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INTRODUCTION

[ am not rejecting the world, but because of feeling a lonely sense
of mujo [impermanence] I am rather seeking a way for my heart to
take after pure water, which flows day and night.

Chiyo-ni, Japanese haiku master, on the day of her ordination!



Chiyo-ni was a renowned poet of her day, equal to Basho, the best
known of all Japanese masters of haiku poetry. Chiyo-ni does not
garner the international fame accorded Basho, because other male
haiku masters of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Japan failed
to acknowledge her talent. In the modern era she was rediscovered
and is now, again, a well-known figure in Japan, with a statue of her
and a museum in her honour near her home town in north Japan.

Chiyo-ni’s potted history is a suitable preface for this book. Although
she was a woman of accomplished talents, her life and works went
unrecognized for centuries, due to bias and prejudice.?

As nuns and laywomen, women have been part of the Buddhist
tradition since it began, in India, some 2,500 years ago. The place of
women within the tradition is a subject that has occupied the minds
of both practitioners and scholars of Buddhism for centuries. In this
book, I provide an overview on the subject of women in Buddhism.
Such questions as: Is there equality between the genders in Buddhist
traditions? Do Buddhist texts say negative things about women? Do
Buddhist ethics support prejudice against women? Are there any
Buddhist doctrines that state, suggest, or imply that women are
inferior to men? are addressed in the chapters of the book. Over the
past twenty years, numerous books, book chapters, and articles have
been written on the topic of women and Buddhism, and this current
book is a survey of that research.

The book is aimed at anyone interested in the topic of women in

Buddhism. It is intended for those seeking a compact account of the

rich, often complex, and long neglected story of women’s contribution

to Buddhist tradition. Women have inputted to both the heritage
of teachings and practices and the transformation of the Buddhist

tradition up to the present day. Referencing and detailed scholarly

minimum. For readers who wish to investigate

information is kept to a _
d endnotes that provide details on

further, there are references an

other sources to consult. . . -
In the book, I argue one simple thing, that there is no justification

on that women are inferior to men within Buddhist

to support the noti ;
s Buddhism was born and

doctrine and ethical formulations. A
developed within ancient and medieval societies that entertained
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traditional views of women, we do find, however, that social ang
cultural mores and norms that class women as inferior did fing their
way into Buddhist tradition and some Buddhist texts. Certain of thege
views then became ingrained as key elements of the tradition, such
that members of Buddhist communities have, throughout history

attempted to subjugate women. The history of women within, thé
tradition shows us that, often, the negativity did not prevail, instead
many women did, frequently via the calmest and most compassionate
means you could imagine; that is, simply by being themselves. In
the pages of this book, you will meet with Buddhist women who
were devoted disciples, became innovative leaders, instigated neyw
teachings and traditions, were instrumental in bringing Buddhism to
new shores, built monasteries and nunneries, created communities of
nuns and were lauded as esteemed teachers. Like the life and works
of Chiyo-ni, much of this history has remained hidden from view

for centuries.

A New Historical Narrative

Buddhism begins with the life of the historical Buddha, who lived
during the sixth or fifth centuries BCE.> Various accounts of the
Buddha'’s life exist, but the basic story is that, as a young man, he
had a realization about the true nature of the world and renounced his
family life and social responsibilities in a quest for religious liberation.
Most of the legendary accounts of his life (although not all) recount
that he was royalty, and that one symbolic aspect of his renunciation
involved leaving his wife, Yasodhara, and their newborn son.
Within his life story and the narratives that recount how Buddhism
began, three women are important. They are Yasodhara, his mother
Maya, and his stepmother and aunt, Mahapajapati Gotami. According
to the legendary accounts, when pregnant with the future Buddha, his
mother, Maya, had a dream of a white elephant, which symbolized
that the being she would give birth to would be a great man. His
mother died in childbirth, and he was raised by his stepmother and
aunt. Mahapajapati Gotami becomes central in the most popular
narrative concerning the beginning of the Order of nuns as she, along
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with her followers, is the womgp, who fir
puddha to become a nun,

Whether in the legend ary life stor
counted narratives

st makes g request from the

y of the Buddha, or in

. y popular
recounte e about Buddhism, the portrayal of both
Mahapajapa amiand Yasodhars is often largely unfavourable

or at least has mnglflcant fegative undertones. The best-known detail
about Yasodhara is that the Buddha-to-be left her when h
his worldly life in pursuit of religious truth. And hn 1e renounc'ed
a newborn infant. What is much Jegs fr o o e i
. ' . equently commented upon,
less w1de1y'colrcul.ated, 'S accounts of Yasodhara that portray her in
a more positive light. Some of these are from Buddhist canons. As
with other religions, Buddhism includes with its textual corpus both
works that are considered canonical and other texts, commentaries,
and subsidiary literature. One Pali canonical narrative, written
as an autobiography but composed centuries after the time of the
Buddha, could even be said to have a ‘feminist edge’.4 In these verses
Yasodhara describes how the Buddha, essentially, could not have
achieved Awakening with her. In verse after verse, she describes the
extent to which she put aside her own needs to provide what was

required:

I performed a lot of service,

for the sake of you, O Great Sage;

while you sought the Buddha’s Teaching,
[ was [always] your attendant.”

She is also predicted to attain nirvana, as a result of helping the

Buddha to attain his. This is foretold by a former Buddha who relates

part of the narrative:
She will be a like-minded [wife],
with karma and conduct like [yours];

through this karma she’ll be loving
for the sake of you, O Great Sage

Just as masters are protecting
the goods that [they] accumulate,

Introductigy,



so this one likewige will protect
[all] of the things that are Wholesome

Compassionate for [future] you,
she will fulfill the perfections,
Like a lion [freed] from 4 cage,
she will achijeve Awakening.

The woman whg's giving herself
for the merit of the Great Sage
attains cOmpanionship [with him)],
[and] unconditioneg nirvana,®

In lifetime after lifetime, ag the dutiful ang mindfuy] wife, Yasodhars
protected the sphere of the Buddha-to-be, ang enabled him to g, wf::
he needed to in order tq become who he became,

Similarly, with regard to the Buddha’s stepmother and aunt,
Mahapajapati Gotami, the most Popular narrative abouyt her is one

and read are texts that portray Mahapajépati Gotami as the counterpart
to the Buddha; the founder and leader of the nuns’ Order.

In a canonical narrative about the life and death of Mahapajapati
Gotami, events that occur are reminiscent of those that are told as part
of the legend of the life and death of the Buddha. The account focuses
on Mahapajapati Gotami’s wish to attain ultimate nirvana, to die, in
eath that mirrors that of the Buddha. When the nuns who were

disciples realized that this was her wish, they decided that they
wanted to go with her. So, at her death, five hyndrecfl other n@
attained nirvana. Her death was, indeed, an auspicious event:

Rising up, she reached nirvana,
like the flame of a fuel-less lamp.
There was an enormous earthquake;
bolts of lightning fell from the sky.
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The thunder was rumbling loudly;
the deities [gathered there] wailed.
A flower-shower from the sky

was raining down upon the earth.

Even regal Mount Meru shook,
just like a dancer on the stage;

the [great] ocean was greatly grieved,
and he was weeping in distress.

The gods, snake-gods and titans too,
even Brahma, awed at that time,

[said,] ‘this one has now been dissolved:
in flux indeed is all that is.’

The [other nuns] surrounding her,
who practiced the Buddha’s teachings,
they too attained nirvana [then,]

like the flames of lamps without fuel.

Then the Teacher told Ananda
whose knowledge was [deep as] the sea,
‘Go [now,] Ananda, tell the monks,

[my] mother has reached nirvana.”

Itis typical that these two women - so significant in the legend of the
historical Buddha — tend to be remembered more in a negative than
a positive light. Within Buddhist texts, unconstructive views have
long been expressed about women and their abilities. In Buddhist
traditions, both formal and informal structures have been put in place
within which women are relegated to an inferior status. But this is
only half the story, only half the history. The other half - the more
Positive - is found within the lives of Buddhist women throughout
history (and today). These women have overcome obstacles to gain
Ordination as Buddhist nuns, even in countries in which ordination
for women had died out or never been introduced. They have
battleq family and social pressures to become esteemed teachers of
Others, often of both men and women. They have endured economic
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