregate: perceptions, recognitions, or discriminations.
Like all compounded phenomena, which are dependent on constituent factors and perceptions, constructions of gender lack independent
H[LVWHQFH RU HVVHQFH
0DQ\HDUO\%XGGKLVWWH[WVUHÁHFWUHPDUNDEO\SRVLWLYHLPDJHVRI
women as respected members of society at the time of the Buddha.
Relative to many other societies, women in Buddhist societies generally enjoyed considerable independence and authority in the family,
were free to marry or not, not obligated to produce a dowry, free to
divorce and remarry, and assured of their potential to attain the fruits
of the spiritual path.18 Unlike in many societies even today, women
in Buddhist societies had options other than marriage and family:
they could refuse marriage, engage in business, or live a spiritual life,
either at home or in a monastery.
At the time of the Buddha, numerous women achieved promiQHQFH LQ KLV QHZO\ IRXQGHG UHOLJLRXV FRPPXQLW\ 'KDPPDGLQQă
DQG 6XNNKD ZHUH UHQRZQHG IRU WKHLU WHDFKLQJ VNLOOV 0DKăSUDMăSDWĦ
IRU KHU OHDGHUVKLS VNLOOV .KHPă IRU KHU H[DOWHG ZLVGRP 3DWăFăUă
IRU KHU LPSHFFDEOH GLVFLSOLQH 1DQGă IRU KHU PHGLWDWLYH DWWDLQPHQWV
.XʏɕDODNHVăIRUKHUGHEDWLQJVNLOOV8SSDODYDQăIRUKHUVXSHUQRUPDO
SRZHUV DQG 6RPă IRU KHU MR\IXO HQHUJHWLF HͿRUW 7KH %XGGKD SXElicly lauded the achievements of these eminent women disciples. To
refute the notion that women are incapable of spiritual realization, the
%XGGKD HQFRXUDJHG 0DKăSUDMăSDWĦ WR GHPRQVWUDWH KHU VXSHUQRUPDO
powers, which she did, dispelling onlookers’ doubts about women’s
capabilities.19
The verses of realization preserved in the 7KHUĦJăWKă are said to
EHWKHHDUOLHVWUHFRUGHGH[DPSOHVRISRHWU\FRPSRVHGE\ZRPHQ7KH
seventy-three verses in this collection are songs of liberation from the
ERQGDJH RI F\FOLF H[LVWHQFH LQFOXGLQJ PHQWDO GHOXVLRQV DQG VRFLDO
H[SHFWDWLRQV RIWHQ UHODWHG WR JHQGHU 7KHVH QXQV FKDOOHQJHG WKH SUHvailing preconception that women lack intelligence. When she was a
laywoman, a EKLNNKXQĦQDPHG6RPăKDGEHHQFDVWLJDWHGE\KHUKXVEDQG IRU KHU ´WZRÀQJHU ZLVGRPµ GHULGLQJ KHU DV XQDEOH WR MXGJH
ZKHWKHU ULFH ZDV FRRNHG ZLWKRXW WHVWLQJ LW EHWZHHQ WZR ÀQJHUV ,Q
response, she declared that for women of knowledge and insight,
gender is irrelevant.20 Contrary to the prevailing perception in India
DW WKH WLPH WKDW ZRPHQ ZHUH LQWHOOHFWXDOO\ GHÀFLHQW 6RPă UHWRUWHG
that one who is concerned with gender distinctions is deluded and
HDVLO\GLVWUDFWHGIURPWKHSDWK7KHWH[WVPDNHLWFOHDUWKDWOLNH6RPă
many women gained realizations through hearing, contemplating,
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and practicing the Buddha’s teachings, and many became fully liberated DUKDWĦs.
The majority of these illustrious women were nuns, but the Buddha also praised outstanding laywomen for their special qualities.21
9LŋăNKă WKH GHYRXW GDXJKWHU RI D ZHDOWK\ IDPLO\ ZDV SUDLVHG IRU
her integrity and generosity to the VDʍJKD.KXMMXWWDUăZDVODXGHGIRU
KHUNQRZOHGJH6ăPăYDWĦIRUKHUNLQGQHVV8WWDUăIRUKHUSURZHVVLQ
PHGLWDWLRQ 6XSSL\ă IRU QXUVLQJ WKH LOO .ăWL\ăQĦ IRU KHU OR\DOW\ .ăOĦ
IRUKHUIDLWKDQGVRRQ,QDOOOLNHOLKRRGWKHÀUVWSHUVRQWRWDNHUHIXJH
LQWKH%XGGKD·VWHDFKLQJVWKHVLJQLÀHURID%XGGKLVWIROORZHUZDVWKH
OD\ZRPDQ6XMăWăZKRIDPRXVO\RͿHUHGWKHPLONULFHWKDWHQGHGWKH
%XGGKD·V VL[ \HDUV RI DXVWHULWLHV 2YHUDOO ZRPHQ DW WKH WLPH RI WKH
Buddha made a very good showing indeed, with countless women
attaining the highest goal of liberation (QLUYăQD) and the other fruits of
the path. Inevitably, some women also failed to make the mark. The
PRVW QRWRULRXV RI WKHVH ZDV 7KXOODQDQGă ZKR UHJXODUO\ VWLUUHG XS
mischief and, along with her followers, was castigated for her rather
outlandish behavior.22

Buddhist Images and Representations of Women
Although we lack historical records to document the lives of the early
%XGGKLVWVZHDUHIRUWXQDWHWRKDYHWH[WVWKDWGHVFULEHWKHLUOLYHV7KH
,QGLDQ UHFLWHUV RI RUDO WH[WV GXULQJ WKH HDUO\ FHQWXULHV RI %XGGKLVW
history had prodigious memories, though it must be noted that the
reciters were monks and that orally transmitted literature is liable to
error. Scholars note that the details, tone, and even the identities of
FKDUDFWHUVLQWKHQDUUDWLYHVVRPHWLPHVYDU\LQGLͿHUHQWDFFRXQWVRYHU
time.23 ,QVRIDU DV %XGGKLVW WUDGLWLRQ UHJDUGV WKHVH ÀJXUHV DV KDYLQJ
EHHQUHDOSHRSOHKRZHYHUWKHLUOLYHVDUHVLJQLÀFDQW(YHQLIWKHQDUUDWLYHV GR QRW DFFXUDWHO\ GHVFULEH WKH OLYHV RI KLVWRULFDO ÀJXUHV³DQG
we will never know with certainty whether they lived or not—the
H[WDQWELRJUDSKLHVDUHVLJQLÀFDQWIRUZKDWWKH\WHOOXVDERXW%XGGKLVW
historical memory regarding nuns and the issues that women, particuODUO\UHQXQFLDQWZRPHQKDYHIDFHG$OWKRXJKLWZRXOGEHGLFXOWWR
UHO\ RQ WKH %XGGKLVW WH[WV DV D VRXUFH RI KLVWRU\ LQ FRPSDULVRQ ZLWK
FRQWHPSRUDQHRXV OLWHUDWXUH IURP RWKHU FXOWXUHV WKHVH WH[WV DUH ULFK
LQGHWDLODERXWWKHGDLO\OLIHH[SHULHQFHVRI,QGLDQZRPHQGXULQJWKH
early years of Buddhist development.24 Both Collett and Bhikkhu Analayo notice that attitudes toward nuns do change over time, usually
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to the nuns’ detriment, with the canon generally “more favourable
WRZDUGV ZRPHQ WKDQ WKH FRPPHQWDULHVµ25
7KH SRUWUDLWV RU VQDSVKRWV RI %XGGKLVW ZRPHQ WKDW ZH ÀQG LQ
WH[WV DQG SRSXODU PHGLD LQFOXGLQJ YLOODJH GUDPDV DQG PRGHUQGD\
ÀOPV DUH QRW UHDOLW\ 7KH OLWHUDU\ LPDJHV RI XQNQRZQ RULJLQ ZHUH
recounted orally by male redactors for hundreds of years before being
committed to writing. Today, visual and digital images are proliferated
with good will but with little semblance of historical accuracy. The
shape-shifting nature of these literary and visual portraits should not
be a source of great surprise or consternation to Buddhists. The unreliable and contested distinction between image and reality, conventional appearance and ultimate truth, is a staple of Buddhist thought,
UHÁHFWHGWKURXJKRXWFXOWXUHLQP\ULDGZD\V7KHFODVVLF&KDQYLJQHWWH
RI WKH ÀQJHU SRLQWLQJ WR WKH PRRQ DOOXGHV WR WKH GLVWLQFWLRQ EHWZHHQ
WKH WH[WXDO WHDFKLQJV DQG XOWLPDWH UHDOL]DWLRQ /LWHUDU\ DQG FLQHPDWLF
images of a falling cherry blossom wordlessly convey the impermanent
nature of life. The tendency of human beings to embroider, misapprehend, and distort perceptions is a staple of Buddhist psychology. If all
SHUFHSWLRQVDUHPLVWDNHQDQGÁHHWLQJWKHQLWJRHVZLWKRXWVD\LQJWKDW
perceptions of gender are subject to misconception.
For many Buddhist scholars and practitioners alike, the topic
of gender is a source of confusion. Many writers use terms such as
´ZRPDQµ´IHPLQLQLW\µDQG´IHPLQLVPµZLWKRXWDGHTXDWHO\GHÀQLQJ
WKHPRUH[SORULQJWKHLUPDQ\OD\HUVRIPHDQLQJRUWKHLULQWHUVHFWLRQality. These oversights have led to many facile assumptions, denials,
DQG RYHUVLPSOLÀFDWLRQV WKH FODLP ´,Q %XGGKLVP PHQ DQG ZRPHQ
DUHHTXDOµFRPHVWRPLQG7KHVHSUREOHPVDUHFRPSRXQGHGE\LJQRULQJWKHGLYHUVHVRFLDODQGKLVWRULFDOFRQWH[WVLQZKLFKWKHWHUPVPD\
be applied. The tools of feminist analysis developed in recent decades
FDQ QRZ EH XVHG WR UHH[DPLQH IHPLQLQH LPDJHU\ LQ %XGGKLVW WH[WV
gendered representations, and philosophical analysis of gender, but
with careful precautions, taking into account the limitations of prepackaged theoretical paradigms. A thorough investigation of Buddhist
femininities comparable to John Powers’s groundbreaking work on
Buddhist masculinities has yet to appear.26 This is not that work, but
we hope the chapters included here help encourage and anticipate a
VLPLODUO\ VLJQLÀFDQW H[SORUDWLRQ )RU VWDUWHUV ZH QHHG WR LQYHVWLJDWH
how Buddhist concepts of self and no-self intersect with contemporary concepts of identity, especially gender identity and especially for
ZRPHQ)XUWKHUZHQHHGWRH[DPLQHKRZWKHIHPDOHERG\VH[XDOLW\
and femininity are constructed, construed, and contested in diverse
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Buddhist cultures. Placing Buddhist insights and understandings of
gender identity alongside insights and understandings from other cultures—on an equal footing—will facilitate informed analysis and help
DYRLG ERWK FXOWXUDO LPSHULDOLVP DQG EODQG PLVLQIRUPHG H[SHGLHQF\

%XGGKLVW )HPLQLVP V  7H[WV DQG &RPPXQLWLHV
7KLV FROOHFWLRQ H[SORUHV UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV RI ´WKH IHPLQLQHµ DQG WKH
enduring questions of female renunciant identity from multiple Buddhist perspectives. The chapters traverse many disciplines, drawing
on philosophy, history, anthropology, sociology, and cultural studies
to investigate understandings of femininity and gender construction
LQ D YDULHW\ RI %XGGKLVW FRQWH[WV 7KH FKDSWHUV RI WKH ERRN DUH RUJDQL]HGLQWRWZRSDUWV3DUW,H[SORUHVWKHTXHVWLRQRIZKHWKHUDQGKRZ
%XGGKLVWIHPLQLVP V FDQEHDUWLFXODWHG3DUW,,H[DPLQHVWKHTXHVWLRQ
RI IHPLQLQLW\ LQ GLYHUVH %XGGKLVW FRQWH[WV
7KH ÀUVW FKDSWHU .DUHQ /DQJ·V ´5HLPDJLQLQJ %XGGKLVW :RPHQ
LQ ,QGLDµ VHWV WKH VWDJH E\ VXUYH\LQJ WKH LPDJHV RI ZRPHQ WKDW
DSSHDU LQ WKH 3ăOL FDQRQ ZKLFK LQFOXGHV VRPH RI WKH HDUOLHVW WH[WV
HYHUFRPPLWWHGWRZULWLQJ7RGRWKLV/DQJWDNHVDWH[WXDODSSURDFK
that reorients this ancient archive, discussing ways to re-read classical
%XGGKLVWPDWHULDOV³RUDOZULWWHQRFLDODQGXQRFLDO³HPSOR\LQJ
DIHPLQLVWKHUPHQHXWLF+HUH[SOLFLWDLPLVWRORFDWHFRQVWUXFWLYHUHSresentations of feminine beauty and the female body in literature and
visual culture. Looking beyond images of women as vain and narcissistic snares and seducers, the chapter reassesses a common theme—
the rejection of the female form—by analyzing representations of
women’s bodies in the early Buddhist narratives. In this endeavor,
VKH SURSRVHV D IUHVK HSLVWHPRORJLFDO VWDQFH H[SORULQJ WKH SRWHQWLDO
for awakening in a female body.
In chapter 2, “Women Who Did Not Follow the Rules: The
5HOLJLRXV 3LHW\ RI %XGGKLVW :RPHQ LQ &KRVŁQ .RUHDµ (XQVX &KR
GRFXPHQWV KLVWRULFDO FKDQJHV WKDW SURIRXQGO\ DͿHFWHG ZRPHQ·V UHOLgious lives and awareness over many centuries in Korea. During
WKH 7KUHH .LQJGRPV 3HULRG  %&(² &(  DQG .RU\Ł '\QDVW\
² %XGGKLVPWRRNURRWDQGÁRXULVKHGLQ.RUHDDQGZRPHQ
ZHUH DFWLYHO\ HQJDJHG LQ VSLULWXDO SXUVXLWV 'XULQJ WKH &KRVŁQ
Dynasty (1392–1897), however, the government became dominated
by Neo-Confucian norms and policies that were oppressive to both
Buddhists and women. Cho documents the strategies that Buddhist
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women devised to subvert the system and protect their religious
identity and interests in ways that were “often surprisingly bold and
GHÀDQWµ :RUNLQJ IURP KLVWRULFDO UHFRUGV VKH UHFRXQWV KRZ ZRPHQ
GHÀHGOHJDOSURKLELWLRQVDQGULVNHGSXEOLFFHQVXUHWRHQWHU%XGGKLVW
temples and seek ordination as nuns, providing a valuable account
RIKRZZRPHQUHVLVWHGHͿRUWVWRVXSSUHVVZRPHQDQGSUHYHQWWKHP
IURP H[HUFLVLQJ WKHLU UHOLJLRXV FKRLFHV
:RPHQ·V H[SHULHQFHV LQ %XGGKLVW WHPSOHV DQG WKHLU UHVLVWDQFH
WR VRFLHWDO QRUPV WDNH YDULHG IRUPV LQ GLͿHUHQW SDUWV RI WKH ZRUOG
,Q FKDSWHU  ´5DLFKĿ +LUDWVXND DQG 6RFLDOO\ (QJDJHG %XGGKLVPµ
&KULVWLQH$-DPHVWHOOVWKHVWRU\RIDNH\ÀJXUHLQWKHIHPLQLVWKLVWRU\
RI PRGHUQ -DSDQ ZKR OHG D VH[XDOO\ DQG VSLULWXDOO\ GDULQJ OLIH 7KH
Meiji Era was a time of great intellectual ferment accompanied by an
awakening of feminist awareness among educated Japanese women.
-XVW DW WKDW KLVWRULFDO PRPHQW WKH XQFRQYHQWLRQDO 5DLFKĿ +LUDWVXND
combined her interests in Western literature and Zen Buddhist practice to produce 6HLWĿ (Bluestocking), a feminist literary magazine and
IRUXPWKDWFKDOOHQJHGWKHJHQGHUH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGOLPLWDWLRQVRIKHU
day. Setting aside the negative views of women inscribed in some
WUDGLWLRQDO %XGGKLVW WH[WV VKH HPEUDFHG WKH HJDOLWDULDQ UKHWRULF RI
Zen nondualism and achieved NHQVKĿ, a glimpse of enlightenment that
may have spurred her feminist insights and activities.
&KLQJQLQJ :DQJ H[SORUHV WKH QRQGXDOLVWLF UKHWRULF RI &KDQ
Zen further in “A Great ‘Man’ is No Longer Gendered: Chan Nuns’
*HQGHU,GHQWLW\DQG3UDFWLFHLQ&RQWHPSRUDU\7DLZDQµWDNLQJXSWKH
frequently heard claim that enlightenment is beyond gender. Focusing
on a community of Chan Buddhist nuns in contemporary Taiwan, she
discusses a radical nondual form of gender identity that is beyond
male and female, self and no-self, in a “pedagogy of SUDMxDµ RU ZLVdom. This rejection of gender essentialism stands against the traditional
&KDQ %XGGKLVW LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ RI D GD ]KDQJIX (great person) as male.
8QVDWLVÀHGE\DVLPSOHUHMHFWLRQRIWKHWHUPGD]KDQJIX as androcentric,
patriarchal, or dualistic, this community embraces the concept of nondual gender identity. The nuns’ insights contribute to the genealogy of
Asian feminist movements through a discussion of their community’s
H[SHULHQFH RI KRZ WR UHDG %XGGKLVW SUDFWLFH LQ D IHPLQLVW ZD\
In chapter 5, “6LNNKDPDW 7KH $HVWKHWLFV RI $VRNH $VFHWLFVµ
5REHNNDK 5LWFKLH H[SORUHV WKH DHVWKHWLF GLPHQVLRQV RI IHPDOH UHQXQFLDQWLGHQWLW\WDNLQJDVDQH[DPSOHWKHXQLTXHUHGHÀQLWLRQRIIHPLQLQity among nuns in the politically controversial Santi Asoke movement
in Thailand. Originating in Thailand in the 1970s, this new order of
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female renunciants is distinct from the far more numerous whiterobed Thai PDH FKHH who observe eight precepts, as the Santi Asoke
VLNNKDPDWs very strictly observe ten precepts. Even though the quota
on their numbers is limited to a fraction of the number of monks,
WKHVH QXQV RFFXS\ UHVSHFWHG SRVLWLRQV DQG ZLHOG FRQVLGHUDEOH LQÁXHQFHLQWKHLUFRPPXQLWLHV$IWHUWKHLUIRXQGHUZDVH[SHOOHGIURPWKH
Thai VDʍJKD and the monastics were jailed for contravening institutional norms, the VLNNKDPDWs began wearing brown and gray robes.
The renunciant identity of the Asoke VLNNKDPDWs is thus signaled by
the unique style of their robes, which distinguishes them both from
mainstream female renunciants and the monks of their own communities. By creating an alternative renunciant identity and a new visual
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI IHPDOH PRQDVWLFLVP WKHVH QXQV KDYH UHGHÀQHG WKH
landscape of Buddhist ordination options for women in Thailand and
reimagined what a nun can and should wear. Their choices thus raise
LVVXHV RI IHPLQLQH LGHQWLW\ DV UHODWHG WR SROLWLFDO H[SHULHQFH DQG WKH
challenges that female renunciants pose, both to secular society and
to Buddhist institutional stagnation.
In the last chapter in this section, “New Buddhist Women across
%RUGHUV%XGGKLVW,QÁXHQFHVDQG,QWHUDFWLRQVLQ$OWHUQDWLYH+LVWRULHV
RI *OREDO )HPLQLVPVµ $P\ +ROPHV7DJFKXQJGDUSD WUDFHV IHPLQLVW
KLVWRULHV IURP DFURVV $VLD WR LGHQWLI\ %XGGKLVW LQÁXHQFHV LQ WZHQWLeth-century feminist initiatives. Rejecting imperialistic agendas that
LJQRUHWKHLQÁXHQFHRILQGLJHQRXVUHOLJLRXVDQGFXOWXUDOV\VWHPVVXFK
DV %XGGKLVP VKH H[SORUHV WKH JHQHDORJLHV RI $VLDQ IHPLQLVW PRYHments. Further, she proposes tools for thinking about the relationship
between feminism and local Buddhist communities, with the aim of
developing a critical history of Buddhist feminisms.

Buddhist Femininities:
Demystifying the Essential Feminine
7KH VHFRQG SDUW RI WKH ERRN H[SORUHV FRQFHSWV RI IHPLQLQLW\ LQ %XGdhist cultures and what these concepts have meant for women at
critical junctures in history, up to today. In chapter 7, “Only Skin
'HHS")HPDOH(PERGLPHQWDQGWKH3DUDGR[RI%HDXW\LQ,QGLDQ%XGGKLVPµ /LVD - %DWWDJOLD SURSRVHV D QHZ DUFKLYH LQ ZKLFK %XGGKLVW
VFULSWXUHV EH UHH[DPLQHG ZLWK UHIHUHQFH WR OLYLQJ EUHDWKLQJ ZRPHQ
in order to answer questions about beauty, ugliness, and plainness in
assessing a woman’s appearance. Who sets the standards? Battaglia is
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especially concerned to locate positive images of women and female
beauty in Indian Buddhist literature and art, and to question whether
DQGKRZYLUWXHDQGEHDXW\PD\FRH[LVW,QQXPHURXV%XGGKLVWWH[WV
vanity and attachment to sense pleasures are castigated as hindrances
to the cultivation of renunciation and liberation, and female beauty
is often portrayed as seductive and dangerous, at least to monks.
Although women in Indian society are frequently described as paraJRQVRIEHDXW\WKH\DUHDOVRVHHQDVSRWHQWLDOOXUHVWKHIHPDOHERG\
is cast as the very emblem of sense desires that delude and distract the
seeker. To forestall desire and overcome attachment to sense pleasures,
the Buddha instructed his followers to meditate on the foulness of
rotting corpses at the charnel ground. When speaking to monks, his
main audience, he recommended contemplating the rotting corpses of
decaying women. If his audience had been nuns rather than monks,
he might have recommended the decaying corpses of men, instead.
2XW RI FRQWH[W KRZHYHU WKH OLVWHQHU LV OHIW ZLWK WKH LPSUHVVLRQ WKDW
female bodies are foul. Over generations, such descriptions have no
GRXEWDͿHFWHGDWWLWXGHVWRZDUGZRPHQ·VERGLHVQHJDWLYHO\LQFOXGLQJ
women’s attitudes toward their own bodies. The Buddhist prescripWLRQ IRU OLEHUDWLRQ IURP GHVLUH LV WKH H[HPSODU\ PRGHO RI HQOLJKWHQment, but that model is typically male, which has been interpreted to
mean that women must divest themselves not only of their femininity,
but also of their female identity.
&KDSWHU  0DWWKHZ 0LWFKHOO·V ´&RQÁLFWV DQG &RPSURPLVHV
The Relationship between the Nuns of Daihongan and the Monks of
'DLNDQMLQ ZLWKLQ WKH =HQNRML 7HPSOH &RPSOH[µ ORRNV DW DQ XQGHUstudied form of Buddhist femininity in early modern and modern
Japan through social and legal lenses. From the middle of the seventeenth century until the middle of the twentieth century, the nuns
of Daihongan engaged in sporadic lawsuits against the monks of the
Daikanjin Monastery over administrative and ritual rights. These disputes between the Daihongan Convent and the Daikanjin Monastery
provide nuance to understandings of the relationship between male
and female monastic communities in Japan and how those relationships were mediated legally, not just through Buddhist doctrine or
practice. Just as important, however, is that these suits provide a window into the ways that the monks and others viewed the nuns and
the ways that the nuns deployed precedent and convent legends in an
attempt to counter these views and maintain (or regain) their place in
WKH WHPSOH FRPSOH[ ,Q WKHVH ODZVXLWV ZH FDQ VHH WKH QXQV HQDFWLQJ
D OHJDOO\ VDYY\ %XGGKLVW IHPLQLQLW\ WKDW H[SDQGV RXU XQGHUVWDQGLQJ
of what it meant to be a female monastic.
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In chapter 9, “Gendered Hagiography in Tibet: Comparing CleriFDO 5HSUHVHQWDWLRQV RI WKH )HPDOH 9LVLRQDU\ .KDQGUR 7ăUH /KDPRµ
Holly Gayley recounts the story of nonmonastic Buddhist practitioQHUV OLYLQJ LQ D YDVWO\ GLͿHUHQW VRFLDODQG FXOWXUDO VSKHUH +HU VWXG\
chronicles the religious partnership of a renowned tantric couple who
lived and practiced in the remote Golok region of Tibet during the
WZHQWLHWK FHQWXU\ 7KH ´VKDUHG GHVWLQ\µ RI WKLV WDQWULF FRXSOH RYHU
lifetimes culminates in a relationship to heal both the personal and
collective cultural trauma sustained by the people of Tibet. Taking
UHELUWK LQ WKH SK\VLFDO ERG\ RI D ZRPDQ WR EHQHÀW VHQWLHQW EHLQJV
.KDQGUR7ăUH/KDPRPDQLIHVWVWKH´ɕăNLQĦSULQFLSOHµWRDFWLYDWHVSLULtual evolution in the material world. This form of practice demonstrates the transformative power of tantric practice by linking the
HURWLF DQG WKH UHYHODWRU\ WKH H[RWLF DQG WKH RUGLQDU\ WKURXJKRXW
PDQ\ GLͿHUHQW OLIHWLPHV DQG JHQGHU LGHQWLWLHV
In chapter 10, “Feminine Identities in Buddhist &K|Gµ 0LFKHOOH
- 6RUHQVHQ GLVFXVVHV WKH VHQVH RI LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ QXQV IHHO ZLWK ZLVdom ɕăNLQĦs, feminine embodiments of enlightenment, in the Tibetan
WUDGLWLRQ 6KH H[SODLQV KRZ LQ FRQWUDVW WR QXQV LQ HDUOLHU %XGGKLVW
cultures, the renunciant identity of nuns in two Himalayan communities (in Pharping, Nepal, and Dharamsala, India) is signaled by their
practice of FK|G. This Tibetan Buddhist recitation and visualization
practice derives from Machik Labdrön, a female adept whose life
spanned the eleventh and twelfth centuries. Although the practice is
accessible to both women and men, it is especially popular among
women, many of whom draw inspiration from female enlightened
embodiments such as the ɕăNLQĦ Thröma Nagmo. This chapter raises
issues about the social implications of feminine religious imagery and,
PRUHEURDGO\DERXWJHQGHUHGSDUDGLJPVRIHQOLJKWHQPHQW,QH[SORUing contemplative practices, it addresses the spiritual dimensions of
ZRPHQ·V H[SHULHQFH
&KDSWHU  -HͿ :LOVRQ·V ´0LQGIXOO\ )HPLQLQH 0LQGIXOO\ 0DVFXOLQH 0HGLWDWLRQ DQG WKH 0DUNHWLQJ RI *HQGHUHG /LIHVW\OHVµ VKLIWV
focus from the Himalayas to North America and from the eleventh
century to the present day. Wilson considers the gendered ways in
which mindful lifestyles are marketed to women in the contemporary
:HVW 7KUHH FDVH VWXGLHV WKDW LQYHVWLJDWH ERWK WH[W DQG YLVXDO UHSUHsentations illustrate how trendy constructions of feminine identity at
GLͿHUHQWVWDJHVRIOLIHDUHXVHGWRSURPRWHDQGLQWXUQDUHSURPRWHG
E\ DSSHDOV WR D IXOÀOOLQJ PLQGIXO OLIHVW\OH )URP ´PLQGIXO H[WUDYDJDQFHµWR´PLQGIXOPRWKHUKRRGµERWKPLQGIXODZDUHQHVVDQGTXDVL
Buddhist femininities have become commodities designed and sold
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as the answer to a woman’s every dilemma. This trend adds another
OD\HU RI FRQIXVLRQ WR WKH GHP\VWLÀFDWLRQ RI %XGGKLVW IHPLQLQLWLHV

The Questions Raised and Remaining
The topic of Buddhist femininities raises many important methodological issues, especially questions of epistemology and representaWLRQRUZKDWLVVRPHWLPHVFDOOHG´IHPLQLVWVWDQGSRLQWWKHRU\µ6HWWLQJ
diverse approaches to Buddhist feminine identity side by side clearly
illustrates the constructed nature of gender and enables a Buddhist
FULWLTXH RI À[HG QRWLRQV RI VHOI DQG WKHLU JHQGHUHG PDQLIHVWDWLRQV
From monastery to mindfulness-based motherhood, each of the writers presents a fresh approach to a Buddhist analysis of gender, and
they all suggest potential directions for the deployment of theoretical
engagement with gender identities.
In recent years, especially amidst the debate that besieges full
ordination for Buddhist women, non-Asian women stand accused,
EHFDXVH RI WKHLU ´IHPLQLVW DJHQGDVµ RI WU\LQJ WR WDON$VLDQ QXQV LQWR
seeking higher status. This critique seems to assume that feminism
is an invention of the West and a contrivance to manipulate hapless
Asian women to feminist ways of thinking against their will. While
WKLV´FULWLTXHRIWKHIHPLQLVWSHUVSHFWLYHµSUHVXPDEO\DLPVWRHQFRXUage indigenous voices, it also seems to imply that Asian women have
failed to recognize gender inequities or to resist oppression on their
own. The cross-cultural feminist conversation is richly complicated by
a panoply of perspectives, including those of Western-educated Asian
women, Asian-educated Western women, monks, nuns, laywomen,
and laymen, feminist and otherwise. A close reading of Buddhist womHQ·VKLVWRU\DQGWKHEXUJHRQLQJ%XGGKLVWIHPLQLVWPRYHPHQWH[SRVHV
many ironies. Building on the work of Kumari Jayawardena, Inderpal
*UHZDO DQG RWKHUV WKH SDSHUV LQ WKLV YROXPH H[DPLQH HOHPHQWV RI
national and transnational feminist discourse to assess the usefulness
of poststructuralist theory for understanding the contemporary Buddhist feminist movement, both in Asia and globally. The aim here is
QRW VLPSO\ WR FRPPHPRUDWH H[FHSWLRQDO ZRPHQ EXW DOVR WR LQYHVWLgate the claim that Buddhist feminism is a Western imposition and to
H[DPLQHLQGLJHQRXV%XGGKLVWZRPHQ·VLQLWLDWLYHVRQWKHLURZQWHUPV
Buddhist feminist theories share commonalities with Western
feminist theories.27 )RU H[DPSOH SDVVDJHV LQ ERWK HDUO\ DQG ODWH
%XGGKLVW WH[WV VSHDN DERXW ZRPHQ DV LI WKH\ KDG D VSHFLÀF QDWXUH
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LGHQWLÀDEOH RQ WKH EDVLV RI WKHLU SK\VLFDO DQGRU SV\FKRORJLFDO FKDUDFWHULVWLFV )ROORZHUV RI 6DUYăVWLYăGD DQ HDUO\ VFKRRO RI %XGGKLVP
WKDWGHYHORSHGLQ,QGLDDVVHUWHGWKDWSKHQRPHQDH[LVWDVWKH\DSSHDU
WR H[LVW 7KLV W\SH RI WKLQNLQJ YHHUV WRZDUG HVVHQWLDOLVP LQ WKDW LW
LV OLDEOH WR FRQFUHWL]H SKHQRPHQD LQ WKDW VHQVH LW LV VLPLODU WR WKH
gender essentialism described by Simone de Beauvoir, bell hooks, and
others. Many Buddhist feminists accept the theory that gender characteristics are social constructions. At the same time, it is clear that
VRFLDO FRQVWUXFWLRQV DͿHFW WKH ZD\V ZRPHQ SHUFHLYH WKHPVHOYHV DQG
HDFKRWKHUDQGOHDGWRDVVXPSWLRQVDERXW´WKHZD\ZRPHQDUHµDQG
´ZKDW ZRPHQ OLNHµ
From a Buddhist perspective, human identity is contingent on
WKH ÀYH DJJUHJDWHV PHQWLRQHG DERYH DQG DOVR RQ WKH ÀYH HOHPHQWV
HDUWK ZDWHU ÀUH DLU DQG HWKHU %H\RQG WKHVH FRQVWLWXWLYH FRPSRQHQWV KXPDQ EHLQJV KDYH QR HQGXULQJ HVVHQFH LQGHSHQGHQWO\ H[LVtent self, or soul. Like all compounded phenomena, the identities of
VHQWLHQW EHLQJV DUH LPSHUPDQHQW DQG ÁXLG 7KH FRQWLQJHQW QDWXUH RI
identity, including all our identities and all aspects of our identities,
implied by the concept of DQăWPDQ, or absence of inherent or indeSHQGHQWH[LVWHQFH$VRQHFRPSRQHQWRILGHQWLW\JHQGHULGHQWLWLHVDUH
also impermanent, changing from lifetime to lifetime, and contingent
on physical characteristics, inclinations, and social constructions of
gender. Human beings commonly buy into the constructs they have
been raised to accept and unthinkingly adopt the gender categories
SURͿHUHG E\ WKH FRPPXQLWLHV RI WKHLU ELUWK EOLWKHO\ DVVXPLQJ WKH
VWDQGDUG GHÀQLWLRQV GHSLFWLRQV DQG VWHUHRW\SHV WKH\ OHDUQ LQ WKH
process of socialization. Assumptions about gender identities have
enormous consequences for human beings’ psychological and spiritual health and development. Consider how many women have been
LQGXFWHG LQWR WKH FRPPRGLÀFDWLRQ RI ZRPHQ UHGXFLQJ WKHPVHOYHV
and other women primarily to their physical attributes, thus becoming
complicit in their own subjugation by assuming stereotypical attitudes
and behaviors. Breast implants and facelifts come to mind.
In an analysis strikingly similar to modern theories of gender
ÁXLGLW\ %XGGKLVW WKLQNHUV DVVHUW WKDW KXPDQ EHLQJV· LGHQWLWLHV DUH
FRQVWDQWO\LQÁX[,QOLQHZLWKWKHIXQGDPHQWDODVVHUWLRQWKDWDOOFRPpounded phenomena change from moment to moment, gender identiWLHV DUH DOVR PXWDEOH 1RW RQO\ DUH JHQGHU FDWHJRULHV ÁXLG³DV VHHQ
in the YLQD\D WH[WV ZKHUH PDOHV EHFRPH IHPDOHV DQG YLFH YHUVD³EXW
VHQWLHQW EHLQJV PD\ DOVR DVVXPH GLͿHUHQW JHQGHU LGHQWLWLHV DV WKHLU
impermanent streams of consciousness continue through successive
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H[LVWHQFHV RU OLIHWLPHV28 This is not as farfetched as it may seem. We
FDQFRQÀUPWKHQRWLRQRIFKDQJLQJLGHQWLW\E\FRQVLGHULQJIRUH[DPple, that individuals change constantly, both on the molecular level
and over time, from conception to birth, childhood, youth, adulthood,
and throughout the process of aging, until the end of their lives. Gender categories, like all composite phenomena, also inevitably change
in accordance with causes and conditions, as do social and psychological constructions of gender. This is especially evident in the vast
array of Buddhist cultures that have developed over the past 2,500
years. Buddhists are as diverse as the Shan and Mon populations
of Burma, the Chakma and Marma of Bangladesh, the Buryats and
Kalmyks of Russia, the Newars and Sherpas of Nepal, the Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, Mongolian, Sinhalese, Thai, Vietnamese, and so on.
Perceptions of women and gender overall have also changed over
the course of history, during various dynasties and eras of Buddhist
history, up to the present. As Buddhism was gradually adopted in
new lands, it adapted to the indigenous cultures of the people. This
process of Buddhist cultural adaptation continues today in places as
diverse as New York, New Zealand, Brazil, and Uganda.
)URP D %XGGKLVW SHUVSHFWLYH WKH REYLRXV SK\VLFDO GLͿHUHQFHV
H[KLELWHGE\VHQWLHQWEHLQJVDUHQRWQHDUO\DVLPSRUWDQWDVWKHLUVLPLlarity in possessing consciousness. When gazing into the eyes of an
DQLPDOLWEHFRPHVGLFXOWWRGHQ\WKHFRPPRQOLQNRIFRQVFLRXVQHVV
,Q D %XGGKLVW WKHRU\ RI KXPDQ HYROXWLRQ FRQVFLRXVQHVV GHÀQHG DV
knowing and awareness, holds primary importance and overshadows
the other aspects of personhood, because it is through consciousness
WKDWDKXPDQEHLQJLVDEOHWRUHFRJQL]HVXͿHULQJDQGLWVFDXVHVDQG
cultivate the wholesome mental factors and actions that lead to libHUDWLRQ IURP VXͿHULQJ ,W LV WKURXJK WKH UHÀQHPHQW RI FRQVFLRXVQHVV
that a person can achieve mastery over unwholesome mental attitudes
and habitual tendencies. This assertion rests on a number of assumptions imbedded in the Buddhist teachings—namely, that actions have
consequences in accordance with the law of NDUPD FDXVH DQG HͿHFW
and that through the cultivation of consciousness human beings can
achieve a positive evolution, free from harm to oneself and others.
(YHU\ZRPDQ·VH[SHULHQFHLVXQLTXH\HWVWHUHRW\SHVRIZRPHQ
DERXQG :H RIWHQ KHDU %XGGKLVWV ZRPHQ LQFOXGHG H[FODLP WKDW
Buddhist women are not oppressed, not in need of social liberation,
DQG RQO\ QHHG EH FRQFHUQHG DERXW OLEHUDWLRQ IURP F\FOLF H[LVWHQFH
(VDPVăUD). Many strongly believe that Buddhists need not speak up
DERXW WKH VH[LVW RSSUHVVLRQ WKH\ H[SHULHQFH EHFDXVH DV IUHTXHQWO\

