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INTRODUCTION 

“Let’s bring the nuns to Trinity... ” 

The lights were on, and Adele Broitman was first to speak. Melissa Kerin had 

just finished a slide lecture on nuns from the Keydong Thuk-Che-Cho Ling Nun¬ 

nery in Kathmandu who had learned the meditative practice of sand mandala- 

making. Their teacher had been a monk from a brother monastery in south India, 

and their training had begun in 1993. These women were among the first Tibetan 

Buddhist nuns to learn such a practice, and Missy had been present in Kathman¬ 

du, while a Trinity undergraduate and later as a Watson Fellow, as a witness and 

facilitator to the process. Her lecture was part of a 1996 conference on “revoicing 

the feminine sacred,” and Adele’s idea moved through the hundred or so members 

of the audience with such assent that the conference organizers had to respond. 

Judy Dworin and I rose from the speakers’ platform to detail the difficulties and 

costs that would be involved in such an undertaking, and our final words were to 

dismiss the possibility altogether. 

Within two weeks, however, we were meeting daily to see how impossible it 

really would be. The two previous mandala projects at Trinity, in 1994 and 1996, 

had been much smaller in scale, and the visit of a group of nuns for a whole semes¬ 

ter meant marshalling all the resources available at the college, and enlisting the 

help of people from all over New England as well as from India and Nepal. How¬ 

ever, Trinity’s renewed commitment to international programs, including those in 

the arts, and its efforts to diversify the population of the campus and the scope of 

the curriculum meant, ultimately, that the project was possible. 

The nuns arrived in Connecticut in January 1998. For several months, five 

mandala-makers, one thangka-painter, and an English translator lived on campus. 

They mingled with students, faculty, and hundreds of visitors who came daily to 

watch the progress of an Avalokitesvara mandala and a Green Tara thangka. The 

dark red galleries of the art center were home to daily meditations and pujas, pub¬ 

lic lessons in the scrubbing of chakpus (brass funnels used in the rhythmic laying 

down of the sand), demonstrations in the precise measurements and color appli¬ 

cations of traditional thangka practice, and gallery talks and films on Tibetan Bud¬ 

dhist art and the contemporary role of nuns in diaspora culture. The Chenrezig 
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meditation group from Middletown, formed in the wake of the first Trinity 

mandala project in 1994, lent their support. Local school children, some of whom 

had participated in the second Trinity mandala project at Sanchez Elementary 

School in 1996, took their current lessons and built them into their own perfor¬ 

mance of an extravagant outdoor mandala dance held later that spring in Hart¬ 

ford’s Elizabeth Park. 

Nuns from Keydong Thuk-Che-Cho Ling Nunnery in Kathmandu making an 

Avalokitesvara mandala at Trinity College (photo by Ellison Banks Findly) 

All who came to see the nuns and their work gradually formed a close-knit com¬ 

munity, aware of the historic nature of what was happening. The Keydong nuns, 

who had been among the first renunciant women to learn sand mandala-making 

and thangka-painting techniques, were also the first women to bring their practice 

of these meditative arts to the West. In doing so, they were not challenging Bud¬ 

dhist doctrine on gender questions, or especially any gender bias in the availability 

of Buddhist perfection. Rather, they were challenging years of traditional obstacles 

placed in the way of women who wanted access to all of the same practices avail¬ 

able to men, practices that would provide them with the same effective and pow¬ 

erful tools for their spiritual quests as were available to their male colleagues. 

Those of us who witnessed this process were fully aware that history was being 

made, and were soon to see the teaching of these techniques among peer renun¬ 

ciant women in India and Nepal complement similar initiatives at other nun¬ 

neries such as Dolma Ling in India and Kopan (Jangchup Omeng Gakey Cho 
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Ling Nunnery) in Nepal. Moreover, although we onlookers knew of the historic 

importance of the event, the nuns themselves were primarily attuned to the fact 

that as renunciants, and not necessarily as women, they were now lucky enough 

to be able to use these techniques for their own and others’ spiritual benefit. 

In addition to the making of a mandala and a thangka, the 1998 project at Trin¬ 

ity sponsored, as its closing events, a conference and a weekend performance. The 

performance of Wheel by the Judy Dworin Performance Ensemble brought togeth¬ 

er groups of Native Americans, Eastern Europeans, Tibetans, and Christian gospel 

singers who, together with the nuns, created a truly international work. This piece 

emphasized the way women from diverse traditions could explore new forms of 

spiritual expression in a performance art that, by its very nature, reflected the Bud¬ 

dhist teaching that all things are impermanent. The conference, “Women Chang¬ 

ing Contemporary Buddhism,” brought together scholars whose own work focused 

on the ways women from a variety of Buddhist traditions were already laying claim 

to forms, practices, and institutions that had hitherto been open only to men. The 

work of many of these scholars focused on the ways in which women, in the con¬ 

temporary setting, were reshaping these very same forms, practices, and institutions 

not only to suit their own needs and concerns but also to respond to the particular 

demands of life in late-twentieth-century culture. The papers given at the conference 

became the core of this book. 

Where Buddhist Women Have Been 

Historically, there are at least four areas in which Buddhist women have found 

obstacles in their spiritual lives. The first area is religious practices, that is, lifestyle 

customs, instructional opportunities, meditational forms, and institutional struc¬ 

tures, many of which are routinely available to lay men and monks but are infre¬ 

quently or never available to lay women and nuns. In spite of the misogynistic 

tone of some of their rhetoric, canonical texts clearly state that women can expe¬ 

rience enlightenment as women. However, channels through which women can 

progress to this experience are often severely truncated. The full and irreversible 

transformation of Buddhist enlightenment is reached primarily through lengthy 

and arduous disciplines, which, though they vary by tradition, are each designed 

to move the adept to a posture of non-attachment and compassionate activity 

within the world. With limited access to these traditional disciplinary opportuni¬ 

ties, women practitioners have been hampered in their efforts to actualize the full¬ 

ness of their spiritual lives. 

Second, the disciplinary rules that govern the monastic lives of nuns have clear¬ 

ly delineated them as second-class citizens in relation to monks. The best exam¬ 

ples of this, of course, are the eight disciplinary rules said to have been laid down 
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for nuns by Gautama Buddha at the time of the admission of the first group of 

women into the Buddhist life of the “gone forth,” a disciplinary guide still nor¬ 

mative in the Buddhist world today. These eight rules, for example, require all 

nuns to pay homage to all monks regardless of how senior a nun might be or how 

junior a monk might be; to be instructed by monks in the teachings and conduct 

of the tradition but not vice versa; to refrain from criticizing or reprimanding 

monks though the reverse may happen; and to be ordained by the orders of both 

nuns and monks though the reverse does not happen. This unevenness in institu¬ 

tional governance places nuns’ daily lives directly under the jurisdiction of monks, 

thus curtailing any possibility of the kind of full self-governance for nuns that has 

been the norm for their brother monks. 

Third, although women are, by doctrine, fully capable of experiencing enlight¬ 

enment, the recognition of that highest of experiences in terms of title and status 

has often been withheld from them at various points in Buddhism’s history. The 

Pali term arahant, for example, though applied to specific women in the later and 

commentarial traditions, is not applied to specific women in earlier texts—even 

though the conversion and enlightenment narratives of a number of individual 

women clearly show that the women, like their corresponding male colleagues, 

deserve the title. This same imbalance in the application of terms reflecting spiri¬ 

tual achievement and status is true in later Mahayana traditions as well—in the use, 

or lack of use, of the term bodhisattva, for example, as it recognizes women of 

committed practice who work for the benefit of all sentient beings. 

Finally, female renunciants have at many times in Buddhist history been refused 

the kind of material support that male renunciants have received. Both as indi¬ 

viduals and as members of Sangha communities, nuns have received donations, 

but this material support has lagged well behind that given to comparable monks 

and their communities. In the Pali canon, nuns are known as those who receive 

things only with difficulty (kicchaldbha, dullabha). The evidence of early inscrip¬ 

tions, in which there are many women donors but many fewer nun receivers, and 

the dying back of the nuns’ order in India for lack of support are good illustra¬ 

tions that donor support has been much greater for renunciant men than for 

renunciant women. 

Why women in Buddhist history are discriminated against in terms of the struc¬ 

tures by which their Buddhist lives can be carried out is not necessarily in the evi¬ 

dence documenting their discrimination. We may surmise, however, based on 

what is otherwise presented in the archives of the tradition, that the reasons have 

to do with the prevailing social and cultural milieus in which Buddhist women 

practice. It is eminently probable that as tolerant, egalitarian, and non-gendered 

as Buddhism may be in theory, in reality, the values of the prevailing social and reli¬ 

gious systems in which Buddhists find themselves help to shape the current work- 
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ing attitudes of local Buddhist communities, as well as those of the donors who 

contribute to them. And often these attitudes work negatively against women. 

Moreover, it is quite possible that, over time, the characteristics of prevailing 

venues of Buddhist life have not only been adopted in part or in whole by Bud¬ 

dhist communities, but have accrued to the tradition passed down through teach¬ 

ing and disciplinary lineages and today belong to the powerful Buddhist heritage 

bequeathed to women. And because these unfortunate social views constitute part 

of the cultural baggage of twentieth-century tradition, they are currently being 

deemed separable from more egalitarian Buddhist doctrine by women practition¬ 

ers who hope to reshape the forms, but not the content of, their spiritual quests in 

the contemporary setting. 

Where Buddhist Women Are Going 

In 1985, Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and I published a group of articles under the title 

Women, Religion and Social Change. This collection came out of a conference of the 

same name, and each piece in it was to address a hypothesis we proposed, using 

data from many of the major world religious traditions and covering a range of his¬ 

torical periods. The hypothesis was that, in times of great social upheaval and cul¬ 

tural change, women come forward and participate more actively than in quiescent 

times in the transitions taking place. Moreover, we hypothesized, the nature of 

women’s participation is twofold. First, women are publically active and promi¬ 

nent in the actual changes themselves, moving against older, more outdated forms 

with a revolutionary seriousness, an organizational zeal, and a quick-sighted atten¬ 

tion to the details of movements and trends among peoples. Second, women are 

equally active and prominent in public as the new order is envisioned; they are 

well-to-hand in thinking through the broad schemas of what new values are to be 

emphasized, how new structures can authentically reflect these values, and how the 

new vision can be made to work viably for as many people as possible. As expect¬ 

ed, the reactions to our hypothesis were mixed, as each cultural process examined 

had its own tangle of causes and conditions bearing on it. We did find, however, 

that the hypothesis was borne out in many of the cases and that women indeed 

occupied prominent places as catalysts, workers, and visionaries during times of 

significant social change. 

For this book, I have done something similar. Each contributor has been asked 

to use current research and writing materials to test a hypothesis. This hypothesis 

is that, in the contemporary setting, women are playing a significant and even 

decisive role in the way the forms, practices, and institutions of Buddhism are 

changing to meet the needs and demands of life in late-twentieth- and early-twenty- 

first-century culture. These needs and demands, however, may not necessarily be 
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solely those of women themselves, but of those not ordinarily given place in tra¬ 

ditional structures of privilege—including those who have been disenfranchised by 

caste or class, race, education, social upheaval such as war, and any number of life- 

altering circumstances. Most of the players in these pieces are women themselves 

but, as you will see, many of the changes that have come and are coming about 

involve men, in roles as inspirational guides, as mentors, and as helpful facilitators. 

These men include people like Ananda, the companion of Gautama Buddha; Dr. 

Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, the Mahar Dalit who converted masses of Dalits to 

Buddhism in 1956; His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama; the Venerable Maha 

Ghosananda, a Cambodian monk who works tirelessly on behalf of victims of the 

genocide by Khmer Rouge soldiers in the 1970s; as well as countless partners and 

friends of individual women who seek to create new and more efficacious forms of 

Buddhist practice in the contemporary setting. 

The pieces in this collection cover a wide range of material about Buddhist 

life. There are historical, archival pieces that document and analyze the roles that 

women in past times have had in reshaping monastic and lay life to provide par¬ 

ity in teaching and educational matters, in using their often substantial econom¬ 

ic resources to create and support great Buddhist institutions, and in establishing 

ritual traditions that are especially responsive to the enrichment of women’s lives. 

There are contemporary ethnographic pieces, which examine the role of women 

victims of war in highlighting the brutal oppression of armed conflict, in bring¬ 

ing about peaceful solutions, and in creating therapeutic responses to the war 

experience. They examine a range of issues, from new solutions to the ordination 

question for women who seek life as full Buddhist renunciants, to questions of 

Sangha affiliation and teacher lineage, to questions of patronage and reciprocity 

in relation to renunciant communities, and to questions of social and political 

action in which women seek to rectify access to pilgrimage sites, to leadership 

positions, and to involvement in the rehabilitation of prisoners. There are pieces 

that focus on new forms of artistic expression and the way these forms can 

enhance meditational means to perfection, can include a wider, more globally 

responsive message and form, and can provide architectural spaces more mean¬ 

ingful to those who use them. There are pieces that deal with questions of heal¬ 

ing and the ways in which traditional medical practices can be revised so that 

both body and mind work in tandem to produce optimum health. And there are 

pieces that focus on lifestyle issues of race, reproductive choices, and the ethics of 

intimacy. 

The range of this collection is broad not only in terms of subject but also in 

terms of geographical spread. Buddhist women all over the world are working for 

change, and this collection addresses their work in India, Sri Lanka, Myanmar, 

Thailand, Kampuchea, Nepal, Tibet, Korea, Japan, Germany, France, England, 

6 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



and the United States. Moreover, there is a great range in style. Because the topic 

is so current, I was able to be more faithful to what is happening now by includ¬ 

ing not only pieces about what changes women have been and are making, but also 

pieces by the women who are actually making these changes. Hence, some of the 

material here will be in formal, traditional, more scholarly formats, which focus on 

external observations of social and cultural processes, and some will be in more per¬ 

sonal, even confessional formats, which, through third-person interviews and 

first-person reflections, give voice to the individual joys and pains of tackling crit¬ 

ical issues and of coming up with often difficult solutions. These latter, more per¬ 

sonal works are distinguished by floret designs both in the table of contents and 

in the text itself. 

The organization of the book is thematic. Although most of the pieces address 

a range of issues, they are grouped together schematically by their main issue. In 

addressing ordination, affiliation, and relation to the Sangha, Nancy Barnes 

examines the early inscriptions at Sanchi in India and notes substantial evidence 

of monastics who were also donors to the site. Although nuns and monks are 

normally prohibited from having householder property and from handling 

money, inscriptions throughout South Asia prove the contrary. Most significant 

is her finding that while donor monks are identified by their religious titles, 

donor nuns are identified by the names of the villages, towns, and cities they 

come from—a difference that can only be attributed to the customs of local 

Sanchi society rather than to any conclusion about gender bias in spiritual attain¬ 

ment. Monica Falk turns to contemporary Thai nuns (mae chi) and charts the 

labyrinth they occupy in the space between being lay women and fully ordained 

nuns (bhikkhunis). Overcoming the traditional stereotypes of such women as 

destitute and bearers of bad karma, Falk shows that in recent times these women, 

while retaining a traditional absence from public activities such as officiating at 

ceremonies and going on alms rounds, are in fact undertaking broadened and 

more independent roles in nunneries more analogous to the roles of Thai 

monks—especially in the area of self-governance. Pieces compiled by Martine 

Batchelor illustrate the cases of Voramai Kabilsingh, who is one of the few fully 

ordained nuns in Thailand and a role model for younger women aspirants, and 

her daughter, Chatsumarn Kabilsingh, who works and writes actively on behalf 

of both Thai women seeking full ordination as nuns and Thai prostitutes trying 

to escape the devastation of aids. 

Continuing the focus on Thai women, H. Leedom Lefferts explores the rela¬ 

tionship between lay women and the monks of the Sangha. He posits that lay 

women, in their roles involving the exchange of things (for example, food, robes, 

lodgings, sons) and words, bring about transformations that perpetuate the cycli¬ 

cal universe of Theravada Buddhism and Thai-Lao life. However, with modern- 
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ization and Westernization, which both have considerable potency in gender 

areas, the traditional significance of lay women for Sangha maintenance has come 

under pressure and may ultimately be undermined. As women increasingly move 

to cities and find success in other arenas, there may be serious consequences for 

Thai male monastic life. 

Questions for Western women are taken up by Bhiksuni Thubten Chodron 

and Rotraut Wurst. Chodron tells of being a nun in the Tibetan tradition, 

ordained as a novice in Dharamsala in 1977 and as a full bhiksuni in Taiwan nine 

years later. She is now living in the United States, and her experiences as a pub¬ 

lic woman, whose looks and actions conform to almost nothing normative for 

most Americans, are both funny and edifying. The real bite, however, is in her dis¬ 

cussion of the impoverishment of monastic possibilities in this country for women 

who want to renounce. True to tradition, however, it is the Buddhist view of 

how “to be” rightly in the world and the meditative practices of compassion, 

open-heartedness, and equanimity that help women renunciants like her ride the 

tide of Buddhism in a new land. Rotraut Wurst, on the other hand, a former 

coordinator for the organization of Buddhist women Sakhyadhita in Europe, 

describes a much more gruesome situation for would-be women renunciants in 

Germany. In contrast to their American sisters, who have more sophisticatedly 

networked communities and at least some hope of legitimate institutional 

progress, European women portray their own situation as one where information 

about opportunities for Buddhist women, and the opportunities themselves, are 

very hard to find. 

Opportunities for the Tibetan nuns of Zangskar are also limited. Kim Gutschow 

focuses on their attempts to make novice ordination, with head-shaving and full 

monastic robes, a normative aspect of their religious lives. Although ordination is 

a crucial issue for these women, an even greater one is economic survival. Because 

lay patronage for Zangskari nuns is very low—in terms of both alms donations and 

payment for participation in lay rites of passage—they have to work hard for their 

material maintenance, and many are forced to live at home and work in the vil¬ 

lages. Thus, the nuns’ livelihood is supported mostly by their own labors, either 

in domestic or in agrarian settings. 

Empowerment through ritual is a mainstay for Soto Zen nuns. Paula Arai 

reaches back into the history of Japanese nuns to show how they have used a 

unique ritual of gratitude dedicated to Ananda, the early monk associated with 

the entrance of women into Sangha life, to provide enfranchisement and identi¬ 

ty. These Soto Zen nuns, in using the Ananda ritual, have been unflagging in their 

resistance to male-dominated authority and today rely on the ritual to provide 

affirmation for their own conviction that all women can attain enlightenment 

as women. 
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Turning to the theme of teachers, teaching, and lineages, Ellison Banks Findly 

focuses on two issues. The first is the degree to which nuns in the early Pali tradi¬ 

tion lack self-governance, particularly in questions of ordination and teaching. 

Here it becomes clear that, while nuns have to be sanctioned by the monks’ order 

for their full ordination, this sanction is in fact pro forma, as most of the trans¬ 

formative work for ordination has been done previously by the nuns’ Sangha. 

Moreover, this transformative work has been carried out by educated and highly 

learned women teachers who have substantial stature in their own right. The sec¬ 

ond is the tension in the nuns’ order between status given by seniority and status 

given by merit. While both are found in the early tradition, status given by merit— 

judged on the basis of experience, competence, and the “ability to inspire confi¬ 

dence”—has been preeminent. Both of these issues (self-governance for nuns and 

internal status based on merit) are of importance today, and the patterns of the 

early Pali tradition may well provide useful models as women monastics experi¬ 

ment with the structures of their contemporary communities. As Martine Batch¬ 

elor’s piece on the Thai lay teacher Achaan Ranjuan shows, however, not every 

Buddhist woman who is well taught and gifted in meditation necessarily wants offi¬ 

cial institutional affiliation and may, in fact, find that lay-nun distinctions are not 

fully helpful in establishing life in the Dharma. 

In Myanmar, women religious are distinguished by their marital status, educa¬ 

tion, and precept vows and, as Hiroko Kawanami notes, many of these nuns are 

learned teachers and scholars. In the contemporary Burmese tradition, the prima¬ 

ry distinction is between nuns who enter the nunnery young and before they are 

sexually experienced and are, hence, “virgin nuns,” and those who come into the 

monastic life after marriage and sometimes after widowhood. Generally, the for¬ 

mer become well educated and are often well-known teachers, while the latter 

spend much of their time in meditation. Among the changes taking place at the 

present time are the entry of women into the monastic life due to the presence of 

female relatives, the increasing number of nuns who feel comfortable taking on 

public preaching roles, and the new view of nuns as well-educated members of 

society rather than as broken-hearted old widows. Changing roles for women 

teachers are explored as well by Trudy Goodman who, in a short piece, notes 

some of the ambiguities in the lives of women practicing in the American Zen tra¬ 

dition, and the role these women can play as meditation teachers for both men 

and women. 

Nirmala Salgado turns to Sri Lanka and describes the tension between renun¬ 

ciation and “domestication,” or the day-to-day accommodation with the world, 

which takes place among contemporary Theravada nuns. This tension is expressed 

most notably in that, unlike monks, female renunciants rarely own the land they 

occupy. Moreover, the attitude of contemporary nuns to land ownership is bound 
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to their definitions of kin, and therefore monastic, lineage and has ties to inheri¬ 

tance patterns among lay Buddhists: because inheritance and succession rights to 

land favor men, monks are deemed better able to handle issues of land and prop¬ 

erty. As prospects for nuns improve in Sri Lanka, however, most efforts focus on 

education and ordination, but Salgado argues that ownership and control over 

land should also move now to the center of these discussions. 

In a biographical narrative, Amy Schmidt details the life and contributions of a 

South Asian vipassand teacher, Dipa Ma Barua, who, through her many students, 

has had a tremendous influence on the contemporary history of the Theravada 

meditational tradition in the Western world. A village-born housewife and moth¬ 

er, Dipa Ma followed her own needs for meditation practice and, after working 

with a number of teachers, became a prominent teacher herself. Her Western stu¬ 

dents include Jack Engler, Joseph Goldstein, Jack Kornfield, Sharon Salzberg, and 

Kate Wheeler. The personal dimension of the teaching relationship is examined as 

well in a piece by James Whitehill, who explores an “ethic of intimacy” as reflected 

in the style of his late wife, Miko. A Japanese-American Buddhist who embodied 

the ideals of mother and spiritual friend, Miko’s friendship taught others about the 

paradoxical posture of compassionate dispassion—a Buddhist-inspired ideal of 

interpersonal relationships. 

Moving into the arena of political and social change, Serinity Young focuses on 

the role Tibetan nuns play in leading the opposition to the Chinese presence in 

Tibet. It is the nuns in Lhasa, for example, rather than the monks, who are the 

most vociferous in bringing attention to the oppression experienced by lay and 

monastics alike, and it is the nuns, therefore, who are most likely to be arrested, 

imprisoned, and tortured. Young examines the activist role of female monastics and 

finds that one of the things their arrest and torture reveals is an ambiguity in Chi¬ 

nese social policy: in spite of their rhetoric supporting gender parity, Chinese offi¬ 

cials cannot accept nuns as independent agents and, instead, search for male 

instigators behind their actions. Like Tibet, Ladakh has suffered from the intru¬ 

sion of the modern world and, like Young, Helena Norberg-Hodge finds that this 

intrusion has had serious effects on the women there. As women have gradually lost 

much of their self-confidence, strength of character, and dignity and have begun 

to spend much of their time lethargically watching television, the Women’s 

Alliance in Ladakh has begun to play an important role in involving women in the 

promotion and preservation of their culture—most effectively, at the beginning, 

in discussion groups about the impact of “development.” 

Owen Lynch and Eleanor Zelliot examine the political and literary legacy of Dr. 

B. R. Ambedkar among the Dalit Buddhist women of north India. Lynch focus¬ 

es on a group of Agra-based women who work—under the rubric of “Sujata’s 

Army”—on a number of local issues that have implications not only for the wel- 
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fare of women and Dalits themselves, but for the overall nature of social activism 

undertaken as a form of Buddhist practice as well. Highlighting, particularly, the 

Liberate Bodh Gaya movement, the Ban the Lottery campaign, and the Subvert 

Hierarchy campaign. Lynch makes it clear that women are among the leaders, if 

not the primary leaders, of much of the vigorous involvement in controversial 

social issues in north India at the present time. 

Zelliot returns to the legacy of Dr. Ambedkar and looks at the female leadership 

emerging from his original Buddhist-based political movement in Maharashtra. 

Consistently oriented towards rectifying the treatment of those most socially dis¬ 

advantaged, two kinds of activities have evolved. The first, an organization known 

as the Trilokya Bauddha Mahasangha Sahayaka Gana (TBMSG), is based in the 

work of several dhammacarinis who, as well-organized and highly trained Bud¬ 

dhist lay women, run hostels for young girls. These hostels have, in the past decade, 

become models for other fledgling institutions dedicated to the humanistic edu¬ 

cation of women. The second is the individual effort made by a number of women 

to bring attention to and change the dismal social conditions of many of their 

Dalit compatriots through writing, publishing, and grass roots campaigning. These 

efforts have borne particularly creative fruit in poetry and song, and Buddhist 

Dalit women have been able to carve out of the Dalit literature movement the 

even more specialized phenomenon of Buddhist literature. 

Short compilations by Martine Batchelor highlight some of the social service 

work currently being done by Korean nuns. Jamin Sunim, for example, gives 

Dharma talks in prisons and engages inmates in examining the personal and cir¬ 

cumstantial backgrounds of their crimes in a Buddhist context. Myohi Sunim has 

organized a home for elderly women, where she provides basic living care and 

assistance as well as daily Buddhist instruction; she is also planning a similar home 

specifically designed for elderly Buddhist nuns. And Pomyong Sunim provides 

therapeutic services to a wide range of Korean lay people through the practice of 

flower arrangement and offering. 

Women’s social efforts have been prominent in the settings of war and oppres¬ 

sion as well, and Tessa Bartholomeusz describes the tension around women’s roles 

in the Tamil-Sinhala struggle in Sri Lanka. This tension is played out between 

those who advocate the government’s devolution package, which would give semi¬ 

autonomy to the Tamils in the north, but also peace to the country, and those who 

insist on retaining the geographic unity of the island at whatever the cost. The 

search for peace becomes gendered through the work of Women for Peace, a group 

of Buddhist women who strive for a political rather than a military solution and 

who, therefore, find the government’s devolution package a reasonable option. 

The conjunction of Women for Peace with the devolution issue is controversial not 

only because it is considered anti-Buddhist (for example, anti-Sinhala) but also 
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because, as an autonomous female activity, it challenges the traditional patriar¬ 

chal bias in Sri Lankan culture. 

Traditional forms of social engagement for contemporary Buddhist women are 

reflected in the stories of two Thai nuns described in short pieces by Martine 

Batchelor. Mae Chi Boonliang, for example, runs a nunnery and a charitable foun¬ 

dation set up to educate young women in basic studies and to train them in mar¬ 

ketable skills, such as sewing and work with flowers. And Mae Chi Sansenee runs 

schools for students of all ages, including students with disabilities, on land she 

bought at the suggestion of her monastic teacher. 

Social change sometimes takes the form of slow, persistent knocking at the door. 

In this context, Janice Willis raises questions of race and ethnicity in Buddhist 

America through interviews with four African-Americans. Representing three 

major sectarian traditions found in America (Theravada vipassand, Tibetan, and 

Zen) as well as the academic study of Buddhism, Willis’ informants discuss how 

race and ethnicity have and have not been an issue in their study and practice of 

Buddhism and, if an issue, whether it has been positive or negative. Interpreting 

her colleagues’ observations alongside her own, she explores the additional issue of 

gender, as developed in the account of Lori Pierce. 

Under the theme of art and architecture, Melissa Kerin documents the training 

and early practice of mandala-making and thangka-painting by nuns from the 

Keydong nunnery in Kathmandu. Although supported by His Holiness the Dalai 

Lama, and facilitated by monks from their brother nunnery in south India, the 

steps these nuns took were unusually courageous as they expanded their medita¬ 

tive practices into areas previously reserved for their male colleagues. Inspired by 

the work of these nuns, Judy Dworin created a performance, “Wheel,” which 

draws on the resources of international women artists to plumb the depths of 

samsdra and to rework patterns of the spiritual quest to respond effectively to 

women’s needs. Mandala structures not only proved transformative for mature 

women artists but, under the leadership of Dworin and her Performance Ensem¬ 

ble, became especially accessible to a group of Hispanic elementary students who 

created a large outdoor production based on Buddhist themes of suffering, imper¬ 

manence, freedom, and compassion. 

Ann Norton concentrates on new work done in the arts by women who use 

Buddhist themes. Some of these are visual artists who use recognizable Buddhist 

forms such as the mandala (Suzanne Wind Greenbaum) and the vajra and mudra 

(Mary Laird), for example, and others who rework their own Buddhist heritage 

into contemporary images. One such artist is Haruko Okano, a Japanese-Canadi- 

an who experiments with shrine settings, while another is the Laotian-American 

artist Ammala Douangsavanh, who expresses her tradition in cross-cultural dance 

and poetry. Mayumi Oda of Tokyo is well known for her banner series, many of 
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which explore the transformation of goddess images. And Sarah Buie examines 

the creation of architectural and landscaped environments by three American Bud¬ 

dhist women who, as teachers, seek to integrate Dharmic, feminine, environmen¬ 

tal, and traditional Buddhist values into their spaces. Joan Halifax’s “Upaya” is a 

residential teaching center near Santa Fe whose structures emphasize interrelated¬ 

ness, attentiveness, and intimacy; Tsultrim Allione’s “Tara Mandala” in Colorado 

combines the design of Tibetan summer encampments with current, progressive 

thinking on proper relationships between humans and the environment; and 

Yvonne Rand’s slowly evolving “Redwood Creek Temple” near Muir Beach 

emphasizes the cyclical interdependence of birth and decay. 

The section on body and health begins with the story of Hi-ah Park, a Korean 

Buddhist who was formally trained in Korean court dance and music. She describes 

her own arduous mystic illnesses, which led to and included her shamanic initia¬ 

tion in 1981 and, eventually, to world-renown as a shamanic Buddhist healer. Her 

initiation experiences were intense and profound and, in many ways, mirror tra¬ 

ditional stages along the mystic pathway experienced by earlier Christian, Sufi, 

and Hindu mystics. In a Martine Batchelor piece, Tokwang Sunim, a Korean nun 

and long-time medical student, describes her practice as a medical technician. She 

treats men and women without discrimination, and promotes both strict medical 

hygiene and the development of proper mental culture. Although the success of her 

medical work is substantial, she stresses that much depends on the mental state and 

hard work of the patient him- or herself. 

In a thoughtful muse on human reproduction, Kate Lila Wheeler addresses the 

very personal question of how a Buddhist decides whether or not to have a baby. 

After looking at conflicting aspects of the question herself, and after gathering per¬ 

sonal views from a wide range of sources, Wheeler decides against motherhood as 

a personal choice. It is clear from the responses of many of her informants, how¬ 

ever, that the Buddhist tradition supports either option. Generativity and conti¬ 

nuity, and Buddhist women’s role in them, are central themes of the work of 

Theanvy Kuoch as well. A Cambodian refugee in Hartford, she founded Khmer 

Health Advocates in 1981. Her hope was, and is, to address the multiple mental 

health disorders afflicting Cambodians fleeing a decade of war, torture, and star¬ 

vation in their homeland. Kuoch’s work focuses especially on women’s and fami¬ 

ly issues that are not only deeply influenced by the experiences of Khmer Rouge 

persecution, but reflect assimilation pressures in America as well. 

A cornerstone of the body and health section is its last contribution, a piece by 

Vincanne Adams and Dashima Dovchin on Tibetan medicine and women. In 

addition to highlighting the teachings of traditional Tibetan medicine and its rela¬ 

tionship with Buddhist religious practice, Adams and Dovchin investigate the 

details of gynecological disorders and one of their most ardent investigators, Tibet’s 
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first female doctor in modern times, Kandro Yangkar (1904-1972/3). Among Kan- 

dro Yangkar’s accomplishments are substantial efforts to preserve the Tibetan med¬ 

ical system by creating a wide range of new medicines and by focusing on women’s 

health problems. These efforts are now drawing much attention from Western 

doctors who hope to integrate Tibetan medicine’s healing techniques into those of 

the West. 

While this collection represents only a sampling of the work that contemporary 

women are engaged in as the forms, practices, and institutions of Buddhism under¬ 

go change, it shows how great the variety is among their ranks. Activist women play 

roles at almost every point in the spectrum of human life, working in many types 

of Buddhist contexts and in many geographical locations. They question how 

“worldly” or “otherworldly” a Buddhist practice might be, how involved in social 

and political issues to get, where to find and how to relate to spiritual advisers, and 

how to access the most beneficial teachings and practices. Contemporary Bud¬ 

dhist women are also fully committed to aesthetic questions of creating meaning¬ 

ful spaces, movements, sounds, and visual images for their practice. And they seek, 

as well, ways to evolve forms of lifestyle conducive to the most balanced mental and 

physical health, expressive of the most humane personal relationships, and sup¬ 

portive of the most harmonious communal ties. While this modest collection can¬ 

not reflect all of the rich responses present in the contemporary environment, it can 

suggest some of the things women are now doing, and perhaps inspire others in 

the future. 
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Ordination, Affiliation, 

and Relation to the Sangha 
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THE NUNS AT THE STUPA: 

Inscriptional Evidence for the Lives 

and Activities of Early Buddhist Nuns in India 

Nancy J. Barnes 

The Nuns ’ Order in Buddhist Texts 

A bhikkhuni is a female religious mendicant who has renounced ordinary 

worldly life to follow the Buddha’s path to enlightenment and liberation from 

unhappiness. She has no livelihood other than her religious life, and she receives 

donations of food, clothing, and shelter from the lay faithful to sustain her. The 

word bhikkhuni is usually rendered in English as nun, but the analogy between 

Buddhist and Christian nuns is only approximate. Like her male counterpart, the 

bhikkhu, the bhikkhuni undergoes a period of religious training as a novice, after 

which she is ordained as a full-fledged member of the nuns’ order in a formal cer¬ 

emony known as upasampadd.' 

A woman who wishes to join the nuns’ order goes to an ordained bhikkhuni and 

has her hair shaved off, as a symbol of her renunciation of ordinary lay life. She 

requests two senior bhikkhunis to act as her instructors during her two-year train¬ 

ing period, and these two bhikkhunis present her to the whole local chapter of 

nuns when she is ready for ordination. The spokeswoman for the chapter asks the 

novice a prescribed series of questions about her health, her legal status as a free 

woman, and her fitness to join the order. After she has answered satisfactorily, she 

is presented with the nun’s basic possessions: the five-part monastic robes (saf¬ 

fron-colored in much of the Buddhist world) in which she vows to dress hence¬ 

forth, and an alms bowl with which she may beg her daily food from the laity. 

Then her ordination as the newest member of the chapter is announced, and she 

formally accepts the list of all the rules contained in the Vinaya (book of monas¬ 

tic discipline) that are to regulate her conduct as a bhikkhuni. After she has been 

ordained by her fellow bhikkhunis, she must present herself before a quorum of the 

local chapter of bhikkhus for ordination by their community. Only then is she rec¬ 

ognized as a bhikkhuni who has received double ordination from both the 
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bhikkhuni and bhikkhu Sanghas, or religious communities. The upasampadd of a 

bhikkhu is nearly the same as a bhikkhuni’s except that he receives ordination only 

from the monks’ Sangha, not from the nuns. 

According to Buddhist scriptures, the orders of bhikkhunls and bhikkhus were 

founded by Gotama the Buddha soon after he had attained enlightenment. Men 

and women who felt a powerful desire to devote their lives to the quest for liber¬ 

ation from worldly suffering were drawn to him, and he accepted them as his fol¬ 

lowers, organizing them into a religious community, the Sangha. Bhikkhunis and 

bhikkhus learned moral discipline, meditated, preached the Dhamma2 to lay dis¬ 

ciples, and presided over various life cycle rituals for the laity.3 Buddhist sutras 

(Pali suttas; discourses) and the Vinaya4 recount stories of many bhikkhunis who 

are said to have lived at the time of the Buddha: women who had experienced 

nibbana (liberation) through insight into the true nature of existence and the caus¬ 

es of human suffering; women who were learned and became skilled and eloquent 

teachers; women who acted as guides and counselors to other nuns. 

An old story of how the bhikkhuni order began is recounted in Buddhist texts.5 

A few years after the Buddha had established the order of bhikkhus., Mahapajapati, 

Gotama’s aunt and stepmother, came to him and asked him to receive her and her 

companions as female mendicants. Three times he refused her request, and she left 

in tears. But she did not give up her quest. She and her friends shaved their own 

heads, as the bhikkhus did, put on saffron robes, and followed the Buddha and his 

monks in their wanderings. Exhausted after her long journey, and fully aware that 

the Buddha had rejected her, Mahapajapati stood weeping outside the place where 

the monks had gathered. The young monk Ananda, who was related to both 

Mahapajapati and Gotama, found her there and asked why she was so troubled. 

When she told him, he took it upon himself to speak on her behalf to the Bud¬ 

dha, but he, too, was refused. Ananda was as determined as Mahapajapati, how¬ 

ever, and he asked the Buddha whether women were as capable of attaining 

enlightenment as men. When the Buddha affirmed that there was no difference in 

women’s and men’s potential for highest realization, Ananda asked again whether 

Mahapajapati, the woman who had raised Gotama after his own mother had died, 

could be received into the Buddhist Sangha along with her women companions, 

and the Buddha agreed. But the Buddha imposed on the women eight special 

rules, which would have the effect of keeping the nuns permanently subordinated 

to the monks, and barred from attaining positions of authority in the Sangha. 

This is what the texts say. But modern scholars now ask, do these texts actual¬ 

ly present an accurate history of events during the lifetime of the Buddha? In fact, 

very few Buddhist texts now extant can be definitely dated, in their present form, 

to earlier than the fourth or fifth centuries c.E.—that means as much as a thou¬ 

sand years after the time of the Buddha.6 Certainly there were oral traditions about 
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the teachings of the Buddha and the early years of his Sangha, and some of these 

accounts were committed to writing in the first century b.c.e.—a few hundred 

years after the death of the Buddha. However, these written texts were probably 

revised before they reached the state in which we now have them, so that what they 

now present is a carefully constructed interpretation of what Buddhism was orig¬ 

inally like. The story of the founding of the nuns’ order is one example of this 

process of revision and refinement. It was created by monks at some unknown 

time for a particular purpose: to settle the matter of the relative status of monks 

and nuns in the Sangha. 

If Buddhist sutras, the Vinaya, and even traditional histories do not paint an 

accurate picture of nuns and monks at the time of the Buddha or in the centuries 

immediately following his death, is there some more reliable source for informa¬ 

tion about real Buddhists in ancient times? Fortunately, there is. 

Inscriptions from Early Buddhist Monuments 

A number of ancient Buddhist sites have been discovered and excavated by arche¬ 

ologists since the mid-nineteenth century. Some of them are monastic cave com¬ 

plexes, which were hewn out of the sides of cliffs; some are free-standing 

monuments surrounded by residences for monastics. Some sites are quite modest; 

others are large and impressive. Among the latter are Bodhgaya, the place where 

the Buddha attained enlightenment; Sarnath, where he first taught the Dhamma; 

and the magnificent reliquary stQpas (Pali thupa)7 of Amaravati, Bharhut, and 

Sanchi. Portions of the structures at these sites were donated to the Buddha or the 

Sangha, and the donated stones were inscribed with the records of the donations. 

The body of inscriptions that have so far been discovered from several sites is large, 

and dates from the third century b.c.e. to as late as the fourteenth century c.e. The 

earliest of these, dating from the third century b.c.e. to the second century C.E., 

include a very large number of records of gifts made by bhikkhunis and bhikkhus. 

Although the inscriptions are very brief, usually giving only the donor’s name, 

religious title, perhaps a place of residence, or the name of the donor’s religious 

teacher, a surprising amount of information can be derived from them about the 

Buddhist Sangha and the condition of Buddhism in the years not long after the 

Buddha’s death. One of the best-preserved of these ancient sites is Sanchi, which 

also produced the richest body of inscriptions found at any single site—more than 

eight hundred inscriptions altogether. Some 129 record gifts of monks, and 125 are 

gifts that name nuns as donors. These gifts by monastics represent nearly a third 

of the total donations.8 
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The Monuments ofSanchi 

The Sanchi site was probably founded in the third century b.c.e., for there is a pil¬ 

lar in the main precinct with an inscription of the Mauryan emperor, Asoka. The 

oldest foundations of the principal monument, Stupa I, and the nearby building 

known as Temple XL, are at the same level as As'oka’s pillar, and thus were begun 

at the time the pillar was erected.9 There are three very well preserved and restored 

stupas on the Sanchi Hill: Stupa I, the largest, which is dedicated to the Buddha 

and once contained some of his relics; Stupa III, which housed the relics of the 

Buddha’s two chief disciples, Mahamogallana and Sariputta, who pre-deceased 

him; and Stupa II, located part way down the hill outside the main precinct, 

which contained relics of several revered local monks.10 There are also remains of 

a number of other structures in the main precinct on the hilltop—small stupas, 

temples, and monasteries. Most of the inscriptions were on paving stones and 

parts of the railings surrounding the three main stupas, but some were found on 

stones and images from the other buildings. Aside from As'oka’s third-century 

b.c.e. inscription on the pillar, the inscriptions date from the second century b.c.e. 

to the ninth century c.e., with all but a handful dating from the second and first 

centuries b.c.e.11 

The Sanchi Hill is in north central India, in the modern-day state of Madhya 

Pradesh. It rises from the plains about four miles from the town of Vidisha, which 

was an important trading center and capital of the local territory in the last few cen¬ 

turies b.c.e. Major east-west and north-south trade routes that linked both coasts 

and many important cities and ports crossed near Vidisha. Traveling merchants 

passing through Vidisha could stop at Sanchi to see the Buddha’s stupa, or to visit 

some of the other Buddhist cult centers in the vicinity. Inscriptions from Sanchi 

indicate that prosperous lay people from many nearby towns donated stones when 

the great stupa of Sanchi was enlarged and adorned in the second century b.c.e. 

Presumably the place was quite familiar to them. 

Although Gotama the Buddha never visited this region of northern India dur¬ 

ing his lifetime, some of his relics were brought there, probably in the third cen¬ 

tury b.c.e., and deposited in the new stupa built to protect them. Wherever his 

relics were, there was the living presence of the Buddha, and people went there to 

be in his presence, to see his presence in the stupa that enclosed his relics.12 By the 

last quarter of the second century b.c.e., the Sanchi Hill with its Buddha relics had 

become important enough as a cult center to inspire the local monastic commu¬ 

nity to enlarge the main stupa, face it with stone slabs, and surround it with a 

massive stone railing. Between the railing and the base or drum of the stupa, a 

paved pradaksina, or walking path, was laid down on which the visitor could cir¬ 

cumambulate the sacred mound. A stairway was also built to an upper pradaksina 
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path with its own railing atop the drum about a third of the way to the crest of the 

stupa. From that crest a mast arose surmounted by stone discs (chattras or cere¬ 

monial umbrellas) and enclosed by still another railing. It was the stones that made 

up these railings, and that paved the ground level pradaksind path, that were donat¬ 

ed by nuns, monks and lay people and inscribed with their names. A little later, 

in the first century b.c.e., four monumental gateways (torana) covered with sculpt¬ 

ed panels and three-dimensional figures were added. On the gateways, too, dona¬ 

tions were recorded.13 

Nuns at Sanchi 

The Sanchi inscriptions record gifts made and paid for by bhikkhunis, bhikkhus, 

and lay people. All of these donors clearly had sufficient wealth to make such gifts. 

Although it had long been assumed by scholars of Buddhism that those who 

entered the Sangha gave up their personal property and all claim to their family’s 

wealth, these inscriptions (and many from other monuments) demonstrate that 

this was not so. That individual monastics did own property is confirmed by sev¬ 

eral passages in the books of regulations for monks and nuns, the Vinaya.14 Nuns 

and monks did themselves receive gifts of food and other articles from lay people, 

but some of them were not wholly dependent on the generosity of the laity. In the 

last few centuries b.c.e., lay people made gifts to Buddha stupas and other holy 

places as acts of devotion, and to earn religious merit for themselves or for others. 

They also gave to nuns and monks to earn merit. In return, monastics performed 

religious services for their lay donors, such as preaching to them and participating 

in their life cycle rituals. When Sanchi’s Buddha stupa was expanded and Stupas 

II and III were erected, nuns and monks presented themselves in great numbers 

as donors, shoulder to shoulder with prosperous lay men and women.15 

The number of donations by nuns and monks is about equal: 125 from nuns, 129 

from monks at all Sanchi’s edifices. Nuns were just as likely as monks to have the 

means to make religious gifts, and just as likely to step forward and actively sup¬ 

port the construction of an important monument. Monastic women were a 

significant element in the development of major cult centers like Sanchi. Their gifts 

also contributed to the creation of a new Buddhist architectural landscape in India, 

a landscape dotted with large and imposing stupas like those at Sanchi, and those 

that once existed at Bharhut, Amaravati, and elsewhere. 

At Sanchi, nuns’ gifts were presented mostly to Stupa I, the Buddha’s stupa, and 

to Stupa II, which held the relics of ten local monks. These two monuments were 

also most favored by monks and lay donors. How much the stones cost is not 

recorded. Most of the inscriptions are on paving stones that were walked on, or on 

sections of the stupa railing that visitors would pass while circling the monument 
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but would hardly notice. The gifts were not made for glory. They were made to 

the Buddha, and the inscribed stones remained in his presence long after the 

donors had died. 

Nuns came from other places to make their gifts to the Buddha at Sanchi.16 

Their inscriptions do not call them residents of Kakanava, the ancient name for the 

religious center on Sanchi Hill. None of the monk donors is called a resident, 

either, although a relic casket from Stupa II was the gift of religious pupils of a 

Kakanava monk. Seventy-three of the nuns’ inscriptions identify the donor by the 

place she came from: for example, the gift of bhikkhuni Yakhl from Vadivahana, 

the gift of bhikkhuni Isidata of Kurara.17 All the nuns whose homes are named 

came from just twelve cities or towns, the exact locations of most of which have 

not been determined, though probably none were very distant from Sanchi Hill. 

There are eight inscriptions of nuns from the city of Vedisa (Vidisha), which was 

very close by. There are also eight from Ujeni (Ujjain), another important city 

further to the west. But by far the largest groups of nuns came from Kurara and 

Nadinagara, whose locations are not known. A total of seventy-eight cities and 

towns are mentioned in all the inscriptions from Sanchi. Lay donors hailed from 

a much larger array of places than nuns did. Although the numbers of nun and 

monk donors at Sanchi were nearly equal, the thirty-four monks’ inscriptions that 

mention where they resided name twenty-two places. It seems likely that there 

were communities of nuns in the towns named in their inscriptions, and those at 

Kurara and Nadinagara may have been particularly large, for at that moment in 

history when all these donations were made a significant number of nuns from 

those places chose to make gifts. 

Monks’ residences are harder to pin down, for the great majority of monks’ 

inscriptions do not mention names of cities or towns at all, and those that do tally 

up to one or two monks each from quite a number of places. The fact that a larg¬ 

er number of places is mentioned in monks’ records, even though so few individ¬ 

uals came from them, at least suggests that there were more monks’ communities 

in the areas around Sanchi than there were nuns’ communities. Monks may also 

have been more mobile than nuns, traveling at will, alone or in pairs. Nuns seem 

to have been more likely to travel to a place like Sanchi in groups. Four gifts were 

made to Stupa I by groups or pairs of nuns, and one gift to Temple XL.18 It is also 

important to note that nuns most often identified themselves by their places of res¬ 

idence, and monks did not. Lay people, too, frequently identified themselves by 

the names of the towns or cities where they lived. 

Names of cities, towns, or villages are mentioned in the nuns’ and monks’ 

inscriptions, but not the names of monasteries. It is not clear, then, that Buddhist 

monastics lived in settled and self-conscious monastic communities in the second 

and first centuries b.c.e. On Sanchi Hill itself, none of the monasteries that have 
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been excavated date from this early period. In these laconic inscriptions, at least, 

there seems to be little evidence for the existence of the kind of highly organized 

communities living in well-built monasteries that are described in the Vinayas. 

Nuns’ inscriptions at Sanchi refer to the donors as bhikkbunls, who are more 

often than not further identified by their place of residence. One woman, howev¬ 

er, who donated three separate railing stones to Stupa I and one rail pillar to Stupa 

II19 is referred to as sutatika, one who is versed in the sutras. Six inscriptions record 

gifts from women who were pupils of five different women religious teachers; two 

students of one of these teachers made separate gifts. There is some evidence from 

the inscriptions, therefore, that a woman could be recognized as learned (versed in 

the sutras), and that some women were venerated by their female pupils.20 

Monk donors, however, are often identified by religious titles other than 

bhikkhu, which indicate the monk’s learning or seniority. Two monks are called by 

the respectful title bbadata, reverend.21 One is called thera, elder.22 Two are called 

bbanaka, reciters or preachers; another is dbammakatbika, preacher of Dhamma.23 

One is sutatika, versed in the sutras; another is pacanekayika, versed in the five 

bodies of scripture.24 One is called sapurisa, true or worthy man.25 Seventeen 

inscriptions record the gifts from men who identify themselves as pupils, antevdsin, 

of twelve different teachers, and the teachers are all called ay a {arya), noble or wor¬ 

thy.26 Aya is the most commonly used religious title in the inscriptions, next to 

bbikkbu. It is used in eleven other inscriptions besides those just mentioned.27 In 

some cases, a monk is identified by more than one title: Aya Passanaka bbicbu, 

Tbera aya Naga bbicbu of Ujeni.28 Among donor monks, then, a variety of religious 

titles is used, and an individual is more likely to be identified by his title than by 

his place of residence. This is strikingly different from the way nuns are identified. 

Inside Stupa II, a stone box containing four smaller steatite caskets was found. 

In the caskets were some of the ashes of ten revered local monks.29 All the boxes 

were inscribed. The inscription says that the stone box contains the relics of the 

vinayakas, masters of Vinaya. The caskets name each of the deceased. One is called 

acariya, teacher. A second is a pupil of another monk. One casket refers to 

kdkandva pabbdsa, the Light of Kakanava (the ancient name for Sanchi). All ten 

monks are called sapurisa, true or worthy men.30 Some of the relics of these same 

monks were also found in stupas a few miles from Sanchi Hill, at Sonari and And- 

her, which indicates that they were held in especially high esteem in the whole area 

around Sanchi.31 In the inscriptions they are called by what must have been par¬ 

ticularly reverent titles. Sapurisa is not very commonly found in inscriptions from 

other sites, although it does occur in Buddhist scriptures. It may have been a title 

used among local monastics, just as kdkandva pabbdsa obviously was. In any case 

it must have been a very respectful title since it was used for these ten men whose 

remains were interred in large stupas built specifically for them. 
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Several questions suggest themselves after this analysis of how nuns and monks 

are identified in the Sanchi inscriptions. First of all, why were monks so frequently 

identified by their religious titles, while nuns were identified by the names of the 

cities, towns, or villages they came from? Only one woman is identified by a reli¬ 

gious title, sutatika. The religious titles used indicate the seniority of a monk, or 

the respect with which he was regarded, or his learning. Does this mean that 

monks were more likely to be respected or to become learned in the sutras and the 

Vinaya, which in the second and first centuries b.c.e. were probably only hand¬ 

ed down by oral instruction from teacher to pupil? If so, did monks have more 

opportunities to study with a teacher, or were they more eager for learning than 

nuns were? Was there something about the monastic communities that offered 

men more support for study than women? The donative inscriptions name at least 

twelve learned monk teachers and their male students. They also name five learned 

nuns who had female pupils. Neither number is large, and the difference between 

them is not great, but nonetheless there were more monks than nuns in the 

Sanchi inscriptions who were teachers with a following of pupils. Is this fact some 

small indication that more monks had studied and gained sufficient mastery of 

Dhamma to become teachers? In that case, if a nun wanted to learn the scriptures, 

but could find no learned nun to teach her, could she ask to be taught by a learned 

monk?33 What we do know is that there were at least five women teachers in the 

communities around Sanchi, and that some of their pupils valued their relation¬ 

ship with them so much that they identified themselves first and foremost as their 

disciples. 

However, not even these women teachers are called by religious titles that 

testified to their learning. All the monk teachers were. Perhaps the monk teachers 

were simply more senior in the Sangha than any nuns in the inscriptions were, 

although a monk or nun who taught pupils had to be qualified, and that normal¬ 

ly required years of study. Perhaps the bhikkhuni Sangha near Sanchi was a younger 

entity than the bhikkhu Sangha. Monk donors were drawn from a larger number 

of local religious communities than nuns were, according to the inscriptions. The 

nuns’ Sangha may have been more recently introduced into the region. Without 

more archaeological data from other Buddhist sites in the wider area around Sanchi 

it is impossible to say. But the problem of why even nun teachers were not called 

by respectful religious titles is troubling. 

But there may be other reasons for this. Who decided how the inscriptions were 

to read? The donors obviously supplied the basic information, but the second and 

first century b.c.e. inscriptions seem to follow a single pattern, which suggests that 

the overseer of the Sanchi building projects had something to say about how they 

read. The overseer certainly controlled the overall design of the railings and walk¬ 

ing paths: the stones are all cut to regular shapes, and all are carefully finished and 
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carefully fitted together. The overseer would also have been responsible for having 

the inscriptions carved into the donated blocks.34 The overseer, navakammika, of 

a Buddhist construction project was usually a monk, and often a high-ranking 

monk.35 He was appointed to this position by the local Sangha, and represented 

the monks’ interests while he had the project carried out. 

By the time the Sanchi stupas were constructed, local traditions prescribing the 

designation of senior or accomplished monks had been established. It is possible 

that there was no local tradition of designating and differentiating nuns by such 

titles, no matter what their religious accomplishments; perhaps it was simply the 

convention to call all women monastics by one term: bhikkhuni. If this speculation 

is correct, it would suggest that the difference in the way the Sanchi monastics 

and laity perceived and addressed monks and nuns had more to do with custom 

and even with pressure from the local society than with an imbalance in ability or 

attainment between male and female monastics: bhikkhunis are women of place, 

bhikkhus are men of accomplishment. This may also have been the way nuns and 

monks perceived themselves.36 

It is worth considering, also, whether very many donors, monastic or lay, could 

read the inscriptions on their own donated stones. Obviously some monastics 

could read and write, for it was probably literate monks who were given the job of 

writing the inscriptions on the stones (that were then carved into the surface by 

other hands). But it may not have been important at all whether donors, monas¬ 

tic or lay, could read the inscriptions on their stones. Once the stones were set in 

place, it is quite possible that no one ever bothered to look at them, much less read 

them. It was not only that they would have been hard to read, being too high up 

on railing or gateway to be made out, or under one’s feet as one circumambulat¬ 

ed the stupa, but that the inscriptions were never meant for living human eyes. 

The stupa is not just a symbol of the Buddha, nor does it merely belong to him. 

The stupa is the Buddha himself. When a person made a gift to the stupa and had 

her name cut into the stone, her name was permanently fixed in the living pres¬ 

ence of the Buddha. It was the Buddha who “read” it. And the donors had every 

reason to have themselves identified as exactly as possible, so that their names would 

not be confused with anyone else’s. In ancient Indian thought, a person’s name was 

inseparable from her essential character, and her name inscribed on a stone made 

her present there herself. The living nun remained permanently in the presence of 

the living Buddha. The overseer who received the donors’ money and had their 

names inscribed on their stones made this enduring relationship possible.3 

Sanchi Stupas II and III contained relics of deceased monks, not of the Buddha. 

Stupa III is dedicated to the Buddha’s two greatest disciples, Sariputta and 

Mahamogallana, who figure prominently in many sutras. According to Chinese 

pilgrims who visited India in the fifth and seventh centuries C.E., many stupas 
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were erected over their relics, which had been dispersed to Buddhist centers all over 

the country.38 Relic boxes from another of their stupas were found at Satdhara, only 

a few miles from Sanchi. At Sanchi, Stupa III was built close to the Buddha’s 

Stupa I, within the main monastic precinct at the top of the hill. According to the 

Vinaya, this was the proper place for the highest ranking monks, who had experi¬ 

enced nibbanaP Sariputta and Mahamogallana were the Buddha’s contemporaries 

and close companions. They had died long before any cult center was founded on 

Sanchi Hill. Their memory obviously survived among Buddhists all over India, but 

the two great disciples had no specific connection with Kakanava-Sanchi. Their 

stupa did not attract the enthusiasm that donors felt toward the Buddha’s stupa, or 

toward Stupa II, which covered the relics of ten local monks. Stupa III received only 

sixteen donations. Seven of these were from nuns or monks, the rest from lay peo¬ 

ple. Both monastics and laity reserved most of their gifts for the other two stupas. 

By contrast with the paucity of inscribed donations found at Stupa III, about 

one hundred recorded donations are extant on the railings and pavements of Stupa 

II, and more than half of these are from monks and nuns. The monks whose relics 

were found in Stupa II were clearly greatly revered, enough so that a special stupa 

was built for them at Sanchi, and at two nearby sites, Sonari and Andher, and 

their stupas were well endowed with donations. However, their attainments were 

not of the highest, evidently, because Stupa II is placed outside the main precinct, 

down the hill from Stupa I and Stupa III, which accords with instructions given 

in the Vinaya as to where to locate stupas of monks of various ranks.40 Their sta¬ 

tus was not equal to Sariputta’s or Mahamogallana’s; they were what the Vinaya 

calls “ordinary monks.” 

Sanchi Stupa I was still surrounded by many small stupas when the site was dis¬ 

covered in the nineteenth century, but they were cleared away by excavators dur¬ 

ing the operations between 1881 and 1883. Other Buddhist sites are still crowded 

with small stupas, which cluster close to the sacred monument, as at Bodhgaya, or 

are set at some distance from the principal structure, as at Bhaja, Kanheri and 

many other cave monastery complexes.41 These small stupas are mortuary stupas 

that held the ashes of the local monastic dead. With their relics buried near the 

Buddha’s stupa or holy place, these people, too, remained permanently in the pres¬ 

ence of the living Buddha. Not many of the surviving small stupas bear inscriptions 

identifying the deceased. The few that do name monks. 

Since most small stupas are anonymous burials, we cannot know whether any 

of them contained the remains of nuns. The larger relic stupas that are known, like 

Sanchi Stupa II, were all raised for monks. Since nuns had the resources to make 

gifts to monks’ stupas and to the great monuments of the Buddha, they presum¬ 

ably would have had the wealth to build stupas for their dead sisters. I wonder what 

happened to the remains of nuns. 
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Figure I (see p. 30) 

Figure 2 

Figure 5 

Texts say that when bhikkhuni Maha- 

pajapatl—the woman who had been the 

Buddha’s stepmother and was the first 

bhikkhuni, according to the scriptures 

—died, a great funeral was held for her. 

The four most venerable monks carried 

her bier, and the Buddha himself 

walked beside it with his hand on it. In 

the Buddhist tradition, she is one of the 

most venerable nuns who ever lived. 

But no texts mention that a stupa was 

erected for her relics after her body was 

cremated. After the death of the vener¬ 

able Sariputta, not just one but eventu¬ 

ally many stupas were built to contain 

his relics.42 

A story is told in the Theravada 

Vinaya about a stupa that some nuns 

built for the remains of a sister they 

deeply venerated. A senior monk was 

annoyed when he found them lament¬ 

ing at the new stupa, and he demol¬ 

ished it before their eyes. The horrified 

nuns then plotted to kill the monk, but 

another monk warned him, and he 

escaped their vengeance. The nuns then 

went to the monk who had warned the 

stupa destroyer, and reviled and insult¬ 

ed him for interceding. When the case 

was brought to the Buddha, he had nothing to say about the first monk’s destruc¬ 

tion of the stupa, nor about the nuns’ assassination plot. Instead he made a new 

regulation, a Vinaya rule, that no nun was allowed to verbally abuse or revile 

any monk.43 

Although this story need not be accepted as history, it represents a monastic atti¬ 

tude that prevailed in the centuries when many of the later monastic cemeteries and 

mortuary stupas were constructed. According to the Vinaya, the destruction of a 

stupa was an exceedingly serious offense; it was the same as killing a living person 

that is, the person whose remains the stupa contained. The person in question 

was, moreover, an ordained bhikkhuni. Yet a senior bhikkhu, who knew the rules, 

not chastised by anyone for committing this act of ritual murder nor, of was 

THE NUNS AT THE STUPA 27 



course, were the nuns penalized for attempting to exact blood vengeance against 

an ordained monk. The issue of interest to the monks who compiled this Vinaya 

tale was the monks’ right to authority in the Sangha. Nuns were not to be per¬ 

mitted to establish ritual centers of their own—for that is what their stupa was— 

independent from the monks. And judging from the account of Mahapajapati’s 

funeral, the monks were unlikely to establish a stupa for a deceased nun themselves. 

These accounts do not inform us about attitudes or practices prevailing in the sec¬ 

ond or first centuries b.c.e. But they do suggest that the monks who composed 

these stories, whenever they were composed, wanted to control the actions of nuns 

and curtail their inclinations toward independence. 

The Sanchi inscriptions make it very clear that nuns did act independently in 

real life: they made gifts to the stupas of their own accord, and did not wait for 

monks to give them orders. Perhaps they were not addressed with the full vocab¬ 

ulary of religious nomenclature that the monks were honored with, but they were 

financially independent and played a major role in creating the cult center on 

Sanchi Hill. We may never know whether they also erected anonymous stupas 

somewhere for their own special dead. 

Conclusions 

The Sanchi material used here comes from one site only, a cult center in north-cen¬ 

tral India that had local fame but may not have been well known beyond its lim¬ 

ited geographical area. It is true that it is better preserved than any other ancient 

Buddhist structural site, and is, moreover, the richest single repository of early 

inscriptions yet discovered in India. We can be sure that the information in the 

Sanchi inscriptions opens a window on Buddhism in a particular region in the 

second and first centuries b.c.e., and even somewhat after that because of a few 

later inscriptions. Comparison with inscriptions from other sites that date from 

about the same time shows that the Sangha near Sanchi had much in common 

with the Sangha elsewhere, but the present lack of significant bodies of inscriptions 

from a significant number of other sites44 suggests caution is in order before too 

many generalizations are made. 

I can say that in the records from Sanchi, women played roles as important as 

men’s. Not only were bhikkhums as active as donors as bhikkhus were, but lay 

women were often the leaders in making religious gifts, either with male and female 

relatives, or independently. Among those pious lay people known as updsakas or 

upasikds, there were about three times as many women (upasikas) as men (updsakas) 

who left records of gifts at the stupas. The donors were indispensable in making 

Sanchi what it is. 

Nuns seem not to have held ranks in the Sangha that were equal to men’s, but 
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that does not appear to have held them back. From the inscriptions we know them 

only as donors. We don’t know any of the details of these women’s daily lives. We 

don’t know whether they lived together in communities, or how they interacted 

with each other or with the lay people in their towns. The only hint we find of 

communal action comes from the records of joint gifts made by two or more 

bhikkhunis.AC> We also know that at least one nun made a joint gift in company with 

some monks and lay people, but the record tells us nothing about the relationship 

between these individuals.46 We can conclude that mothers of nuns were suffi¬ 

ciently proud of their daughters’ vocation to call themselves the mother of the 

nun so-and-so in the records of their own donations.47 (There were also mothers 

of monks who identified themselves similarly.) My impression after closely exam¬ 

ining the Sanchi inscriptions is that there was a vibrant population of nuns and lay 

women who enlivened the religious life of the Sanchi region. The last two centuries 

before the common era were a good time to be a bbikkhunt there. 

At this time nuns were influential and active. Inscriptions from other places 

dating from the first two centuries of the common era prove that nuns continued 

to be influential in shaping Buddhist practices and Buddhist art. As Gregory 

Schopen has thoroughly demonstrated, it was nuns and monks who commissioned 

the first images of the Buddha ever made, and paid to have them carried to impor¬ 

tant cities to become the center of a new cult of the Buddha in human form.48 In 

fact, nuns were so prominent that monks kept promulgating rules to keep them 

in check, as we find in the stories from the Vinaya discussed above. Monks would 

have had no need to make special rules to limit nuns’ actions and rights if nuns 

hadn’t already shown monks how independent they could be. 

Nuns were active supporters of the Kakanava cult center on Sanchi Hill in the 

second and first centuries b.c.e., but after that their inscriptions cease. Elsewhere 

in India, also, nuns’ inscriptions became rarer, and from the fourth or fifth cen¬ 

turies on they disappear from the annals of donors to Buddhist monuments. Nuns 

did not cease to exist, for there are records of nuns’ communities in later centuries, 

but they apparently ceased to be active and influential in the larger Buddhist world. 

It seems likely that the nuns lost their impact because the monks asserted their own 

primacy in the Sangha, and created regulations that would keep the women per¬ 

manently in their place. The Vinaya texts, where these rules were preserved, were 

largely codified in their present form in about the fourth or fifth centuries c.E. 

And if Schopen’s conclusions are correct, by that time the Mahayana movement 

in Buddhism was in the ascendancy, and where Mahayana inscriptions are found, 

there seem to be no nuns.49 

But at Sanchi, in the second and first centuries b.c.e., nuns were thriving. It was 

then that the bhikkhuni Sangha seems to have reached its peak, at Sanchi and 

probably in many other places in India. Sanchi itself remains, an inspiring testimony 
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to the accomplishments of women of the past, who worked with men to create one 

of the magnificent monuments of the ancient world. 

Photo Captions 

1. Sanchi, Stupa I. View from the south, showing the South Gateway (torana) and the 

double stairway to the upper walking path. The broken base of the column erected 

by Emperor Asoka Maurya in the third century b.c.e. can be seen beside the gateway 

to the viewer’s right. The core of the Buddha stupa also dates from the third centu¬ 

ry b.c.e. It was expanded in the second century b.c.e., and the monumental gateways 

were added in the first century b.c.e. The railings, gateways, and stones paving the 

walking paths around the stupa are inscribed with the names of donors. Photo by 

Nancy Barnes. 

2. Sanchi, Stupa II. Built in the second century b.c.e., it contained relics of ten revered 

local monks. The boxes containing the relics, the massive stone railing surrounding 

the stupa, and the stones paving the walking path were the gifts of donors and were 

inscribed with their names. Photo by Nancy Barnes. 

3. Sanchi, view of the main terrace just south of Stupa I. The foundations of several small 

stupas of various sizes dating from between the sixth and eighth centuries C.E. can be 

seen. The lovely small Temple XVII, with its pillared portico, is in the middle distance 

(ca. fifth century c.E.), and several tall columns of Temple XVIII rise behind it (ca. sev¬ 

enth century c.E., with foundations dating from the second century b.c.e.). Photo by 

Nancy Barnes. 

Notes 

1. This summary of the bhiksuni upasampada is taken from the Mahasanghika Vinaya. 

See Akira Hirakawa, Monastic Discipline for the Buddhist Nuns, An English Transla¬ 

tion of the Chinese Text ofthe Mahasahghika-Bhiksuni Vinaya (Patna: K. P. Jayaswal 

Research Institute, 1982), 50-68. 

2. Dhamma (Skt. Dharma) means the teachings of the Buddha, which were preached 

by him and by his disciples. 

3. Gregory Schopen’s study of Vinaya texts and inscriptions from ancient monuments 

has transformed our understanding of Indian monastic Buddhism. I have referred 

extensively to several of his publications when writing this essay. He has recently pre¬ 

sented a great deal of evidence to demonstrate that monks and nuns were very much 

involved in life cycle rituals in the homes and for the families of lay devotees of the 

Buddha. These rites included marriages and funerals. See for example Schopen, “The 

Ritual Obligations and Donor Roles of Monks in the Pali Vinaya,” in Bones, Stones, 
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and Buddhist Monks, Collected Papers on the Archaeology, Epigraphy, and Texts of 

Monastic Buddhism in India (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1997), 72-85. 

4. An enormous number of sutras belonging to several Buddhist sects survive in several lan¬ 

guages (Pali, Sanskrit, Chinese, Tibetan, and others). Some Pali texts that are exclu¬ 

sively about nuns are the Bhikkhuni chapter of the Theravada Samyutta Nikaya (Book 

of the Kindred Sayings), and the Therigatha (Songs of the Venerable Sisters). Six Vinayas 

of six ancient Buddhist sects survive: Theravada, Mahis'asaka, Dharmaguptaka, 

Mahasanghika, Sarvastivada, and Mulasarvastivada. They contain lists of the rules monks 

and nuns must observe, explanations of why the rules were instituted, and a great many 

stories about the lives of Buddhist monastics and the lay people they lived among. 

5. The story is found in all the Vinayas cited in note 4, and in some sutras as well. The most 

accessible account is in the translation of the Theravada Vinaya by I. B. Horner, The 

Book of the Discipline (Vinaya-Pitaka), vol. V (Cullavagga) (London: Luzac and Co., 

1963), 352—58. For a fuller examination of the founding of the bhikkhuni Sangha and an 

exposition of the eight special rules for nuns, see I. B. Horner, Women Under Primitive 

Buddhism (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990; originally published 1930), 95-161. 

6. For a summary of scholars’ criticisms of the traditional dating of scriptures belong¬ 

ing to all the Buddhist sects, see Gregory Schopen, “Two Problems in the History of 

Indian Buddhism, The Layman/Monk Distinction and the Doctrines of the Trans¬ 

ference of Merit,” Bones, 24-25. See also K. R. Norman, “The Value of the Pali Tra¬ 

dition,” ‘Jagajjyoti’ Buddha Jayanti Annual (Calcutta: 1984), 1—9, and Schopen, “The 

Stupa Cult and the Extant Pali Vinaya,” Bones, 91-92 and note 23, and “On Avoid¬ 

ing Ghosts and Social Censure, Monastic Funerals in the Mulasarvastivada-Vinaya,” 

Bones, 205. On the historical value of the Vinayas, see Schopen, “Ritual Rights and 

Bones of Contention: More on Monastic Funerals and Relics in the Mulasarvastivada- 

VinayaJ Journal of Indian Philosophy 22 (1994): 60-61. The traditional date of the 

Buddha’s death, long accepted by most scholars, is about 480 b.c.e. This date has 

recently been challenged and is being reevaluated. 

7. A stupa (Pali thupa) is a hemispherical structure that contains relics of the Buddha or 

of his disciples. The core of an ancient stupa was earth or rubble, which was then faced 

with brick or stone. The grandest stupas were surrounded by a stone fence, which was 

often ornamented with carvings. Most of the stupas built for the Buddha’s followers 

were small, and were placed near a larger Buddha stupa or temple. I use the Sanskrit 

term stupa here because it will be the most familiar to the reader. For consistency, I 

use the Sanskrit for other architectural terms as well, such as torana, pradaksina, and 

chattra, as well as sutra for Buddhist sermon. 

8. The most thorough study of Sanchi is by its excavator and restorer, John Marshall, 

in collaboration with Alfred Foucher and N. G. Majumdar, The Monuments of Sanchi, 

3 vols. (Delhi: Swati Publications, 1983; originally published in Calcutta, 1940). It 

contains all the inscriptions with Majumdar s translations. Some other important 

publications are Alexander Cunningham, The Bhilsa Topes; or, Buddhist Monuments 

of Central India (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 1997; originally published in 

London, 1854); Debala Mitra, Sanchi (New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 
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19575 sixth edition 1992); and Unseen Presence: The Buddha and Sanchi, ed. Vidya 

Dehejia (Mumbai: Marg Publications, 1996). On the Sanchi inscriptions, see also 

Vidya Dehejia, “The Collective and Popular Basis of Early Buddhist Patronage: 

Sacred Monuments, 100 b.c.-a.d. 250,” in The Powers of Art: Patronage in Indian Cul¬ 

ture, ed. B. S. Miller (Delhi: 1992), 35-45. 

9. Mitra, Sanchi, 16, 57-58; Mitra, “Discovery and Restoration of the Monuments,” 

Unseen Presence, 16; Marshall, Monuments of Sanchi, 64ft. 

10. Schopen, “An Old Inscription from Amaravatl and the Cult of the Local Monastic 

Dead in Indian Buddhist Monasteries,” Bones, 178 and note 61. 

ix. Controversy over the precise dates of the Sanchi monuments, their art, and their 

inscriptions continues. I have followed the dates given by Vidya Dehejia: ca. 120-ca. 

80 b.c.e. for Stupas I and II, except for the four toranas of Stupa I, which Dehejia 

dates to ca. 80-ca. 25 b.c.e. She dates Stupa III to ca. 30 b.c.e. See Dehejia, Early Bud¬ 

dhist Rock Temples: A Chronology (London: Thames and Hudson, and Ithaca, N.Y.: 

Cornell University Press, 1972), 35-48, 186-88, and Table 11 (208-9). Dates suggest¬ 

ed in the 1930s by Marshall and Majumdar, Monuments of Sanchi, are slightly earli¬ 

er. A. H. Dani, Indian Palaeography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), 64-5, dates the 

inscriptions on the three stupas 100 B.C.E.-50 b.c.e. Basing her conclusions on a study 

of the style and content of the sculptures on the railing of Stupa II, Mireille Benisti 

has argued for a date of 200—150 b.c.e. for that stupa: “Observations concernant le 

stupa no. 2 de Sanci,” Bulletin d’etudes Indienne 4 (1986): 165-70. 

12. To be in the living presence of the Buddha, to see him in the stupa that contains his 

relics, is darsana, seeing the divinity. This is the same profound impulse that moti¬ 

vates Hindus to visit the temples, the dwelling places of their gods. As Schopen has 

pointed out, the term darsana is explicitly used in Buddhist texts to explain what the 

faithful do when they visit a Buddhist holy place. Although the Buddha himself was 

gone from the world, the ashes collected after his cremation were preserved, and these 

relics were believed to be informed or pervaded with the characteristics of the living 

Buddha. A second-century b.c.e. inscription from northwest India speaks of anoth¬ 

er relic of the Buddha that “is endowed with life.” Lor all of this, see Schopen, “Bur¬ 

ial Ad Sanctos and the Physical Presence of the Buddha in Early Indian Buddhism,” 

in Bones, 116-17,125-28, and notes 9 and 10. 

13. Although the four gateways are enormous and adorned with many beautiful sculpt¬ 

ed panels and figures, only eleven donative inscriptions are found on them. Most of 

these record gifts by lay people. One is from a monk, and two are from the pupil of 

a monk. No inscription on the gateways belongs to a nun. 

14. Schopen, “What’s in a Name: The Religious Lunction of Donative Inscriptions,” 

Unseen Presence, 60-61. See also some of Schopen’s earlier publications: “On Monks, 

Nuns, and ‘Vulgar’ Practices: The Introduction of the Image Cult into Indian Bud¬ 

dhism,” Bones, 238-57; “Archaeology and Protestant Presuppositions in the Study of 

Indian Buddhism,” Bones, 3-4; “The Ritual Obligations and Donor Roles of Monks 

in the Pali Vinaya,” Bones, 77. 

15. Some of the arguments in Nancy Lalk’s well-known essay, “The Case of the Van- 
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ishing Nuns: The Fruits of Ambivalence in Ancient Indian Buddhism,” in Unspo¬ 

ken Worlds, Women’s Religious Lives in Non-Western Cultures, ed. Nancy Falk and 

Rita Gross (San Francisco: Flarper & Row, 1980), 207-24, need to be reevaluated 

in light of more recent research. Falk argues that the bhikkhuni Sangha declined and 

vanished from India because of lack of support from the laity, which effectively 

starved them out of existence. In the early period of Buddhism that Sanchi repre¬ 

sents, however, nuns were neither poor nor disadvantaged, nor did they require 

the economic support of lay people to survive. But it is true, as Falk says, that after 

the first few centuries b.c.e. nuns’ inscriptions seem to disappear, implying a signi¬ 

ficant change in their situation, and the reasons for this certainly need to be further 

examined. 

16. B. C. Law published a short paper sixty years ago in which he made use of ancient 

inscriptions to analyze the situation of nuns. In it, he briefly mentions some of the 

points I have discussed in this essay: “Bhikshunis in Indian Inscriptions,” Epigraphia 

Indica 25 (1939): 31-34. 

17. Majumdar’s list of Sanchi inscriptions numbers 198 and 227, both from Stupa I: Mar¬ 

shall et al, Monuments of Sanchi. Some of the eight hundred-plus inscriptions from 

Sanchi are fragmentary or damaged, and names of nuns’ places of residence have been 

lost from some inscriptions, just as their personal names have been lost from others. 

18. Majumdar’s list numbers 22, 341, and 370, and 372 record group gifts to Stupa I. 

Number 780 is a group gift to Temple XL. 

19. Majumdar’s list numbers 304, 305, 540, and 680. The donor is not designated as a 

bhikkhuni, only as one who knows the sutras. In this essay I use the Prakrit spellings 

for words as they are actually found in the inscriptions—for example, sutatika. 

20. Majumdar’s list numbers 85, 118, 637, 645, 673, and 806. Three of these inscriptions 

are from Stupa I, and three from Stupa II. Only one of the donors and none of the 

teachers in these inscriptions are said to be bhikkhunis. It is possible that the other 

donors were pious lay pupils, updsikds, but that is not stated in the inscriptions either. 

I assume that the teachers were bhikkhunis, but that of course is not certain. 

21. Majumdar 102 and 206. 

22. Majumdar 303. 

23. Majumdar 399, 529, and 691. 

24. Majumdar 242 and 631. 

25. Majumdar, 288. 

26. Majumdar, ii, 52, 214, 229, 242, 265, 267, 269, 270, 399, 402, 572> 632., 633, 634, 671, 

and 803. Majumdar also reads 348 and 349 as inscriptions by pupils, antevdsins, but 

this reading seems less certain. In these inscriptions many but not all of the pupils are 

specifically called bhikkhuszs well as antevdsins. Thus there is some question whether 

the ones not designated bhikkhus were monks or pious lay men, upasakas the same 

question that arises with respect to the female antevdsinis discussed above. 

27. Majumdar 144,190, 209, 294, 303, 338, 352, 377> 43i> 675, 693, and 695. Although there 

are no nuns in the Sanchi inscriptions who are called aya. Law remarks that the 

woman who donated major portions of the surviving railing from Bodhgaya is 
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referred to in several inscriptions as aya Kurangi: B. C. Law, “Bhikshunis in Indian 

Inscriptions,” 33. The use of this term for a woman may be rare, then, but it is not 

unknown. 

28. Majumdar 144 and 303. 

29. When Cunningham discovered and read the inscriptions on these relic containers, he 

assumed the names were those of monk missionaries of the third century b.c.e. who 

were sent by Emperor As'oka to convert neighboring countries and who are men¬ 

tioned in histories of early Buddhism composed in Sri Lanka. Many other scholars 

have accepted this view. Schopen’s conclusions, that the Sanchi monks were local 

individuals, are more convincing; see “An Old Inscription from Amaravati,” Bones, 

199, note 61. See also Maurizio Taddei, “The First Beginnings: Sculptures on Stupa 

2,” Unseen Presence, 77; and G. Yamazaki, “The Spread of Buddhism in the Mauryan 

Age—with Special Reference to the Mahinda Legend,” Acta Asiatica 43 (1982): 1-16. 

30. Majumdar 2-12. 

31. On the remains and the inscriptions found at four Buddhist sites on hills near 

Sanchi—Satdhara, Sonari, Bhojpur, and Andher—the publication by Cunningham, 

who excavated them in the nineteenth century, is still the major source of informa¬ 

tion: Alexander Cunningham, The Bhilsa Topes, 309-50. 

32. It is interesting to find that one of the donors to Stupa I is also called sapurisa (Majum¬ 

dar 288). He, too, must have been very highly esteemed. It should also be observed 

that two very famous disciples of the Buddha, Mahamogallana and Sariputta, some 

of whose ashes were interred in Stupa III at Sanchi and in a stupa at the nearby site 

of Satdhara, are given no titles at all. Apparently their sanctity was so well known that 

no titles were necessary. Locally used titles like sapurisa would probably not have 

sufficed. 

33. There is one inscription, 704, that Majumdar reads as the record of a gift by a female 

pupil of a monk called aya Padana. The inscription does not say whether the pupil 

was a nun or a pious lay woman, and does not actually call her a pupil, either. I ten¬ 

tatively accept Majumdar’s reading, despite problems I find with it. Law, “Bhikshu¬ 

nis in Indian Inscriptions,” 33, mentions two nuns in the Amaravati inscriptions who 

are pupils of monk teachers. 

34. Dehejia, “The Collective and Popular Basis of Early Buddhist Patronage,” Powers of 

Art, 37-38; Schopen, “An Old Inscription from Amaravati,” Bones, 176. On overseers 

of Buddhist construction projects, see Marlene Njammasch, “Der navakammika und 

seine Stellung in der Hierarchie der buddhistischen Kloster,” Schriften zur Geschichte 

undKultur des alten Orients 1 (1974): 279—93. 

35. Njammasch, “Der navakammika,” 280-81. Nothing is known about the navakam¬ 

mika, the overseer in charge of new constructions, at Sanchi. But inscriptions of 

navakammika themselves from other early projects survive. Isipalita was navakammika 

of the Bharhut stupa, which was roughly contemporary with the Sanchi stupas, and 

his own inscription says he was not only the project overseer but also a learned senior 

monk: the reverend (bhadanta), the worthy (aya), and the reciter of Dharma 

(bhanaka) Isipalita. Schopen, “An Old Inscription from Amaravati,” Bones, 190-91; 
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and “On the Buddha and his Bones: The Conception of a Relic in the Inscriptions 

of Nagarjunikonda,” Bones, 158-59. 

36. There are a few inscriptions from other monuments or sites that include religious titles 

for ordained women. The most famous are those on the earliest known inscribed 

images of the Buddha, which were donated by bhikkhu Bala and bhikkhunl Bud- 

dhamitra, each of whom is trepitaka, “one who knows the three collections of scrip¬ 

tures” (first or second century b.c.e.). Schopen, “Monks, Nuns and 'Vulgar’ 

Practices,” Bones, 239-57, discusses the implications of these inscriptions at length. But 

despite Schopen’s protestations, such religious titles given to women monastics are not 

common in early inscriptions. At the Bharhut stupa, which was roughly contempo¬ 

rary with Sanchi, sixteen donative inscriptions of nuns have been found, and all of the 

women are called simply bbikkhunis. Nine of them are further identified by place of 

residence. In the twenty-three surviving monks’ inscriptions, however, each and every 

one of them is bhadanta, ay a, sutatika, bhanaka, or pacanekayika. See H. Liiders, 

Bharhut Inscriptions, revised by E. Waldschmidt and M. A. Mehendale (Ootaca- 

mund: Government Epigraphist for India, 1963): Ail, 12, 24, 29, 37, 42-44, 52, 74-80 

(nuns); A8, 38-40, 51, 54, 56-59, 61-73 (monks). The pattern we find at Sanchi, there¬ 

fore, may be more than just a local custom. 

37. Schopen, “What’s in a Name,” Unseen Presence, 63—66, 71—72; Schopen quotes Louis 

Renou and Jan Gonda from Gonda, Notes on Names and the Name of God in Ancient 

India (Amsterdam/London: North-Holland, 1970), 7, 21, 23, 45. 

38. Fa-hien (Fa-xian), A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms, trans. James Legge (New York: 

Dover Publications, 1965; originally published Oxford, 1886), 44-47. Fa-xian saw 

many stupas of the two great disciples during his long journey through India early in 

the fifth century b.c.e., and witnessed many festivals held at their stupas in their 

honor. See also Schopen, “Ritual Rights and Bones of Contention,” 57. 

39. Schopen, “Ritual Rights and Bones of Contention,” 53—55. 

40. Schopen, “Ritual Rights and Bones of Contention,” 53-55. The Sonari and Andher 

stupas that contain these same monks’ relics are also situated at a distance from the 

principal stupas at those sites: Cunningham, The Bhilsa Topes, 315—19, 345—50, and 

Plate V. 

41. Schopen, “Burial Ad Sanctos,” Bones, 118-20; “The Stupa Cult and the Extant Pali 

Vinaya,” Bones, 92-93; “An Old Inscription from Amaravatl,” Bones, i82ff. 

42. Schopen, “Ritual Rights and Bones of Contention,” 41; “The Suppression of Nuns 

and the Ritual Murder of Their Special Dead in Two Buddhist Monastic Texts,” 

Journal of Indian Philosophy 24 (1996): 583 and note 66. 

43. Schopen, “Suppression of Nuns,” 563—especially 564-65. Another story is told in 

the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya about the similar fate of a stupa erected by nuns over the 

remains of a monk they especially revered: an angry senior monk destroys it. In that 

case, too, the Buddha formulates a new rule governing the conduct of nuns (op. cit., 

575_76). The texts in which these stories are found, and also the account of 

Mahapajapati’s funeral, date in their present form to no earlier than the fourth or fifth 

century b.c.e., although the views they express could be older. 
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44- There are other important collections of inscriptions that have not yet been studied, 

to the best of my knowledge. Cunningham mentions that he found about three hun¬ 

dred inscriptions at Sonari, for example: Bhilsa Topes, 313. Those inscriptions were dis¬ 

covered 150 years ago and have received almost no attention from scholars. New sites 

with inscriptions are being discovered all the time. Perhaps in the near future it will 

be possible to write more definitively about early Indian Buddhism. 

45. Majumdar 22, 341, 370, 372, and 780. 

46. Majumdar 215. 

47. Majumdar 60 and 728. 

48. Schopen, “Monks, Nuns, and ‘Vulgar’ Practices,” Bones, 238-57. 

49. Schopen, “Monks, Nuns, and ‘Vulgar’ Practices,” Bones, 238-57 
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WOMEN IN BETWEEN: 

Becoming Religious Persons in Thailand 

Monica Lindberg Falk 

Introduction 

Thai women are among Buddhism’s most devoted faith keepers. Traditionally, 

however, they have not been associated with the Buddhist monastic world. Despite 

the fact that women have never been admitted into the Thai Buddhist Sangha,1 

there have long been female ascetics in Thai society. The role of Thai women 

renunciants is ambiguous, since they are formally considered to be lay women, 

but are also concurrently treated as religious persons. In Thailand the difference 

between the categories of religious and lay persons rests upon the number of Bud¬ 

dhist precepts the person is following, and the boundary is between the eighth 

and the tenth precepts. Thai nuns generally follow eight precepts, while novice 

monks receive ten precepts at their ordination. 

This essay aims to illustrate how the category of contemporary Thai Buddhist 

nuns (mae chis)1 is being formed in relation to the Thai Sangha and to lay people. 

Further, I offer a more varied picture of the mae chis who have previously been per¬ 

ceived as destitute women burdened with a “broken heart,” illness, poverty, old age, 

and troubled minds as the result of bad kamma. The paper is based upon findings 

from fifteen months of anthropological fieldwork, which was completed in June 

1998.3 The research was carried out primarily at nunneries in central Thailand, 

and focused on the changes for mae chis as a social group and a cultural category, 

changes which are significant for Thai gender constructs. 

An ideal Buddhist society consists of bhikkhus (monks), bhikkhunis (nuns), 

upasakas (lay men) and upasikas (lay women), with a distinct boundary between the 

mundane and lay realms. Thailand has never lived up to this ideal since the cate¬ 

gory of bhikkhunis has always been missing, for it has never been possible for 

women there to receive full ordination as bhikkhunis. In my opinion, the lack of fully 

ordained nuns in Thai society has to be understood in the light of Thai gender roles, 
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which tie women to the lay domain. In Thai society, women acquire maturity 

through marriage and childbirth, while men attain maturity through renouncing 

the world and becoming novice monks for a period of time. These assumptions 

concerning maturity prevent women from developing their potential to enter into 

the Thai religious realm, which lacks a prescribed role for women. In this essay, I 

will show how women who renounce the world are questioning expected gender 

roles and are obscuring the boundary between lay and religious realms, and how their 

ambiguous status reflects the dynamics of categorization in Thai society. 

Mae chis do not constitute a homogeneous group. Their age, social background, 

educational level, aspirations, and motives for receiving nuns’ ordination vary sig¬ 

nificantly and inform the differences that characterize mae chis as a group. It is 

also important where mae chis live in Thailand, since there are local variations in 

Buddhist teachings and forms of practice. There is a meaningful distinction 

between the lives of the mae chis who live in temples and those who live in nun¬ 

neries. At temples, mae chis ’ activities are centered around the domestic realm, 

even though they have left the worldly life. Their responsibilities do not include 

religious tasks such as officiating at ceremonies and going on alms rounds, which 

are considered the monks’ assignments. At nunneries, the role of the mae chis has 

been broadened and is more analogous to the monks’ role. However, it is only in 

recent decades that Buddhist nunneries governed by the nuns themselves are start¬ 

ing to be established. Nunneries have proved to be an appropriate platform for mae 

chis who strive to fulfill their spiritual potential as Thai Buddhist nuns. 

Presentation of a Thai Nunnery in Context 

My principal research site is located in central Thailand, in a province south of 

Bangkok. About 7,500 persons live in the tambon (commune) where the nunnery 

is situated. Most of the villagers engage in vegetable gardening and pig breeding. 

At Ratburi Nunnery,4 there are about fifty mae chis, a varying number of chiphrams 

(temporary nuns), and forty-seven school girls, called thammacarinis. The tham- 

macarinis study secondary education and Buddhism at Thammacarim School, 

which is situated at the nunnery.5 The nunnery was established twenty years ago 

on land donated by lay supporters for the express purpose of setting up a nunnery, 

and has expanded over the years. In 1990, the nunnery opened the first school ever 

established by mae chis for girls in Thailand. In contrast, boys have always been able 

to get free education at the temple schools. The students come from many differ¬ 

ent parts of the country, mostly from poor villages in the northeastern and central 

provinces, and they stay at the nunnery for two or four years. The school also pro¬ 

vides an opportunity for mae chis to acquire a higher education and nuns from all 

over the country come to live and study here. Ratburi Nunnery is a branch of the 
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national organization, the Thai Nuns’ Institute, and some of the mae chis find out 

about the nunnery through the institute. Head monks at temples are also con¬ 

cerned about the lack of educational opportunities for mae chis, and several nuns 

go to the nunneries at the suggestion of their temples’ abbots. 

The sala at Ratburi Nunnery (photo by Monica Lindberg Falk) 

At nunneries, the residents can be divided into two distinct categories. One is 

the mae chi, whose status varies according to how long she has been ordained. The 

other, the chiphram, also follows the eight precepts, but keeps her hair and eye¬ 

brows and only stays temporarily at the nunnery. Chiphrams are named after the 

Brahmin devotees who converted to Buddhism and wore white without shaving.6 

There are differences in the dress of the two chis. Mae chis wear a white blouse, a 

white phasin (long skirt), and a white cloth draped over the left shoulder. The chi 

phrams also wear a white blouse and phasin, but they are sewn differently, and chi 

phrams’ outer robes are shorter than those of the mae chis. Spatial arrangements also 

betray the hierarchy and status differences at the nunneries. At ceremonies at Rat¬ 

buri Nunnery, mae chis sit on a raised platform with the highest ranking nuns 

closest to the Buddha statues and the newly ordained mae chis furthest from the 

statues. The chi phrams and thammacarinis sit behind the mae chis and beneath the 

platform, thus displaying their lower status. 

Mae chis observe eight precepts on a permanent basis, as do chi phrams and 

thammacarinis. Lay people may also follow the eight precepts during special occa¬ 

sions like the Buddhist holy day, wan phra. Otherwise, Buddhist lay people are 
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expected to follow five precepts.7 The eight precepts constitute a more ascetic reg¬ 

imen and include the first five precepts followed by the lay—with the exception 

that the third precept requires the mae chis to abstain from sexual activity alto¬ 

gether. The additional three precepts are to abstain from eating after noontime, 

using beautification or entertainment, and sleeping on a thick mattress. The novice 

monks observe ten precepts, of which eight are the same as those observed by the 

mae chis. However the seventh precept, dealing with abstinence from beautification 

or entertainment, is divided into two precepts in the monks’ case. The tenth pre¬ 

cept is to abstain from using gold or silver (that is, money) and is important in sep¬ 

arating the mundane realm from the religious; it is often violated by the monks, 

however, as they sometimes have to handle money. 

At many temples in Thailand, the mae chis live in separate communities (sam- 

nak chi) within the temple complex. This is in accordance with the traditional 

Theravada practice where the living quarters of male and female renunciants are 

separated from one another. Today, nuns have various reasons for choosing to 

live at a nunnery instead of a temple. Most of the nuns at the nunneries have been 

ordained at temples and have experienced living at both temples and nunneries. 

Mae chis who have been ordained at Ratburi Nunnery say they find living in a 

mae chi community more appropriate than living in a temple where monks also 

reside. In their opinion, monks and nuns should practice separately. Another 

motive cited for choosing to live at this particular nunnery is a mae chi’s desire 

to study. 

During the last two decades nunneries, independent of temples, have increased 

in number. According to the Thai Nuns’ Institute’s statistics, there are about 850 

nunneries in Thailand today. Because Thai nuns do not fall under traditional San- 

gha administration, it is much easier for mae chis to establish their own commu¬ 

nities than it would be if they had more official status. Some nunneries are 

established on land owned by the mae chis themselves or by their families. Gener¬ 

ally, the foundation of nunneries is instigated by lay people who give land and 

financial support, and who often assist in erecting the buildings. Nunneries are 

generally modeled on the structure of a Buddhist temple, but do not contain all 

the constructions usually found at temples. Temples (wat) in Thailand may differ 

substantially in terms of architectural features, style, and size, but inside each tem¬ 

ple’s boundaries there are usually the same basic structures. There is, for example, 

a said, open to both laity and renunciants, where ceremonies and other gatherings 

take place; a vihdra, which is used by the monks for various religious services and 

where laity may also congregate; and an ubosoth, which is used primarily by the 

monks for ordination ceremonies and other strictly monastic ceremonies. This 

building is erected on consecrated ground and surrounded by sima or boundary 

stones. There is also a chedi, or stupa, which is a bell-shaped tower containing relics, 
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as well as lodgings for monks and nuns, which may be dormitory-style buildings 

or individual huts, known as kutis. The main building at a nunnery is usually the 

sdla, where ceremonies and many other activities take place. Nunneries do not 

have viharas or ubosoths. Some nunneries have chedis, and all nunneries have huts 

or dormitory-style buildings for the nuns. Temples usually have crematoria but 

nunneries do not. Both temples and nunneries usually have a special showcase 

holding the many volumes of the Tipitaka, the Buddhist canon. Likewise, a Bodhi 

tree is usually found on temple grounds but seldom at nunneries. While temples 

usually have a school building, it is only recently that a few nunneries have built 

schools. 

The daily life of the mae chis at nunneries does not differ significantly from the 

life of the monks. Mae chis at the independent nunneries I have visited follow the 

religious tradition of morning and evening chants, meditation practice, and stud¬ 

ies of the Dhamma. The nuns also go on daily alms rounds, an activity that has 

become more widespread in recent times among mae chis from village nunneries. 

To support the monastic community has always been highly valued and contin¬ 

ues to be seen as an important and meritorious deed in Thai society. Mae chis have 

traditionally not been perceived as merit-producing alms persons and have not 

been in the habit of practicing alms rounds. The villagers have therefore not pre¬ 

viously supported mae chis directly. Instead they have been in the habit of giving 

alms to the monks who would later distribute food to the mae chis. Research in 

Theravada countries like Burma and Sri Lanka has shown that many women 

renunciants were dependent upon their relatives for their daily sustenance.8 Thai 

nuns as well have been used to assistance from their relatives or to living on pri¬ 

vate means, but today mae chis are, to a great extent and like their male colleagues, 

supported by the laity. 

As a mae chi, a woman chooses to live a single and celibate life. By choosing the 

nunnery, she chooses as well a life in a female community that has little male influ¬ 

ence. Mae chis who come to live at a nunnery have usually selected this life over 

the option of living at a temple. The mae chis express their understanding of the 

advantages of living at a nunnery as having greater freedom (isdld) and more time 

and opportunity to study and meditate. In actual fact, however, the mae chis at 

nunneries have to work fairly hard, as they cannot rely on the laity to the same 

extent as monks and mae chis at temples usually can. 

Life at nunneries differs in several respects from the life of mae chis at temples 

where monks also reside. Both monks and mae chis are expected to study and prac¬ 

tice meditation, but the government only supports monks education, and medi¬ 

tation has usually been perceived as most suitable for mae chis. Nuns at temples do 

not have the authority to officiate at ceremonies. However, nuns at nunneries con¬ 

duct ceremonies similar to those of the monks. At temples, mae chis are usually 
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responsible for the kitchen, while the monks alone perform the alms round. At 

nunneries, mae chis cook food as well, but they also go on alms rounds in the 

morning, which has been found to have an important, positive impact on mae 

chis’ identity as ordained persons. 

The Mae Chis’Ambiguous Position 

There are a variety of sub-categories within Thai notions of “femaleness” (phety- 

ing), and mae chi is one that challenges the traditional order. The somewhat neg¬ 

ative attitude towards mae chis, together with their ambiguous position as 

renunciants, has made the role of mae chi vague and questionable. Generally, Thai 

people are ambivalent about women who abandon traditionally accepted social 

roles, and they do not encourage women to renounce the world. The ideal Thai 

woman is expected to fulfill the role of wife and mother. Thus, mae chis violate cul¬ 

tural norms of gender by abandoning their home life and renouncing the world, 

even though they are not admitted into the Thai Sangha. In spite of the social 

pressures to keep women from living a religious life as nuns and the fact that the 

Sangha door is closed to them, mae chis have started to create and refine religious 

roles and communities for themselves. Mae chis’daily activities at nunneries par¬ 

allel those of the monks with meditation, alms rounds, religious practice and cer¬ 

emonies, and this often blurs the distinction between their status as either lay or 

religious persons. This is further expressed in the terms of address used by lay peo¬ 

ple, who sometimes refer to the mae chis as laity and sometimes as religious per¬ 

sons by using the classifiers rup or even ong, which are normally used for monks. 

People in positions of authority also treat the mae chis in ambiguous ways. The gov¬ 

ernment gives support to the monks with free education, free medical care, and free 

or reduced fares for buses and trains. Nuns do not receive such support from the 

government because of their official status as laity. However, the same govern¬ 

ment denies mae chis the right to vote in public elections, citing their ascetic sta¬ 

tus and renunciation of worldly matters. 

Women’s secondary status in Thai Buddhism is demonstrated by the fact that 

men who receive the ten Buddhist precepts are considered religious persons and 

members of the Sangha, whereas women who observe the same ten precepts are 

referred to as lay people.9 The social background of the mae chi has significance 

for their lives as religious practitioners. Wealth and high status can sometimes 

enhance an individual mae chi’s position, but are not enough to assure acceptance 

as a religious person, which requires a combination of religious knowledge and 

practice. Thus, education and sincere religious practice are crucial for mae chis in 

their roles as ordained persons. During the last two decades the mae chis’role has 

started to change. Mae chis at nunneries are invited by their supporters, and also 
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by monks, to chant at various ceremonies. Most mae chis who live at nunneries 

develop an identity as monastics rather than as laity, and this corresponds with the 

view of most lay supporters who accept and encourage this identity. However, the 

situation is not the same for all mae chis, and some mae chis report experiences of 

not being met with respect while visiting places like Bangkok or areas without 

nunneries. 

Recognizing the inequity and difficulties for mae chis in gaining acceptance as 

renunciants, a well known and respected former lawyer, Mae Chi Khunying 

Kanithaa Wichiencharoen, has proposed a law that would give mae chis formal 

status as ordained persons. This issue has been discussed in detail at the Thai Nuns’ 

Institute’s meetings for several years. In 1998, the institute finally agreed to send 

the proposed bill to the authorities for approval. If the bill is passed, it would give 

legal recognition to nuns as Buddhist clerics and enable them to receive educational 

and other state benefits similar to those of monks. The proposed bill clearly states 

that the women are seeking recognition as mae chis, and not as fully ordained nuns; 

thus their position relative to the monks will not change. 

Reasons Thai Women Renounce the World 

Mae chis have been stereotyped as either destitute or broken-hearted women who 

are viewed more or less as housekeepers for the monks at the temples. In spite of 

both the lack of a role model for female spirituality and the dubious status mae chis 

possess, tens of thousands of Thai women have chosen to become nuns. From liv¬ 

ing with mae chis at nunneries in Thailand for almost a year, I have learned that 

those who have received ordination as mae chis are often strong, talented women 

of all ages who have chosen a religious life not because of destitution or failure in 

lay life, but to develop themselves spiritually. 

Women’s reasons for choosing to live as Buddhist nuns vary. Experience or 

anticipation of suffering is sometimes involved, but often there is a combination 

of reasons. A survey, carried out about ten years ago, showed that a frequent moti¬ 

vation for becoming a mae chi was to study and practice Dhamma. Other common 

reasons included the desire to fulfill vows and to help other people. Only a small 

percentage stated that they became mae chis in order to reach nibbana, the ultimate 

Buddhist goal.10 Mae chis cite the same reasons today but, in my research, the order 

of the motives seems to have changed. The most frequent reason given is to live a 

pure life (chiwit borisot) in order to attain nibbana. This might be seen as a shift 

in women’s motives for ordination, but might equally reflect the fact that I inter¬ 

viewed nuns mainly at nunneries outside Bangkok, whereas Suwanbubbha s 

research was carried out solely at temples in the Bangkok area. 

It is important to note that men also have various motives for becoming 
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ordained. Some of the reasons men offer for becoming monks are to study and 

practice Dhamma, to fulfill a vow, to flee from sorrows, and to escape poverty.11 

The number of young men who are ordained as novice monks for the period of 

the rainy season (vassa) has decreased in recent decades, although parents often 

wish that their sons would keep up the tradition and become novice monks for a 

limited period of time. Young women are usually not subjected to this demand and 

are not expected to renounce the world. If they do, their action suggests the need 

to leave behind some kind of misfortune. Several young mae chis I have inter¬ 

viewed claim that their families were initially against their ordination. 

Women who become ordained as mae chis abandon their families and all the 

social expectations of lay life. Because traditional Thai cultural values hold that 

daughters should care for their parents in all ways possible, a woman violates soci¬ 

ety’s sense of order when she becomes an ascetic.12 A daughter’s ordination is there¬ 

fore often experienced by her parents as a loss, and young girls are generally 

discouraged by their families from becoming nuns. In general, mae chis maintain 

some contact with their natal families and, among my own informants, it was 

quite common for head nuns to take care of their aging mothers at their nunner¬ 

ies. This could be seen as fulfillment of the duty of the nun-daughter, but it should 

be noted that .even famous monks like Ajahn Chah have taken care of their elder¬ 

ly mothers in the samnak chi (nuns’ department) of their temples, which implies 

that taking care of aging mothers is as important to monks as it is to nuns. 

Those mae chis who were ordained at a young age usually state that they had pre¬ 

viously longed to become nuns and to live a spiritual life. They declare that they 

wanted to become ordained as soon as they realized it was possible for women to 

live a religious life and thus, for them, lay life held no attraction at all. Prior to their 

ordination, these young women had often developed a deep faith through listen¬ 

ing to Buddhist radio programs, reading Dhamma books, and attending sermons 

by monks at the temples. Mae chis who became ordained later in life, usually after 

having their own families, routinely describe how boring and empty they found the 

life of the householder. Often, for a long time before being ordained, these same 

women gave material support to Buddhist clergy. Because support from lay peo¬ 

ple is not the norm for nuns as it is for monks, some women who become mae chis 

report that they planned their ordination and worked for years to save up money 

for their ordained lives. The mae chis who become nuns in order to fulfill a vow 

(boat khae bon), however, generally stay for a limited period of time and make no 

permanent commitment. At Ratburi Nunnery, these women more often become 

chi phrams instead mae chis. 

At temples and nunneries in Thailand, the number of chi phrams is increasing, 

and at some temples the chi phrams even outnumber the mae chis.13 Generally chi 

phrams come to temples and samnaks in order to practice meditation and to learn 
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A chi phram meditating with thammacarinls 

(photo by Monica Lindberg Falk) 

about Buddhism, with the goal of obtaining a peaceful mind through Buddhist 

training. But fulfilling a vow or making merit for family members or relatives are 

also motives given for their temporary ordination. The chiphrams have created a 

new category of “lay ordained” women who are under the guidance of and subor¬ 

dinate to the mae chis; this new development has put the mae chis in the role of reli¬ 

gious instructors. 

Creating Space for Women in Thai Buddhism 

Despite the lack of a Thai nuns’ order, female renunciants have a long history in 

Thailand. The first written records of mae chis in Thailand are from the Ayut- 

thaya period (1350-1767), and it was a French missionary who first described the 

elderly, white-robed women who lived at the temples. There is no description of 

the nuns’ lives or who they were—they are pictured simply as old women with 

shaved heads who dressed in white. Mae means “mother” in Thai, and the word 

has extremely positive connotations for Thai people, implying a sense of high 

regard and honor.14 It is not clear, however, where the term chicomes from, though 

it probably connotes the nuns’ ascetic way of life.15 The treatment of mae chis, how¬ 

ever, does not follow from the traditional role of the Thai mother. As “mothers in 

white,” mae chis have not enjoyed the high esteem normally given to mothers, nor 
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have they generally attracted much public or scholarly interest. However, there 

are a few exceptions, and some individual mae chis are earning public recognition 

for their activities, most particularly for their meditation skills. There are also 

examples of nuns who were well known before they became ordained as nuns, and 

who continue to gain respect even in their new role as mae chis. These “public” 

nuns are generally well educated, and often appear in television programs as well 

as in newspapers and magazines. To some extent, they have helped to broaden the 

picture of mae chis as it has become stereotyped in Thai history. 

Sri Lanka is the only Theravada country other than India that has had an official 

bhikkhuni order. The order flourished there from the third to eleventh centuries 

C.E., after which both the monks’ and the nuns’ Sanghas broke down. The monks’ 

order was later restored with help from Thai and Burmese monastic lineages. The 

nuns’ order, however, has still not been reestablished, though it has been a con¬ 

troversial issue in Sri Lanka for decades.16 The main objection to the revival of the 

nuns’ order is that the Theravada bhikkhuni lineage has been broken and, once bro¬ 

ken, it cannot be restored. For the ordination of nuns, representatives of both the 

female and male Sanghas are required but since the female lineage is considered 

irretrievably severed, it is impossible to fulfill this requirement.17 It is true that the 

bhikkhuni Sangha does not exist in any Theravada country today. However, Sri 

Lankan nuns introduced full ordination of nuns into China in 433 c.e., and it is 

argued that it would be possible to let those Mahayana bhikkhunis from China 

ordain Theravada nuns since both groups originate from the same lineage. The 

opponents argue that China belongs to the Mahayana tradition, and the validity 

of the lineage is questionable because it has not been transmitted continuously.18 

In Sri Lanka there are nuns [dasa sil matas; “ten-precept mothers”) who follow 

the ten Buddhist precepts. In their struggle to reestablish the nuns’ order in Sri 

Lanka, they have noted the importance of getting the approval of the Sri Lankan 

monks’ Sangha. According to Goonatilake, monks as well as lay people are becom¬ 

ing increasingly sympathetic to the issue of higher ordination for women.19 There 

are also groups of ten-precept nuns in Thailand, but they have not received the 

same recognition as the dasa sil matas in Sri Lanka. Neither has the bhikkhuni 

issue been as popular in Thailand as it has been in Sri Lanka. There are some who 

advocate the establishment of the bhikkhuni order in Thailand. The best-known 

is Dr. Chatsumarn Kabilsingh, who has long advocated the reestablishment of the 

nuns’ Sangha. However, the Thai monks’ Sangha stands firm in its refusal to rec¬ 

ognize bhikkhunis in Thailand, although a few individual Thai monks are favor¬ 

able to a nuns’ order in Thailand. Mae chis in general, however, are not struggling 

for full ordination. Although a few of the mae chis I have interviewed state that they 

would be interested in receiving full ordination if it were possible in Thailand, 

most report that they would rather develop themselves spiritually as mae chis. The 
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fact that the mae chis, who strongly identify with the Theravada tradition, would 

be ordained by Mahayana monks and nuns if they were to receive full ordination, 

makes them hesitant. They are uncertain about whether such an ordination would 

imply that they have renounced the Theravada practice. Most Thai nuns are 

scrupulous about following the precepts and they anticipate difficulties in main¬ 

taining the more than three hundred precepts needed for full ordination, some of 

which are outmoded and therefore hard to follow today. The bhikkbuni ordina¬ 

tion would also subordinate the nuns to monks because of the eight chief rules 

for nuns (garudhamma), which are generally believed to have been established by 

the Buddha.20 

Thai nuns’ low educational level and ambiguous position in society have con¬ 

tributed to the mae chis’ low status, though there are many examples of individual 

women renunciants in local Thai Buddhism who are well respected for their wis¬ 

dom and knowledge by both monks and laity.21 These nuns are, nevertheless, 

exceptions and not representative of the general pattern of the mae chi career. New 

directions in Thai Buddhism, however, have given rise to new opportunities for 

women. In recent decades, the shift from mae chis’marginal position at temples to 

their governing roles at nunneries has made it possible to expand the options for 

the mae chi. Twenty years ago it was rare to find nunneries in Thailand; now, the 

number of nunneries is increasing every year. Through the nunneries, mae chis 

have become visible in the local communities, and their interaction with the lay 

people has often come to resemble the relationship between the monks and the 

laity. In daily religious practice, then, mae chis have increasingly gained recogni¬ 

tion as religious persons. 

The activities of the mae chis at nunneries include a wide range of religious 

duties, and it is clear that the new identities of the mae chis are becoming concep¬ 

tualized through their new roles and practices. The nuns do not have many female 

ascetic role models and are often inspired instead by famous Thai monks. One of 

these is the well-known and highly respected monk Buddhadasa Bhikkhu 

(1906-1993), whose teaching has been an important source of inspiration for many 

mae chis. Buddhadasa is known as the first “middle-class monk.” He reconceptu¬ 

alizes fundamental Buddhist concepts and explains Buddhist cosmological ideas by 

defining heaven and hell as mental states. He describes central Buddhist concepts 

differently from traditional Thai understanding and sees kamma, merit, rebirth, 

and nibbdna as things of the present, thus making past and future lives less relevant. 

He places the “free mind,” a mind free of self-centeredness, at the core of his phi¬ 

losophy and argues that, with a state of mental calmness and mindfulness in every 

action, we can all achieve nibbdna in this world. Jackson points out how important 

it is to Buddhadasa’s thinking that all men and women have access to the same spir¬ 

itual insights as monks have.22 Thus, his teaching can be seen as a legitimation of 
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mae chis as religious persons, and of women’s capability to attain nibbana. 

Most mae chis come from a rural background and, among them, the older ones 

usually only have four years of primary education. Today, the primary level (prath- 

om susksa) of school consists of six grades, which are compulsory for all Thai 

youths. Education is seen as one of the key factors for uplifting the status of mae 

chis, for mae chis need education in order to fulfill their role as ordained persons.23 

Young mae chis, in particular, are keen to study, and there are more educational 

possibilities for nuns today than there were ten years ago. In 1990, secondary edu¬ 

cation was made available to mae chis through ThammacarinI School and is now 

accessible at two nunneries in central and north Thailand. It is also possible for 

them to study at the open universities, and for this they are able to obtain finan¬ 

cial support from Ratburi Nunnery. The two Buddhist universities situated in 

Bangkok have also started programs for mae chis and, beginning in recent times, 

it is also possible for monks and nuns to study at the public university, Mahidol, 

where their expenses are covered by donations from the laity. Another new pro¬ 

ject is the building of the first mae chi college, supported by private donations of 

land in Korat. Not all Thai nuns, however, are interested in education. As with 

monks, there are nuns who prefer to dedicate themselves solely to the practice of 

meditation. Nevertheless, access to education will almost certainly affect the social 

and religious status of mae chis and influence their identity as ascetic women. 

Approximating the Religious Realm 

Ordination is the first step a person has to take in order to progress from the sec¬ 

ular realm of the lay to the spiritual realm of monastics, and thus to become a 

member of the religious community, the Sangha. The ordained person in Thailand 

collects alms, has Buddhist knowledge, officiates at ceremonies, and practices med¬ 

itation, among other activities. Not all men fulfill the conditions necessary for 

becoming a monk. The person must be a male24 and have reached the age of twen¬ 

ty years. The candidate must be a “whole man,” not a eunuch or physically crip¬ 

pled. Furthermore, he must not have a criminal record and must not have 

committed any offense against the Sangha if previously ordained as a Buddhist 

monk.25 Monks’ ordination procedures are an elaborate and often costly event at 

which family, relatives, and friends gather. When a poor village man wishes to be 

ordained, he must either find a wealthy sponsor or pool resources from kin and 

neighbors. In general, people are happy to contribute to an ordination ceremony 

since it is seen as an auspicious occasion from which all participants, especially 

donors, gain merit. However, the ordination of mae chis is not very expensive, and 

usually just a small group of people gather at the temple or nunnery. While still a 

meritorious act, it is conceived to be a secular event. 
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Traditionally, mae chis have not belonged to a religious community like the 

Sangha. The role of the mae chis has not involved going on alms rounds, studying 

Buddhist philosophy, or officiating at ceremonies, but has instead been associat¬ 

ed with meditation. However, growing numbers of nuns today have tasks similar 

to those of the monks but, to achieve any kind of parity, nuns have to overcome 

several obstacles. Nuns are scattered all over the country. Their religious practices 

are not uniform, and there are variations in their ordination procedures and in their 

daily regulations. Until 1969, Thai nuns lacked a national network and, conse¬ 

quently, a public representative. In the late sixties, this lack was recognized at an 

International Buddhist Association meeting, which later led the Supreme Patriarch 

to order the secretary of the Mahamakut Education Council to coordinate the 

mae chi population.26 In 1969, the Thai Nuns’ Institute (Sathaban Mae Chi Thai) 

was founded and, in 1972, came under the patronage of the Thai queen. 

The Thai Nuns’ Institute’s headquarters are located in a small office at the pres¬ 

tigious royal temple, Wat Bowonniwet in Bangkok. The central goal of the insti¬ 

tute is to help the mae chis develop intellectually and spiritually. Training courses 

in practical and religious education and various meetings are all organized at this 

office. Books, clothes, and other necessities for mae chis and chiphrams are sold here 

also. Membership in the institute is voluntary and free of charge, and the number 

of members varies between four and nine thousand. The institute emphasizes the 

importance of the community in which mae chis live and practice. Nunneries run 

by the mae chis themselves have proved to be suitable, and today the institute has 

more than twenty branches in the country which operate as self-governing 

dwellings for mae chis. The institute is hierarchically organized with offices and 

heads (hua na) at regional, provincial, and district levels. The structure of this 

nationwide organization is modeled upon the monks’ Sangha. The head, Hua na, 

of the institute parallels the supreme leader of the monks’ Sangha. The institute 

has been significant in uniting the nuns and in forming a mae chi identity distinct 

from lay practice. 

During the first two decades of the institute’s existence, the mae chis experi¬ 

enced trouble with many “false nuns,” especially in urban areas. These women 

shave and dress as mae chis in order to attract donations from people.27 Their behav¬ 

ior has become a threat to the reputation of serious mae chis, and the problem has 

not been easy to solve. It is the institute’s efforts to shape the mae chis into a spe¬ 

cial category that has proved to be instrumental in controlling false nuns. Proper 

ordination procedure, appropriate conduct, religious practice, and education make 

it easier to distinguish serious mae chis from false ones. The special mae chi iden¬ 

tification card that the institute issues has also been helpful in identifying mae chis. 

They are available to mae chis who are members of the institute and who have 

been ordained for at least one year. There is also a test to prove the mae chi knows 
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the mae chi rules as stipulated by the institute. The rules are printed in the nuns’ 

disciplinary handbook, which, among other things, also contains ordination pro¬ 

cedures and careful descriptions of how to dress as a mae chi and as chi phram. 

According to the Department of Religious Affairs’ 1996 annual report on 

monastery dwellers, there are more than fifteen thousand registered mae chis at 

temples in Thailand. Registration is voluntary and not all temples register the mae 

chis who reside there. The mae chis ■ax nunneries, however, are not listed anywhere 

in the Department of Religious Affairs’ statistics. The Thai Nuns’ Institute, how¬ 

ever, recorded about five thousand members in 1998. Both the nuns who stay at 

temples and those who stay at separate nunneries can enroll as members of the 

institute. There are also mae chis living in Thailand who choose to stay at nunneries 

or private places without being members of the institute, and these women are 

not included in any statistics. This means it is difficult to know the actual num¬ 

ber of nuns in Thailand. There are, however, mae chis in all the five regions of 

Thailand, with the largest percentage living in the central area, although this does 

not indicate that the nuns living there are actually from the central region. At my 

field site in central Thailand, in fact, many of the nuns originated from the north¬ 

eastern provinces. The northeastern region is considered to be a highly religious 

part of Thailand, with many venerated monks; it is not, however, a region con¬ 

sidered to have a large number of mae chis.2S 

A mae chi’s ordination is regarded as a lay ordination, although it has a deep 

impact on the ordained women’s identity. It is usual for a woman before ordina¬ 

tion as a mae chi to follow the eight precepts as a chi phram for a period of time. 

It could be argued that the statuses of chi phram and mae chi are equal, since they 

follow the same precepts and are both formally perceived as lay women. Howev¬ 

er, a clear difference in status is experienced by both mae chi and chi phram, and a 

hierarchical order is explicitly displayed at nunneries. The mae chis I interviewed 

stressed the great difference ordination makes to their individual identity as reli¬ 

gious persons. They claim their religious practice has deepened and become more 

sincere since ordination and that, by shaving their heads, they experience a com¬ 

plete break with their old lay life. Chiphrams, who usually stay at temples or nun¬ 

neries for a short period of time, do not experience this break with lay life. The mae 

chis, especially if they follow the Thai Nuns’ Institute’s recommendations, also 

have special sets of rules modeled after the monks, Patimokkha,29 which regulate 

mae chis’ behavior as ordained persons and also separate them from the category 

of chi phrams. 

The Thai Nuns’ Institute has also formulated a list of requirements for ordina¬ 

tion as a mae chi, and these are modeled on the rules for the monks. The candi¬ 

date must be a woman, not pregnant or caring for a baby, of good behavior and 

in good health, free from debt, and have no addiction to drugs. She must not be 
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escaping from home or from governmental duties, and must not have a criminal 

record or suffer from an infectious disease. Moreover, she must not be disabled or 

too old to perform religious duties, and must have permission from her parents or 

her husband for her ordination.30 

At Ratburi Nunnery, five monks and five nuns usually officiate at the mae chi 

ordination ceremony. Monks are ordinarily invited from the nearby temple but, 

if the aspirant wishes, the head nun (khun mae) at the nunnery can be the preceptor 

and, in that case, no monks are invited. In a traditional ceremony, once the novice 

is shaved and dressed in the mae chi robe, the ceremony starts with “taking refuge 

in the triple gem”: the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the Sangha. Then the aspirant 

asks, in Pali, for the eight precepts from the upacha (a monk qualified to be in 

charge of ordinations), after which the monks are presented with candles, incense, 

flowers, and envelopes with money. Thereafter the monks end their part of the cer¬ 

emony with chanting. When the monks have finished, the aspirant receives ordi¬ 

nation from a chapter of five mae chis. These too receive a donation, though the 

sum of money is smaller than for the monks. Following this, the mae chis end the 

ceremony with chanting. This ceremony is a form of dual ordination almost cer¬ 

tainly inspired by the bhikkhuni (fully ordained nuns’) ordination. At other tem¬ 

ples and nunneries, women are usually ordained only by the monks. 

In Thailand and in other Theravada Buddhist countries, merit-making or acts 

of generosity play a central role in village religious practices. The word thambun 

(to make merit) is generally used to refer to a wide range of good deeds and acts 

of generosity. It is important for most Thai people to seek to improve their kam- 

mic status through meritorious activities. There are ample opportunities for peo¬ 

ple to make thambun—for example, through various kinds of donations, often 

administered by temples. The most oft-cited form of merit-making is offering food 

to the monks on their alms rounds, just before noon each day. 

Since most of the mae chis live at temples where nuns do not perform the alms 

round, it is still quite unusual for mae chis to collect food in the mornings. At Rat¬ 

buri Nunnery, the nuns initiated alms rounds at the request of the lay people in 

the nearby village. Every morning at 5:30 a.m., fifteen nuns walk barefoot, carry¬ 

ing their white alms bowls in front of them, collecting rice and side dishes from 

about fifty households in the neighborhood. They walk in silence, and the inter¬ 

action between the donor and receiver has a ritual pattern that defines it is a reli¬ 

gious act. When the nuns come to a house, they stand quietly with their eyes 

downcast. Before giving the rice, the lay people remove their shoes as a sign of 

respect, lift the rice bowl above their heads, and put a spoonful of rice in each mae 

chis bowl. Upon completing this, they usually kneel down and raise their hands 

in a gesture called wai. During the offering the nuns are completely silent. They 

do not look directly at the donor and they walk away quietly. 
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While interviewing mae chis 

about what it means to them per¬ 

sonally to collect alms, mae chis 

declare that it makes them feel 

proud to be ordained. They say 

this interaction with the laity is 

important for their practice. They 

feel a greater sense of responsibil¬ 

ity towards lay people and they 

say it deepens their practice and 

their identity as religious persons. 

They also claim that the alms 

round demands that they practice 

Buddhism seriously and maintain 

excellent behavior in order to be 

A lay woman offers alms to mae chis in north- worthy recipients of alms. 

east Thailand (photo by Monica Lindberg Falk) Often, lay people who give 

alms in the morning to the nuns 

also give to the monks. When I asked villagers whether they believe giving to the 

monks makes more merit than giving to the mae chis, they usually replied that the 

two are equally meritorious. They state that the important thing is how well the 

mae chis and the monks keep their precepts and practice Buddhism. Thus, mae chis’ 

new role also comprises officiating at ceremonies and assisting the laity in various 

ways. The importance of Buddhist education is emphasized, and more nuns today 

are studying Pali in order to be able to read the original Buddhist scriptures and 

pronounce the Pali words correctly. Through their more elaborate ordination cer¬ 

emonies, the practice of alms rounds, and the task of officiating at ceremonies, 

mae chis are approximating the full religious realm in their daily practice. 

Gendered Ways to Maturity 

Thai women are traditionally thought to belong to the mundane world, and they 

are expected to be dutiful daughters, caring wives, and self-sacrificing mothers. If 

a woman fails to fulfill her role expectations, she could lose her inheritance, create 

demerits (bap), and cause her husband to seek a “minor wife.”31 According to Thai 

cultural values, the evaluation of women as “good” or “bad” depends upon the way 

they enact their primary duty to the family. A “good” woman’s place is in the 

home.32 Kinship in Thailand is conventionally characterized as cognatic, with a pref¬ 

erence for uxorilocal residence. Thai women have authority in the household but are 

socialized to behave submissively in public.33 Thus, a Thai woman’s sexuality must 
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be confined to the environment of the family and the home. For “good” Thai 

women, monogamy is the only acceptable practice, and Thai girls are taught that 

virginity is of crucial importance. In Thai history, there are warrior heroines3,1 who 

can be seen to represent a contrasting model, although ultimately these women 

sacrificed themselves in order to protect their family and the nation.35 There has 

been no marked preference for boys over girls, and families have largely been orga¬ 

nized around women.36 

Motherhood is highly esteemed in Thai society. The mother symbolizes virtue, 

selflessness, sacrifice, goodness, and forgiveness. Mothers have given life to their 

children and have suffered, loved, and cared for them. Therefore children are 

always in debt to their parents and especially to their mothers. Young men are 

expected to become novice monks for at least one period of their lives out of grat¬ 

itude to their parents. Through ordination, a young man’s parents are perceived 

to acquire merit, and this is particularly important to the mother, who gains high 

merit primarily through her son’s ordination. I have met mae chis who have 

received ordination on request of their families, but this is unusual. Usually daugh¬ 

ters fulfill the traditional expectations of womanhood by being dutiful and lifelong 

caretakers of their parents. The rite of passage through ordination as a novice 

monk is also the traditional way for a man to become socially mature and ready 

to take on the adult male role. In contrast, young women are seen to mature 

through marriage. Progression through the different stages in a girl’s life as she 

approaches adulthood is more gradual than for boys. Marriage marks one change 

in her status. The birth of the first child and the custom of “lying by the fire” (yu 

fai) after the delivery later reinforce her adult role.37 Despite women’s strong posi¬ 

tion in the family, patriarchal values dominate legal codes. Thus, it is not illegal 

for a man to have more than one wife, and adultery is grounds for divorce only for 

the husband, while rape is legally defined as a crime only when it is committed 

against a woman other than his wife.38 Many Thai women no longer passively 

accept these discriminatory laws and male-biased notions. Indeed, the choice made 

today by increasing numbers of women not to marry but to become educated and 

economically independent may be a protest against them.39 

In Thailand, women have always worked alongside men and even today play an 

important role in the economic field. Scholars have debated whether Thai women 

should be regarded as having high status because of their traditional involvement 

in economic activities, or low status because of the notion that they are karmi¬ 

cally” inferior to men. Thai women, however, seem to have internalized the notions 

that the female gender is both inferior to the male and polluting to the monastic 

order.40 Gender polarization is evident in the attitudes towards men and women 

who search for spiritual fulfillment, attitudes manifested in the veneration of mar¬ 

ried men who leave their familial duties and become monks, compared to the 
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perception of women who would like to be ordained as eccentric or selfish.41 As we 

have seen, young men gain maturity through ordination as novice monks into a 

religious life which constrains their behavior and detaches them from the secular 

life. In contrast, women are assumed to gain maturity by becoming mothers, tied 

to the mundane reality. The elevated role of the mother, perceived as the highest 

priority of women’s roles, has indirectly undermined women’s other needs and 

aspirations. 

Conclusion 

Thailand has been a Theravada country since the twelfth century, and more than 

ninety percent of Thai people call themselves Buddhists. Although the rapid 

changes in Thailand resulting from new socio-economic conditions have affected 

the pivotal position of the monks and the temples in society, Buddhism still con¬ 

tinues to play a central role in Thai people’s daily lives. Thai Buddhism is also 

being reconceptualized by the influential, educated middle class, which feels a 

growing disenchantment with the traditional civic religion.42 Jackson has noted 

that during the last two decades there has been a weakening in Thai politicians’ 

interest in controlling forms of Buddhist religiosity.43 However, the decline in 

interest in regulating institutional Buddhism does not signal a decay of religiosi¬ 

ty. On the contrary, many Thai people are shifting their association to new reli¬ 

gious movements at the margins of state control. It is not only new Theravada 

Buddhist movements that attract many Thai people, but also cults such as those 

associated with the Mahayana bodhisattva Kuan Yin (goddess of compassion) and 

the former Thai king Chulalongkorn. With the emergence of new Buddhist reli¬ 

gious trends, the number of nunneries is growing, and mae chis are gaining increas¬ 

ing support from the laity. 

In this paper I have portrayed mae chis at nunneries and their changing roles in 

Thai society. I have tried to show that the widespread notions of mae chis as elder¬ 

ly, brokenhearted, or destitute women are no longer fully valid. Besides searching 

for spiritual fulfillment, women as well as men have various reasons for renounc¬ 

ing the world. The status of mae chis is inferior to the monks’ and provides them 

with neither state benefits nor social prestige. In contrast to women, the benefits 

of men’s ordination as monks are manifold. They are supported in various ways 

by the government. Men also play an important role in transferring merit to their 

parents, especially to their mothers, who are prevented from becoming members 

of the Thai Sangha and achieving high-quality merit by themselves. Thus, sons are 

able to repay their moral debt to their parents, which daughters cannot do through 

renouncing the world. 

The Thai Nuns’ Institute is a national umbrella organization for the mae chis, 
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and its ambition is to assist and unite mae chis from all over the country. The insti¬ 

tute promotes the foundation of mae chi communities and the streamlining of 

their practice and rules, and this has strengthened the mae chi as a distinct category. 

The mae chi rules and regulations are modeled upon the monks’ rules, and the 

national organization of the institute has also copied the organization of the monks 

Sangha. Access to education for mae chis is an important issue that the institute 

emphasizes. There are ascetic women in Thailand with profound knowledge of 

Buddhism and meditation skills, but they have seldom had scholastic training.44 

Thus, education is necessary for nuns’ spiritual advancement, and a higher level of 

secular as well as Buddhist education will surely improve the lives of Thai nuns. 

It is no longer possible for any woman to be ordained as a female Theravada 

monastic or bhikkhuni as it was in the distant past. All women who become 

bhikkhunis today receive ordination from Mahayana monks and nuns. As far as I 

know, there are only two Thai bhikkhunis in Thailand today. One was ordained 

in Taiwan more than twenty-five years ago, and the other in 1998 in India. Nei¬ 

ther is recognized by the Thai Sangha. There has never been a bhikkhuni order in 

Thailand, which could explain why the issue of installing the order there has 

received so little attention. The majority of the nuns I have interviewed declare that 

they would not be interested in being ordained as a bhikkhuni even if it were pos¬ 

sible. In the first place they are reluctant to receive ordination from the Mahayana 

order, even though it originates from the Theravada lineage. The mae chis are also 

aware of the difficulties of observing the 311 or 348 bhikkhuni precepts. They argue, 

further, that membership in the monastic order is not a prerequisite for leading a 

monastic life, and being a member of the Sangha would mean institutionalized 

subordination to the monks. 

The notions of kamma and dana, donation, are important features in Thai Bud¬ 

dhism, and their traditional interpretation has reinforced Thai women’s secondary 

status. Conventionally, men are seen as having “better” kamma than women; it has 

therefore been essential for women to give donations to the monkhood and gain 

religious merit in order to improve their kamma. The reinterpretations of these and 

other central Buddhist concepts by monks such as Buddhadasa Bhikkhu have 

aimed at moving lay people, women and men, increasingly into the center of reli¬ 

gious life, which many mae chis view sympathetically. 

The category of mae chi is being formed in relation both to the Thai monks and 

to the lay people. The role of the mae chi is in many respects modeled upon the 

role of the monks. Although women ascetics do not fit with traditional Thai 

women’s gender roles, in areas where nunneries are situated mae chis are gaining 

increasing acceptance by and support from the laity. Formally, mae chis have been 

treated as lay persons by the authorities, but at the same time as religious persons 

by their lay supporters. This ambiguous position has allowed space for ascetic 
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women to found their own communities. Women’s roles in Thai society are aug¬ 

mented by the new possibilities that women create as religious persons—possibil¬ 

ities in which a novel religious autonomy is made possible. 
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3. The research was conducted with the permission of the National Research Coun¬ 

cil of Thailand and is supported by the Swedish Humanities Research Council, 

the Swedish Council for Planning and Coordination of Research, and the Vega 

Foundation. 

4. The name is fictitious. 

5. See Monica Lindberg Falk, “ThammacarinI Witthaya: The First Buddhist School 

for Girls in Thailand” in Swimming Against the Stream: Innovative Buddhist Women, 

ed. Karma Lekshe Tsomo (Curzon Press, forthcoming). 

6. Cook (1981), 44. 

7. The five precepts are to abstain from: killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and 

taking intoxicants. 

8. H. Kawanami, “Economic Position of Buddhist Nuns in Burma,” Paper given at 

Sakyadhlta Fourth International Conference on Buddhist Women, Ladakh, 1995; 

Bartholomeusz (1994). 

9. Kabilsingh (1988), 145. 

10. Suwanbubbha (1987). 

11. Terweil (1994), 88-98. 

12. Douglas (1994). 

13. Yongyuth (1997). 

14. Komin (1991). 

15. Kabilsingh (1991). 

16. Goonatilake (1997), 31. 

17. The nuns’ Sangha is not ordinarily involved in monks’ ordination. 

18. Goonatilake (1977), 32-35. 

19. Goonatilake (1977), 38. 

20. The eight special chief rules, or garudhamma: (1) A nun must always bow down before 

a monk no matter how long she has been a nun. (2) A nun is not to spend the rainy 
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VORAMAI KABILSINGH: 

The First Thai Bhikkhuni 

Voramai Kabilsingh is one of the few fully ordained nuns in Thailand. She went to 

Hong Kong to receive full bhikkhuni ordination. She wears yellow. When she came 

back from being ordained, monks wanted her to stop wearing yellow. Someone point¬ 

ed out that since monks wear only orange and ochre, why could not she wear yellow? 

Since then she has been left in peace by the higher council of monks. After a very active 

and engaged spiritual life, she is now very old and ill. People come from far and wide 

just to see her and pay their respects. 

I practiced various techniques of meditation according to circumstance: watch¬ 

ing the breath, single-pointedness on the breath, visualization, and so on. Medi¬ 

tation is to concentrate the mind so that we can apply it wisely. Compassion comes 

from the heart. When I help, I do not help just one person because that would be 

preferential: I help everyone. I wanted to help people for a very long time. 

I did not really need to be a bhikkhuni to do this. However, I wanted to set an 

example, as there were no bhikkhunis and many obstacles to becoming one. I was 

able to show that a woman could become fully ordained. Nowadays, many peo¬ 

ple come just to see me, as a living example of a bhikkhuni in Thailand. 

When I became ill, the bodhisattvas came to protect and help me. If you fulfill 

your spiritual goal, you will see and understand many things. 

Compiled by Martine Batchelor and translated by Chatsumarn Kabilsingh 
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ATSUMARN KABILSINGH 

'ocate for a Bhikkhuni Sangha in Thailand 

Chatsumarn Kabilsingh is the daughter ofVoramai Kabilsingh. She is a professor of 

Religion and Philosophy at Thammasat University in Bangkok, and an active femi¬ 

nist. She teaches meditation and organizes retreats for women in Thailand. 

My mother was ordained as a mae chi [nun] when I was ten, thirty-six years ago. 

She transformed our house into a temple. Slowly other mae chis came to stay with 

her. By the end of the first year we had about twenty. They wore light yellow. 

Her decision to become a nun was the culmination of different things. When 

my father was still an M.P., she used to follow him. She was a journalist. While 

reporting on his activities in the countryside she saw some very poor children. 

They were the future of our country, but they had no help at all. She decided to 

form an orphanage. She was also interested in meditation. She gained certain 

heights of meditational achievements. She thought that becoming a nun would 

help, and enable her to help others in a better manner. 

I was too young to like or dislike the fact that my mother had become a nun and 

turned the house into a temple. But I remember feeling uncomfortable when my 

mother came to my school, as I did not know how to explain this to my friends. 

She had always been the kind of person whose word was the law in the house, and 

we just followed whatever she said. I participated in the chanting and all the activ¬ 

ities of the temple. I was brought up very much in that kind of atmosphere. 

When we moved to this place, my mother started a school, and my elder sister 

took care of it. It was a day school open to the general public. At the beginning we 

had very few children, only about thirty. Now there are four hundred. When the 

students are on vacation, we can use the school for women s retreats. 

We used to have an orphanage. One year we had to take care of eighty people, 

both nuns and orphans. After thirty-five years we have entered a period of decline 

because my mother is old. She used to be very active, but three years ago she 

took a step back from all the activities in which she was once involved. She pub¬ 

lished a monthly magazine for thirty-two years. She became ill last year and could 

not get up anymore. The orphanage came to an end ten years ago. It had become 
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too big a responsibility for my mother, and I am not in a position yet to take over 

her work. 

When she was active, she was like a supervisor cum advisor for the orphanage 

and the school. The nuns were actually teaching at the school and also taking care 

of the orphans. We also did farming ourselves. A large area of the temple grounds 

was rice fields, and we grew enough rice for our own needs. I am trying to reflect 

on the temple decline. Where did we go wrong? This is why I put the emphasis 

more on retreats, on training to understand and develop in the Dhamma and the 

practice. 

My mother was like a spiritual leader who walked so fast that she left her fol¬ 

lowers far behind. Very few people understood what she was doing. People would 

do the manual work with her without sharing in the mind and in the heart. This 

is what I saw was lacking in this organization. We have to work closely together; 

whatever I do, my students must understand it and walk together with me. 

I am slowly taking over, keeping the flame burning, but going in a slightly dif¬ 

ferent direction. In traditional Buddhism, to make merit one builds temples. I 

told my mother that when my time came, I was going to build people instead. We 

have enough buildings here; she spent a lot of money on them. She was so capa¬ 

ble, so successful, in providing all these funds to build all these houses for us. Now 

that we have them, our only responsibility is to maintain them, keep them in good 

shape, but we have to fill these buildings with people, Dhamma people. I intend 

not to be so involved in social activities and social welfare. We are going to give 

people strength so that they can walk on their own feet. 

Many times I have felt I wanted to become a nun. When the time comes, I 

must be very certain. Once I am ordained I should not leave it; it should be a life¬ 

long commitment. I could not step back because I would be setting an example. 

One has to be a good example, otherwise one might as well not become a nun in 

the first place. I am waiting for the right time when the foundation of my life is 

strong enough, and when I have a solid financial and social foundation. I feel my 

life is like a triangle. I also want my children to be strong enough on their own. 

My husband knew this from the beginning. When he asked to marry me, I told 

him that being a nun was my goal. 

Recently I have been traveling a great deal. On each trip I have been asked to 

lead meditations. I do not see myself yet as a meditation teacher, but people get 

so much from just sitting together. At first these requests came only from West¬ 

erners, and I started to think I was not being beneficial to my own people. Last year 

I gave some lectures. Some of the people asked for meditation, and it seemed to 

help them tremendously. This gave me more confidence, so I started to think 

about leading some retreats. 

We had the facilities here, and people offered to do the catering for us. Every- 
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thing just seemed to fit. For the first retreat we had a hundred and eight people. 

It was not as successful as the standards I had set in my mind, but many people 

were happy with it, and some of them gained something. It seemed to help them 

become more confident and happy afterwards, and that was very rewarding. In the 

first retreat I set out three different days: the first day was to let go, the second day 

was to build up compassion, the last day was to learn to forgive. 

What I teach is so basic that we do not need to go in any details yet. We are 

doing two things at the same time; training people and letting them go. We will 

have group meetings together often enough to build people up so they will become 

trainers. In turn they can teach in their neighborhoods all over the country. 

We want to ignite sparks here and there, and hope to give strength to women. 

The training here is how to become a better Buddhist with an understanding of 

the teaching and the practice. They will become strong Dhamma practitioners 

with a tint of feminism. I hope that the trainees will do social work. The training 

is learning to understand. We have to know our own problems and the suffering 

we have unknowingly caused others. Generally we only know part of ourselves, so 

we are trying to get people to know themselves better and to improve themselves 

in order to serve society better. It is not for ourselves only; this training is to enable 

us to serve others better. 

Compiled by Martine Batchelor 
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BUDDHIST ACTION: 

Lay Women and Thai Monks' 

H. Leedom Lefferts, Jr. 

Our view of the place and role of gender in Thai Theravada Buddhism has 

much to do with where we locate our questions and perspectives. Often, discus¬ 

sions about Thai Buddhism appear to be positioned in a Theravada abstracted 

from the cultural framework of which it is a part. While it must be granted that 

Theravada Buddhism carries statements of morality and action, the student of 

Thai culture must also acknowledge that these statements exist within a more com¬ 

prehensive framework; Buddhism cannot be abstracted from its cultural context 

as if it existed alone. 

Tambiah, in Buddhism and the Spirit Cults of Northeast Thailand,1 established 

that Buddhism and spirit cults exist within a framework of interpenetrating rela¬ 

tionships. The same thesis pervades this essay: that gender roles and relations exist 

within a comprehensive framework of morality and action and that, while we may 

try to isolate one aspect of this framework from the others, we must think of these 

as elements belonging to a total institution. 

Thus, this paper follows Tambiah’s approach by relating how lay women act 

in relationship with Theravada Buddhism, schematically outlining the contexts 

of their actions in reference to each other, to men, and to monks. It posits that 

a more comprehensive view of Thai culture permits us to see the fully active role 

women take in shaping Theravada Buddhist activities. This view has often been 

obscured by observers who focus exclusively on those people who are seen, and 

are seen by the actors themselves, as “adepts” in this religion’s belief systems, 

its articles of knowledge, and its rituals. After close observation in a rural com¬ 

munity where continuous Theravada Buddhist and related ritual action occurs, 

I have come to the conclusion that women play significant and formative roles 

in defining this behavior and in bringing it to fruition. This is so much the 

case that, following Tambiah, I believes separation of these actions from their 

total context is arbitrary and counter-productive in terms of understanding 
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the roles of both genders in forming and perpetuating the contexts of their 

tradition. 

Western descriptions of Thai Buddhism place women in an ambiguous rela¬ 

tionship with regard to the triple gems: the Buddha, the Dhamma, and the San- 

gha. However, while depicted as a part of the social universe within which 

Theravada Buddhism operates, women are characterized as subordinate and fun¬ 

damentally powerless participants in the religion’s social universe. In this role, 

women are often seen as supportive or nurturing and thus not directive. 

On the other hand, women are acknowledged to have once been placed on an 

equivalent footing with monks by the Buddha, who instituted a co-ordinate order 

of nuns, following the establishment of an order of monks.3 For reasons inade¬ 

quately understood, lineages of nuns did not survive in South and Southeast Asian 

cultural systems. This ambiguity highlights the problem faced by commentators 

on women in Theravada Buddhism, for in previous times women possessed rec¬ 

ognized power in the context of the religious system. Today, however, women do 

not appear to have this power. The question arises, then, about the nature and 

extent of the power women might exercise in Buddhism, for usually, the power 

women have is seen to be inadequate and diminished. 

This paper is divided into three parts. Following a brief description of Thai-Lao 

communities in Northeast Thailand, the first part considers the background of 

Western understandings of Thai Buddhism, with special attention to domains of 

action that have not normally been included in such analyses. Most particularly, 

this paper holds that material culture and the exchange of things and words 

between women, men, monks, and ancestors plays essential and significant roles 

in these actions. 

The paper’s second section depicts the exchange of things, words, and people, 

especially women, that takes place in some salient Thai-Lao Buddhist rituals. Of 

particular importance are the exchanges that currently take place, initiated and 

sustained by women with the cooperation of monks, that bring about transfor¬ 

mations in people and things to perpetuate the cyclical universe at the heart of 

Theravada Buddhism and of Thai-Lao life. These exchanges determine the roles 

of monks and bring about changes in the results of past actions which affect the 

future actions of everyone. 

Finally, the essay’s third section attempts to understand how contemporary 

changes in Thai society alienate women from the system of exchange described in 

section two. In particular, the paper contends that modernization, stemming from 

the West and carrying with it particular patterns of gender relations, undercuts the 

cyclical system that forms the foundation of Thai-Lao Theravada Buddhist culture. 

The paper ends by suggesting how the perpetuation of the intricate system of 

exchanges in Thai-Lao Buddhist culture might take place, given the changing roles 
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of women.4 The paper concludes by nodng the directions in which Thai Bud¬ 

dhism might evolve and how women might come to exercise a degree of power 

similar to that which they have had for several hundred years. 

The Settings, in Thailand and the West 

This paper comes after thirty years of research in northeast Thai-Lao Theravada 

Buddhist communities. The research was initiated not to study Buddhism and its 

role in the life of the people, but the course of development in communities sub¬ 

jected to intensive input by the Thai government, international agencies and, more 

recently, non-government organizations. 

Northeast Thailand is ambiguously incorporated into the Thai Kingdom.5 The 

northeast as a direction is enigmatic in South and East Asian culture. It is the 

direction from which unknowns may come: the city of Mandalay was conscious¬ 

ly positioned so that Mandalay Hill is to its northeast, for example; the mountains 

to the northeast of Kyoto, Japan, are seen to have special powers. Thailand’s north¬ 

east, colloquially named Isan,6 echoes this ambiguity. This is the direction from 

which the last major military threat to central Thailand, then Siam, originated.7 

The region is considered intemperate due to its dryness, and this is seen to con¬ 

tribute to its poverty in relation to the kingdom as a whole. 

Moreover, Thailand’s northeast, which contains a third of the kingdom’s pop¬ 

ulation and area, is inhabited primarily by people who are not considered part of 

mainstream Thai culture. The Thai-Lao, the largest single ethnic community in 

the kingdom,8 reside for the most part in villages and engage in rain-fed, wet-rice 

paddy agriculture. The “Laoness” of this population has meant that it has been sub¬ 

jected to intensive colonization efforts by central Thais. These efforts include an 

educational system that uses a form of the Thai language and favors a view of his¬ 

tory as perceived and written by the Central Thai elite while overlooking certain 

areas of local history. Central Thais often note, however, that many if not most of 

the Theravada Buddhist monks and novices who inhabit Bangkok’s wats (monas¬ 

teries) are Thai-Lao; this phenomenon has been termed “Wat Isan.”9 However, this 

increased religiosity of the Thai-Lao is often construed by Central Thai to be a 

result of the poverty of the region, with education through the monastic tradition 

providing the primary vehicle of upward mobility. 

Concerned over the past fifty years with separatist movements, the Thai govern¬ 

ment has undertaken intensive development efforts, often with the assistance of bi- 

and multi-lateral support from foreign nations and institutions.10 Even more recent¬ 

ly, as a result of the Vietnam War, which led to the training of locals in mechani¬ 

cal and technical skills, Isan’s men and women have provided a substantial portion 

of the kingdom’s foreign remittances and tourist and manufacturing income. 
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The Thai-Lao village in which the major amount of research has been under¬ 

taken was founded in 1922. The oral reconstitution of over a hundred family and 

household demographic, structural, and land tenure histories established a com¬ 

prehensive history of the community.11 A secondary result of this work was to 

highlight the roles of women in household and village social organization. 

Households are, fundamentally, lineages of women of different generations into 

which men marry. Rice land tends to be inherited by women; rice land bought by 

a couple is usually inherited by their daughters. Sons’ inheritances are usually paid 

off at or about the time of marriage. Women tend to control a household’s 

finances; household production that results in monetary return is handed over to 

the woman of the household for keeping and dispensing for household needs. 

An unanticipated byproduct of this research was an understanding of the role 

of textiles, produced by women, in manifesting household and village roles. This, 

in turn, gave rise to a pan-mainland Southeast Asian study concerning the varied 

meanings and import of textiles in Tai populations.12 The result of this was the con¬ 

clusion that women are active agents in constructing and perpetuating the system 

of which they are a part. 

The complex cycle of village life and the ways women symbolize their roles in 

this cycle reflect the ways in which women exercise power and express it among 

themselves and to others. This symbolization occurs with special emphasis not 

only in the organization and perpetuation of households, but also on the provision 

of material evidence reflecting the transformations undertaken in the perpetua¬ 

tion of Theravada Buddhism. Prestations of cloth are particularly important in 

establishing occasions that move young men to become members of the Sangha.13 

This transformation is initiated by women as they raise their children, whereby 

they instill in their children the obligation, thaup taen bun khun, of offspring to 

compensate their parents for the sacrifices they made in raising them. In part, with 

regard to sons, this transformation reaches fulfillment in a mother’s dressing her 

son as a naak, or serpent, with textiles she and other members of her lineage have 

woven, and then in his ordination as a monk, in robes made of cloth produced or 

donated by his mother. 

Stemming from this research, this paper contends that Thai—especially village- 

based Thai-Lao—Buddhist action is insufficiently captured by the actions and 

written and spoken words of only monks and men. It holds that the division 

between material and spiritual domains that permeates Western-based cultures is 

inapplicable in Thai Buddhism.14 Moreover, understanding such a system of inter¬ 

action requires that attention be paid to the complex exchange and cycling of 

things and people through the system. In particular, the use of divisions concern¬ 

ing who is adept and who is not deprives observers of understanding the active role 

one gender has in constructing this religion. 
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Following Tambiah, current statements depicting systems of action, such as 

those included in the “anthropology of technical systems,”15 the study of gender,16 

and of exchange theory,17 lead to the possibility of a new synthesis of action in 

Theravada Buddhist cultures. These studies lead to analyses of continuing action- 

as-meaning in systems such as Theravada Buddhism, in which objects and people 

are presented and moved in constant exchange. Thus, material culture includes not 

only the objects themselves, but also meanings involved in the production of these 

objects, as well as in the results of such production as they are exchanged between 

different members of the social system. This also relates to Theravada Buddhist rit¬ 

ual events for which contexts must be arranged so that the events themselves can 

take place. 

Coordinate with this approach is the idea that much of what is expressed in 

many cultures may not be voiced in the way and to the extent we believe salient 

aspects of Western cultures are articulated.18 Many actions, even those in Western 

cultures, may be non-verbal. However, in Western cultures, because we do not 

voice these actions and things, we tend to ignore them. In Thai-Lao villages, whose 

inhabitants may have known each other since birth, many—perhaps most— 

significant actions are unvoiced. However, just because words are not used does not 

necessarily mean actions are not valued. Actions without words may be more val¬ 

ued, as they express deeply held values that participants recognize as given.19 

Drawing on the theoretical orientations and the research noted above, this paper 

sees women playing important, productive, and essential roles that carry positive 

connotations in Thai Buddhist terms. Moreover, this paper holds that the 

exchange and prestation of things and sons between monks and (lay) women 

(rather than lay men) defines and reinforces the contexts for Thai-Lao Buddhist 

actions. 

This is not to say that women in Thai-Lao villages act in ways akin to men or 

monks in order to be positively valued. (If this were so, one form of the argument 

would be that the order of bhikkhunis must be reestablished so that women could 

have their own channel to salvation.) Rather, significant here is Sahlins’s discus¬ 

sion of Schieffelin’s depiction of the Kaluli: that women, men, and monks may be 

“constituted as complementary and interdependent factions.. .involved in recip- 

rocal exchanges that assist in the resolution of their opposition.”20 Because observers 

tend to pay little attention to women s actions as part of Theravada Buddhist sys¬ 

tems, we tend to ignore women as constituting an opposition that is complemen¬ 

tary, interdependent, valued, and determinative of the direction of religious 

discourse. 
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Ritual Exchange in Thai-Lao Culture 

Tambiah’s charting of Theravada Buddhism and the spirit cults in which the Thai- 

Lao participate provides a landmark synthesis of the inseparable interrelationships 

between the two. By showing that these beliefs and actions exist and operate 

together in the lives of the people, he provides a way to see Thai-Lao in a holistic, 

comprehensive, and contemporary field of action. However, while this synthesis 

provides a means of access to people’s lives, emphasis in follow-on studies has 

tended to be placed on the Theravada Buddhist segment of this ritual action. This 

has probably happened for a number of reasons too complex to be discussed here.21 

However, the emphasis on ritual action in Theravada Buddhism has led to a 

neglect of the possible role of those people who are not considered “adept” at Bud¬ 

dhism itself. Tambiah’s own study rarely mentions women; it focuses on men and 

monks as actors and does not consider the crucial roles women play in propelling 

men into ritual action and in undertaking important ritual actions themselves.22 

The Buddha established the Sangha in ways to be necessarily dependent on 

exchanges with a lay population.23 Fundamental to this dependence, in addition 

to the very beings/bodies of the members of the Sangha themselves (a subject to 

which we will return), are the requisites for these members’ survival, including 

food and clothing, from their initiation into the order throughout their existence 

in it. Through the establishment of “The Middle Way” with orders of monks and 

nuns, the Buddha declared that they should be moderately and appropriately 

attired and that they should eat regularly. 

However, the Buddha established a conundrum by prescribing that monks and 

nuns could neither cook nor make their own clothes. To satisfy this, he provided 

ways for monks and nuns to be clothed and fed. He specified where and how cloth 

could be acquired—initially from discarded cloth in cemeteries and forests and, 

later, from lay people—and how it could be made into appropriately respectable 

yet devalued garments.24 He also specified how food could be secured—with an 

alms bowl—and eaten modestly. 

In establishing these requirements, the Buddha constructed a system of requi¬ 

site exchanges between lay people and the members of the Sangha. Additionally, 

in part because gender differences lay at the foundation of South Asian culture of 

the period, the Buddha constructed slightly different rules for the male and female 

orders of the Sangha. He also established different ways by which lay men and 

women could relate to these orders. On the one hand, women may have provided 

a substantial core of patronage to early Buddhism. On the other, however, monks 

followed heightened prohibitions in their association with women, including not 

touching them and not sitting on the same bench or being alone with them.25 

As Theravada Buddhism migrated to Southeast Asia, the organization of a Sangha 
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consisting of orders of both monks and nuns disappeared. This resulted in an 

order of monks in which men could participate, while women assumed founda¬ 

tional lay roles that set them in complementary and reciprocal opposition to the 

order of monks. Women became the owners of houses and productive land from 

whom donations would come. Additionally, because children are the product of 

women, women became the providers of monks, their sons. Thus, Buddhism 

evolved in the Thai-Lao context, and more generally in Southeast Asia,26 into a 

complex of exchanges by which women and their symbols represented one pole, 

and monks and their symbols the other. 

The Double Renunciation of Bun Buat Naak 

While much work—in both anthropology and religion—has focused on the social 

organization and the moral ethos of Buddhist monks and men in Thai and Lao cul¬ 

ture, little has been done to specify the direction and extent of exchanges that 

underlie this system.27 The series of exchanges involve women as mothers clothing 

and presenting their sons for ordination, first as novices and then as monks. The 

rituals surrounding these exchanges involve the renunciation by the mother of her 

offspring, even as he renounces himself and his family of birth. The son’s part in 

this double renunciation, his ordination as a monk, signifies his obligation^ thaup 

taen bun khun, to his parents, and especially to his mother. 

The festival of ordination, Bun Buat Naak, takes place before the beginning 

of the rains retreat in late April, May, or early June. At this time sons move from 

representations of fertility and procreation {naak, serpents), that is, 

exemplifications of women, to the symbolic death embodied by monks, who can¬ 

not materially contribute to the continuation of the social system.28 Symbolizing 

this transition is the interim adoption by the ordinands of clothing that sets them 

apart from their roles as sons. For this ritual, sons of Thai-Lao women are usu¬ 

ally dressed in the many hues of the rainbow, thus participating in the pan-South- 

east Asian notion of protection and power through color.29 Sons of Thai women 

are customarily attired in white, which represents not only relative purity, but also 

Brahmanism, Satsana Phraam. Thai Buddhists conceptualize Brahman religion 

as the religious era immediately preceding Buddhism and usually symbolize it by 

white cloth.30 

The complex meanings of this ritual have yet to be adequately explored, espe¬ 

cially in terms of “the total social phenomena,” the “entire system of exchanges,”31 

of which the Bun Buat Naak is an integral part. This cannot be done in this short 

paper, but some further elucidation of these exchanges is appropriate. 

The double renunciation begun in the Bun Buat Naak creates for individual 

women and their sons a close connection within the larger cycle of exchange by 
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which Buddhism in Thai-Lao society is perpetuated.32 This larger cycle consists of 

a series of exchanges, usually but not always mediated by monks, but initiated by 

households—noted earlier as fundamentally consisting of lineages of women— 

between the present and deceased ancestors. These exchanges consist of water, 

cloth, and ancillary objects. By sending these objects to ancestors, women ensure 

the continuation of the social system of which they are the center so that, after 

death, they and their relations can be assured of the prestation of cloth, water, and 

other objects needed for their life away from this world and for re-entrance into it 

at a future date in a heightened state of merit. 

Exchanges with Ancestors 

Others have remarked on the obligation owed by children, both sons and daugh¬ 

ters, to their parents for raising them, signified by the phrase thaup taen bun khunA 

This obligation can be repaid in several ways, the most traditional being that sons 

become monks while daughters marry and remain in their mother’s household to 

continue the household line.34 Sons who had been monks but who have returned 

to lay status take on the duties first of son-in-law in their bride’s parental house¬ 

hold and then, either by establishing their own household or taking over that of 

their parents’-in-law upon their deaths, become householders themselves. 

It must be emphasized, however, that the Thai-Lao cycle of exchange not only 

encompasses this life, but also the lives of those who have preceded them and, 

consequently, those who will follow. Moreover, the responsibility for the perpet¬ 

uation of these exchanges rests primarily with women, since women traditionally 

hold the resources of land and house, which connote wealth. Hence members of 

neither gender fulfill and dispense with their obligations to their parents, their rel¬ 

atives, or distant ancestors simply by becoming a monk or by marrying and con¬ 

tinuing an ancestral line. Over the span of a person’s life, exchanges continue to 

occur often, but not solely, within a Theravada Buddhist framework. 

The pouring of consecrated water, yaat nam, during the daily but especially 

weekly wan phra (Buddha Day) ceremonies in the sala wat (meeting hall on the 

grounds of a Buddhist temple) is a major event for the transference of merit to 

ancestors.35 On these occasions, while monks chant a specific blessing (Isan, Lao: 

suatyaat nam; Thai: kham kruat nani), members of the congregation pour water 

from a small container into a dish or other receptacle. After the service, this 

water is taken outside and poured down the lower trunk of a tree or bush in the 

wat onto the ground while the offerer whispers another prayer, conveying the 

water to Phra Mae Thoranee, the keeper of the earth. People say that they do 

this to transfer merit to their ancestors as well as to other living things, animals 

and plants. 

70 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



The major offering of yaat nam occurs during the mainland Southeast Asian 

New Year in mid-April, called Songkran in Thai and Lao. In tourist literature, 

much is made of the throwing of water on passing motorists, bicyclists, and pedes¬ 

trians at this time. This is normally explained as a way to cool off, since this is usu¬ 

ally the hottest time of the year. However, this water has not been blessed and 

therefore is not part of the water that is poured to ensure the transfer of merit. 

During Songkran much more takes place than the throwing of water on pass¬ 

ing tourists. Two events involving water are of particular importance in under¬ 

standing the roles of women in Theravada Buddhism, as well as in household and 

village continuity that focus on this holiday: (i) the request for blessings that 

descendants ask of the eldest generation in the family line, and (2) the washing of 

ancestors’ ashes and the presentation of gifts. 

Within each household or group of extended households descendants gather at 

a private ceremony and request a blessing, pon, from the eldest generation of both 

men and women. Descendants on both the male and female side, including their 

spouses and children, come from some distance for this blessing. However, the 

local families formed by the continuity of women who have inherited these house¬ 

holds are sure to be there and form the core of the requesters. The eldest male 

descendant asks for the blessing, while the respondent is usually the eldest person, 

male or female, in the line. Then water, nam hom, previously sacralized by the 

eldest male of the represented households, is poured by the descendants respect¬ 

fully (at least at first) over the ancestors’ hands. Later these ancestors pour water 

over the descendants. Finally, the women of the households give gifts, especially 

new clothing, such as a blouse and a phaa sin, a woman’s tubular skirt, to each of 

the elder women, while elder men receive a shirt and a pair of pants or phaa sarong, 

a man’s tubular skirt. 

This ritual and the pouring of water during the weekly wan phra blessing are 

extended to deceased ancestors on the third day of Songkran, wan ruam yaat, by 

a ritual at the wat involving the washing of their ashes. With this ceremony the liv¬ 

ing have fulfilled their obligations toward the dead. This forms the culmination of 

Songkran at the household and village level36 and signifies the continuity of house¬ 

hold and village as enacted through reciprocal obligations. 

During wan ruam yaat (the day for bringing together close and distant rela¬ 

tives), family representatives and all members of descendants households gather 

at the sala wat (meeting hall of the village monastery) bringing gifts, such as 

uncooked rice, fish sauce, and cloth.37 These items are for deceased ancestors to be 

placed in their domain once they have been blessed by the monks in a ceremony 

similar to suatyaat nam, in which blessed water is passed on to ancestors. Villagers 

inscribe on pieces of paper the names of deceased ancestois and other deceased vil¬ 

lagers known to them who may not have descendants living in the village. These 

BUDDHIST ACTION 71 



pieces of paper are collected in a tray, and the abbot of the wat or another desig¬ 

nated monk sets them on fire.38 

The monks then perform the usual ceremony for a wan phra, including the 

blessing of yaat nam. While the monks chant the suat yaat nam, some women of 

the congregation, rather than pouring water into dishes for later pouring outside, 

pour their water into the tray containing the ashes of inscribed names. Later, this 

tray and water are taken out and poured at the base of the wat’s bodhi tree. Other 

water poured during the suat yaat nam is poured on the bases of trees and plants, 

as usual. 

Later, in a significant expansion of the usual wan phra ritual, household mem¬ 

bers gather at the stupa39 of deceased ancestors in which their ashes (often includ¬ 

ing fragments of charred bones) are kept in reliquaries. These stupas are opened,40 

the reliquaries removed and opened, and pleasant-smelling water, nam horn, or, in 

some cases, suat nam yaat, is poured over the ashes and bones. Even the ashes of 

people who have no living descendants are so anointed; anyone can wash ashes con¬ 

tained in opened reliquaries. 

This description of the core rituals of Bun Buat Naak and Songkran conveys the 

importance of present household members, especially the women of that house¬ 

hold, in instituting and continuing the series of prestations by which Theravada 

Buddhism exists. Women give their sons in an act of double renunciation and 

they give merit to their ancestors during Songkran. Monks, as their mothers’ sons 

and as descendants of their households, sacralize water and goods, which are then 

conveyed to the earth to be distributed to the ancestors. Without the active pur¬ 

posefulness of women to convey their resources for these actions and to participate 

in them, these rituals would not take place. 

Theravada Buddhist Exchange in the Village 

Discussion so far has focused on ritual exchange in the wat, the locus of activities 

of the Sangha, but it is only a portion of the total social space in which lay people 

as well as monks operate. The wat is not the only locus of ritual exchange between 

ancestors and their household descendants. When requested by members of house¬ 

holds or villages as a whole, monks also perform rituals outside the wat, especial¬ 

ly at funerals (which can take place inside or outside the wat grounds) and at 

ceremonies in which immediate ancestors are commemorated with the pouring of 

sacralized water through suat mon, which takes place in the household. 

Another cycle of rituals, coordinate with wat rituals, that focuses on the lay cen¬ 

ter of the village (as well as the governmental center), takes place at the sala klang 

baan, the meeting hall in the village center. Many of these involve monks and, 

equally important, the village as a locus for women’s power. In these ceremonies, 
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the men fade into the background somewhat in their roles as ritual intermediaries, 

as women assert their concern with the welfare and prosperity of their houses 

and wealth. 

The Bun Buak Baan, usually held at the beginning of the sixth lunar month 

(mid-April to early May), is the first ritual to follow the New Year celebration, of 

which Songkran is the core. During the Bun Buak Baan, monks come to the sala 

klang baan for three evenings to conduct the usual ceremony and to perform spe¬ 

cial chants for the protection of the village. This ceremony pays special attention 

to the spirits that exist within the village. This aspect becomes especially important 

on the morning of the fourth day when, in addition to the usual ceremony that 

includes suatyaat nam, the monks conduct a ritual in which they pour water col¬ 

lected from all houses over small triangular banana-stalk vessels containing repre¬ 

sentations of bad things or things that should be protected, such as animals, people, 

fingernail clippings, and different kinds of cooked rice from each house. The 

monks then take other nam mon, water that is especially powerful and thought to 

bring good health, representations of things meant to appeal to spirits, such as 

cigarettes, betel, and flags, as well as decorated banana leaf containers and the 

banana-stalk vessels previously washed, and deposit them in auspicious locations 

around the village perimeter. As they do this, the monks and novices perform 

chants and throw stones, sand, the nam mon, and shredded money in the various 

directions to ensure that bad spirits will not enter.41 This part of the ceremony is 

performed only in the living area of the village, not in the wat. 

Women are especially prominent during this ceremony because they come rep¬ 

resenting their households, bringing items that exemplify them. Moreover, they are 

responsible for erecting money trees and collecting money during each ceremony, 

and they alone place rice in the alms bowls of the monks (the rice to be blessed 

being the product of their own lands). In recognition of the importance of their 

roles, only women have nam mon and shredded money thrown at their heads, 

sacralizing them and bringing them assurances of prosperity. 

Similar ceremonies, also celebrated in the household section of the village, take 

place during the dry season, from the end of the harvest in January until the begin¬ 

ning of the rains in June. An important one is the Bun Bang Fay, the Rocket Fes¬ 

tival, also centering on the sala klang baan, in which rockets, designated as naak 

(serpents), are fired into the air in order to initiate the rains on which household 

prosperity depends for the coming agricultural year.4- 

Finally, each household has its own ceremony conducted by women on wan 

phra. On the morning of wan phra, usually before she goes to the wat as part of 

the wan phra ceremony there, the woman who is head of the household presents 

candles, incense, rice, and water, nam horn, to the Buddha shrine in her house. 

Women are their own ritual specialists in ways that men are not. The knowledge 
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of appropriate behavior and prestations as well as the chants spoken on these occa¬ 

sions are handed down from mother to daughter and are meant to be undertaken 

in the privacy of these ceremonies. 

This schematic rendering of these rituals in both the wat and the domestic areas 

describes the ways in which current members of Thai-Lao households and villages 

are embedded in a total system of exchange, through Theravada Buddhism, with 

ancestors and future descendants. Recognition of this cycle of prestations, from 

past through present to future, makes apparent the importance of women in Thai 

Buddhism. In this system, women form the core and continuity of households: 

men move to their bride’s house at the time of marriage, not the other way around; 

men move from their mothers to their statuses as monks in Theravada Buddhism; 

it is women who hold property, rice, and rice fields; and it is women who renounce 

their sons as the means for the continuity of their households by giving them to 

the monkhood. In short, women and monks are the poles between which mater¬ 

ial things and blessings for past, present, and future are exchanged, and in this sys¬ 

tem men too are exchangeables.43 

The Future of the Cycle 

Northeast Thai-Lao rural women have the potential to live full and fulfilling rit¬ 

ual lives. Women and monks together have constructed a complementary oppo¬ 

sition by which women, men, and monks together achieve their soteriological 

goals. The question for the contemporary period is the extent to which Thai and 

Thai-Lao women may be allowed to continue to pursue their goals in this arrange¬ 

ment. The impetus for modernization, coming from Western cultures, is a male 

one. In Western developmental processes, women tend to be assigned subordi¬ 

nate roles, which women in the West have recognized and struggled to break. 

As Western culture intrudes into Theravada Buddhist ritual culture, the ways 

in which women can achieve success in traditional forms could be lost. The image 

of the successful woman, advertised and perpetuated through movies and televi¬ 

sion, promises freedom, yet contains its own chains. This image is aggressively 

promoted by the Thai state as well as by industry and capitalism; it induces women 

to move to cities and engage in employment. But in moving from villages to cities, 

young women are cut off from the ritual cycle of success in which their mothers 

participated. These women attempt to continue to participate in both worlds—the 

urban and the rural—by sending remittances to their parents, by returning to the 

village for major festivals, and, most importantly, by returning to the house of 

their mothers for their wedding, all the while showing off their success by wearing 

fancy clothes and using expensive cosmetics. 

However, in increasing numbers they find they are unable to meet these oblig- 
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ations, especially as their labor, both rural and urban, becomes devalued under 

the stress of the recent economic downturn. The avenues of success in both worlds 

become closed to them as a male-oriented and dominated world becomes impor¬ 

tant in their lives. 

Other articles in this volume chart the course of Thai women as they move into 

meditation and other exercises that attempt to satisfy goals of soteriological suc¬ 

cess. However, their new roles in no way replace the central role that women have 

in Thai-Lao rural Theravada Buddhism. Moreover, involvement in these activities 

requires a middle-class freedom that many rural women do not have. In effect, 

many women are deprived of appropriate ways to satisfy their goals. 

The extent to which this urban syndrome penetrates into the rural environ¬ 

ment is unclear at this point. Today, most rural villages provide only a partial sub¬ 

sistence base for their inhabitants; the Thai government has done nothing to 

promote the possible benefits of modernity for rural life, and nothing to insure that 

villagers become involved in a cash economy. Thus, many villagers I know now 

depend on remittances from relatives living in more prosperous situations. Other 

villagers may provide income for their village families by commuting to cities for 

work on a daily or weekly basis. 

Even with such pressures to become modern and discard the cycle of household 

and village rituals by which Theravada Buddhism provides a framework for suc¬ 

cess, many young women continue to assert their involvement in such activities. 

Major and minor occasions to make merit are important to them, from giving 

rice to monks as they complete their morning rounds (before these women leave 

for work), to representing their households in Bun Buak Baan, to participating in 

the major festivals of Songkran and Bun Buat Naak. 

While the cycle of rituals by which ancestors and descendants are connected, as 

perpetuated through Theravada Buddhism, continues, it is unclear how significant 

it is and how many may want it to be discontinued. Individualism, including a 

lack of concern with ancestors and obligations, is a paramount product of mod¬ 

ernization. How long young Thai and Thai-Lao women can live between the 

world of modernization and the world of ancestral and parental obligations remains 

to be seen. 
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Notes 

1. This paper was completed while I was resident in a village with which I have been 

involved for some thirty years. If I have not adequately acknowledged in previous 

publications the invaluable, caring help the people of this village have given to this 

work, I wish to do so now. Without their forbearance and generosity in letting me 

enter, observe, participate, and ask numerous questions on this paper’s topic and 

many other subjects, I would have nothing to write. I hope that, in some small mea¬ 

sure, this paper adequately reflects the lives and drives of these people. I also wish to 

thank the Department of Anthropology, Smithsonian Institution, for giving me the 

honorary rank of research associate so that I could have the privilege of working with 

the librarians of the John Wesley Powell Library, who provided invaluable assistance 

in tracking down obscure publications by interlibrary loan. 

2. StanleyJ. Tambiah, Buddhism and the Spirit Cults of Northeast Thailand (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1970). 

3. The extent to which the order of nuns was of a status equivalent to monks is itself a 

matter of contention. Kabilsingh (1982), 67, states, “When the Buddha eventually 

allowed the organization of Buddhist nuns, or bhikkhunis, he proclaimed many rules 

which made it clear that the bhikkhuni Sangha must always be under the spiritual 

guidance and protection of the male bhikkhu Sangha.” However, Gunawardana 

(1988), 5, notes that even though the Buddha prescribed that the ordination of a nun 

must be approved by both Sangha of monks and nuns, 

The greater importance attached to participation of nuns in the ordina¬ 

tion of a new nun is also evident from the stipulation that a monk who 

advises a nun who has been ordained only by the order of nuns would be 

committing an offence by the dukkata category while if he advises a nun 

ordained only by the order of monks, he would be guilty of a more seri¬ 

ous offence of the pacittiya category. 

In short, “in Sri Lanka.. .women could not be admitted into the order in the absence 

of nuns.” 

4. This statement brings to mind the aphorism of Professor Robert Hackenberg of the 

University of Colorado, “People survive, cultures change.” 

5. Keyes (1967). 

6. Sanskrit for “northeast.” 

7. Wyatt (1984). 

8. This includes even the Central Thai, who consider themselves the dominant ethnic 

community in the kingdom. 

9. Klausner (1993). 

10. Moore et al. (1980). 

11. Lefferts (1974). 

12. Gittinger and Lefferts (1992). 

13. Lefferts (1994). 
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14- While anthropological discussions of Thai Theravada Buddhism have been somewhat 

broader than the characterization by Asad (1993) of Western discussions of non- 

Western religions in general, none unseats the dualistic tension between mind and 

body stemming from the folk anthropology of “Western” civilization (Sahlins [1996]). 

Additionally, these studies tend not to deal with the complex systems of exchange pre¬ 

sent in Thai Theravada Buddhism. (For a partial initial step in this direction, see 

Bowie [1998].) See Cort (1996) for a discussion of the importance of material culture 

in understanding the South Asian Jain religion. 

15. Lemonnier (1986). 

16. Van Esterik (1996). 

17. Mauss (1989), and Barraud et al. (1994). 

18. Bloch (1991). 

19. Geertz (1980), 130, quoting T. S. Eliot, sees the Balinese king as the “still point of the 

moving world,” whose non-actions exemplify the immobile center around which 

chaos rotates. 

20. Sahlins (1996: 403). Schieffelin states “resolve.” I have amended this to reflect, more 

accurately I think, the disposition of such opposition in complex cultures such as 

the Thai-Lao. 

21. I have previously noted that since most research in anthropology and religion in 

Thailand has been undertaken by men, we have tended to talk with men and monks. 

Similarly, few intensive village studies have been undertaken, so that the thesis pro¬ 

pounded by Tambiah has not been intensively examined in the Thai or Thai-Lao 

contexts. Finally, attention to Theravada Buddhism resonates with studies of other 

religions, while studies of the spirit cults would be seen as parochial. I believe that 

with the heightened attention now paid to exchange theory, such a reexamination 

may now prove to be of potentially great import. Of course, the emphasis on 

women’s studies and the detailed examination of women in religion plays a central 

role in this paper. 

22. I have written a number of studies on aspects of women’s participation in ritual 

action, of which this is an extension and elaboration of some important points; see, 

especially, Lefferts (1992 (a)) and (1994)- 

23. While this paper does not hold that the exchange relationships seen today are mean¬ 

ingful in precisely the same ways as those established by the Buddha over 2,500 years 

ago, it means to say that establishing the possibilities for these relationships permits 

contemporary constructions of meaning that are fundamental to Theravada Bud¬ 

dhism today in northeast Thailand. In a previous paper (1993), I have proposed a “his¬ 

tory” of how these exchanges could have become constructed; regardless of the 

veracity of that construction, central to its thesis is that in their adoption of this reli¬ 

gion, pre-Theravada Buddhist Tai women and today s Thai-Lao and Thai women 

could and do see themselves becoming active agents, a role which may have been 

denied under previous conditions. 

24. Lefferts (1992 (b)). 

25. Willis (1985). 
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26. The processes proposed in this paper have yet to be tested among other Southeast 

Asian populations, such as the Burmans, Central and North Thai, Shan, and the Dai 

of Sip Song Panna in southwestern China. It would seem, however, that with minor 

variations, the formulations proposed here would hold for these populations also. 

27. It is peculiarly interesting that even with the current emphasis on exchange theory in 

anthropology and gender studies, this approach has yet to find its way into studies 

of Thai, Lao, or other forms of Southeast Asian Theravada Buddhism. Bowie’s recent 

article (1998) treats merit-making as a way to initiate and reinforce relationships 

between elites and the less fortunate in the context of Theravada Buddhism. The 

essay presented here, however, delves into the foundations of reciprocity and oblig¬ 

ation throughout the system, showing how it may be subject to the twists and asym¬ 

metries of contemporary life. 

28. Lefferts (1994). 

29. Hamilton (1998). 

30. Lefferts (1996). 

31. Barraud et al. (1994: 4). 

32. The exchanges schematically highlighted here are not the only exchanges that take 

place between ancestors and people living in the present. See the following section. 

33. Mills (1998) and Mulder (1979). Often this phrase is shortened to bun khun, but the 

inclusion of thaup taen makes clear the reciprocity involved in bun khun, the merit 

owed by children to their parents: thaup means to answer, taen means to take the 

place of. 

34. This is an extraordinarily schematic presentation of a complex of actions. See Leff- 

erts (1974) and Lux (1969) for more general descriptions and statistical statements. 

35. Water of various kinds plays important roles in Theravada Buddhism in Thai-Lao 

communities. This essay focuses on yaat nam, but also considers water with special 

potential for health, nam mon, which is also blessed by monks. Finally, nam horn, 

pleasant-smelling water, is also produced on certain ritual occasions, by either lay 

men or monks. 

36. To my knowledge, this ceremony has not been previously reported. Its bearing on 

issues of household continuity and the structural importance of women is apparent. 

However, that other researchers have either not observed or paid attention to it is 

a puzzle. 

37. Individual households, in bringing together widely dispersed descendants, may hold 

their ritual on another day of Songkran. Additionally, the abbot of a monastery may 

change the date on which this ritual would take place and Songkran would end for 

that village. 

38. This is a near replication of the cremation that marks nearly everyone’s death. In 

some important senses, the weekly water pouring and this and the other Songkran 

rituals discussed here recapitulate the Theravada Buddhist funeral ceremony. Thus, 

even as ancestors die, their descendants continue to commemorate them through 

annual and more frequent celebrations. This makes a powerful statement about the 

continuing circle of life and death in which these people see themselves. 
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39- I use “stupa” as a proxy for a number of places in which these ashes might be kept. 

Many reliquaries, which may simply be glass jars in which something has been bought 

and used, such as instant coffee, are kept either at home or in the wat along with other 

such containers from other households. (This depends on whether another ritual has 

taken place, conveying these ashes to the wat) Or, these reliquaries might be kept in 

the wall of the wat, in special caches made for the purpose. In some villages monks 

have decreed that too many ashes are exposed during Songkran and have mandated 

that stupas and fence caches should be sealed. In these cases, household members pour 

water over the stupa or portion of the fence where the ashes are contained. Often a 

sign and, in contemporary usage, even a photograph, might be in place to identify 

the ashes of the person placed there. 

40. Surprisingly few stupas are cemented shut. Reliquaries containing ashes can also be 

placed in niches in the cement posts of wat walls, which can either be cemented shut 

or not. Whether ashes are available or not seems to depend partly on the number of 

present and past inhabitants. Thus, there can be a certain amount of confusion of 

people and reliquaries during this period of heightened awareness of the past in the 

present. 

41. Now that Thailand celebrates a second New Year, in agreement with the international 

New Year of 1 January, some villages celebrate Bun Buak Baan twice, once for each 

New Year. The earlier Bun has absorbed the Bun Sukhwaan Khaaw, in which the rice 

was blessed and its increase requested. Before this ritual takes place, a household’s rice 

barn containing rice just harvested is not opened. 

42. It is no coincidence that just as the rains begin some weeks later, these serpents, 

which have initiated the rainy season, are converted, in Bun Buat Naak, into monks 

and novices, restricted to their wat during the period of the Rains Retreat. 

43. Keyes (1986). 
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WESTERN BUDDHIST NUNS: 

A New Phenomenon in an Ancient Tradition 

Bhiksuni Thubten Chodron 

Years ago, at an interfaith conference in Europe, I was asked to speak about the 

lives of Western nuns. Thinking that people would not be interested in what was 

ordinary life for me, I gave a Dharma talk instead, about how we trained our minds 

in love and compassion. Afterwards, several people came up to me and said, “Your 

talk was very nice, but we really wanted to hear about the lives of the Western nuns! 

How do you live? What are your problems and joys?” Sometimes it is difficult to 

discuss this. When speaking about the problems, we risk complaining or having 

others think we are complaining; when speaking about the joys, we risk being too 

buoyant or having others perceive us as arrogant. In any case, this essay is written 

from the viewpoint of being ordained in the Tibetan tradition and is not univer¬ 

sal to all Western Buddhist nuns.1 

The Dharma has spoken deeply to the hearts of those of us from the West who 

have chosen to become Western Buddhist nuns. Thus, counter to all expectations 

of our cultures and our families, we quit our jobs, part from our loved ones, are 

ordained as Buddhist nuns and, in many cases, go to live in other countries. Who 

takes such radical steps in order to practice the Dharma? How are we unlike Asian 

women who are ordained? 

In general, Asian women receive ordination when they are young, malleable 

girls with little life experience, or when, elderly and with their families grown, they 

are seeking life in a monastery for its spiritual or physical comforts. Most Western 

nuns, however, are ordained as adults. Many are highly educated, have careers, 

and often have families and children. While they bring their talents and skills to 

the monastery, they also bring habits and expectations that have been well polished 

through years of interactions in the world. When Asian women are ordained, their 

families and communities support them, and becoming a nun is socially accept¬ 

able and respectable. In addition, Asian cultures focus more on group than on 

individual identity, so it is comparatively easy for the newly ordained to adapt to 
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community life in a monastery. As children, they shared bedrooms with their sib¬ 

lings, and were taught to place the welfare of their families above their own and 

to respect and defer to their parents and teachers. Western nuns, however, grew up 

in a culture that stressed the individual over the group, and this leads them to be 

more individualistic. Western women have to have strong personalities to become 

Buddhist nuns: their families reproach them for relinquishing a well-paying job 

and not having children; Western society brands them as lazy parasites who don’t 

want to work; and Western culture accuses them of repressing their sexuality and 

of avoiding intimate relationships. A Western woman who cares about what oth¬ 

ers think about her is not going to become a Buddhist nun. A woman who 

becomes a Buddhist nun is more likely to be self-sufficient and self-motivated. 

These qualities, which in general are valuable, can be carried to an extreme, some¬ 

times making it difficult for highly individualistic women to live together in a San- 

gha community. That is, if there is a community to live in. 

As first-generation Western Buddhist nuns, we indeed lead the homeless life. 

Few monasteries exist in the West and, if we want to stay in one, we generally have 

to pay to do so because the community has no money. This presents some chal¬ 

lenges: how does someone with monastic precepts, which include wearing robes, 

shaving one’s head, not handling money, and not doing business, earn money? 

Many Westerners assume that there is an umbrella institution, similar to the 

Catholic Church, that looks after us. This is not the case. Our Tibetan teachers do 

not provide for us financially and, in many cases, ask us to raise money to support 

their Tibetan monk disciples who are refugees in India. Some Western nuns have 

savings that are rapidly consumed. Others have kind friends and family who spon¬ 

sor them. Still others are forced by conditions to put on lay clothes and get a job 

in the city. This makes keeping the ordination precepts difficult and prevents 

Western nuns from studying and practicing intensely—the main purpose for 

which they were ordained. 

How, then, does one receive monastic training and education? Some Western 

nuns opt to stay in Asia for as long as they can. But there they face visa and lan¬ 

guage problems. Tibetan nunneries are generally overcrowded, and there is no 

room for foreigners unless one wants to pay to live in a guest room. Tibetan nuns 

do rituals and receive teachings in the Tibetan language, their education beginning 

with memorizing texts. The majority of Western nuns, however, do not speak 

Tibetan and need an English translation to receive teachings. In addition, mem¬ 

orizing texts in Tibetan is generally not meaningful to them. They seek to learn the 

meaning of the teachings and how to practice them. They want to learn medita¬ 

tion and to experience the Dharma. While Tibetan nuns grew up with Buddhism 

in their families and cultural environment since childhood. Western nuns are 

learning a new faith and thus have different questions and issues. For example, 
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while a Tibetan nun takes the existence of the Three Jewels for granted, a West¬ 

ern nun wants to know exactly what the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha are and 

how to know they in fact exist. Therefore, even in India, Western nuns do not fit 

into established Tibetan religious institutions. 

Offering water bowls at a stupa (photo provided by Venerable Thubten Chodron) 

Many Western nuns are sent to work in Dharma centers in the West, where they 

receive room, board, and a tiny stipend for personal needs in return for working 

for the center. Although they can receive teachings in their own language there, life 

in Dharma centers can be difficult for the newly ordained because they must live 

among lay people. The curriculum in the center is designed for the lay students, 

and the resident lama, if there is one, is usually too busy with the lay community 

to train the one or two Western monastics who live there. 

Transforming Difficulties into the Path 

Difficulties such as those described above are also challenges for practice. A nun 

needs to focus on the Buddha’s teachings in order to maintain serenity in what- 
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ever circumstances she finds herself. She has to meditate deeply on impermanence 

and death so that she can be comfortable with financial insecurity. She has to con¬ 

template the disadvantages of attachment to the eight worldly concerns2 so that 

praise and blame from others do not affect her. She must reflect on karma and its 

effects to accept the difficulties she encounters in receiving an education. And she 

needs to generate an altruistic heart that wishes to remedy these situations so that 

others do not have to encounter them in the future. Thus, her difficulties are the 

catalyst for her practice and, through practice, her mind is transformed and 

becomes peaceful. 

One of the biggest challenges is to live as a celibate in the West, where sexuali¬ 

ty spills from all the media. How can one be happy when Western culture pro¬ 

nounces romantic intimacy to be the summum bonum of life? Again, practice is 

the secret. To keep our precepts, we have to look beyond superficial appearances. 

We have to understand how deeply ingrained are the emotional and sexual patterns 

of attachment that keep us imprisoned in cyclical existence. We must understand 

the nature of our emotions and learn to deal with them in constructive ways with¬ 

out depending on others to comfort us or make us feel good about ourselves. 

People wonder if we see our families and old friends and if we miss them. Bud¬ 

dhist nuns are not cloistered. We can visit our families and friends. We do not stop 

caring for others simply because we are ordained. However, we do try to transform 

the type of affection we have for them. For ordinary people in worldly life, affec¬ 

tion leads to clinging attachment, an emotion that exaggerates someone’s qualities 

and that encourages us to wish not to be separated from him or her. This attitude 

breeds partiality—the wish to help our dear ones, to harm the people we don’t like, 

and to ignore the multitudes of beings we don’t know. 

As monastics, we have to work hard against this tendency, using the meditations 

on love, compassion, joy, and equanimity to expand our hearts so that we see all 

beings as loveable. The more we train our mind in this way, the less we miss our 

dear ones and the more we feel close to all others simply because they, like us, are 

sentient beings who want happiness and do not want suffering. This open-heart¬ 

ed feeling does not mean we don’t cherish our parents. On the contrary, medita¬ 

tion on the kindness of our parents opens our eyes to all that they did for us. 

However, rather than be attached only to them, we endeavor to extend the feel¬ 

ing of love to all others as well. Great internal satisfaction arises as we develop 

more equanimity and open our hearts to cherish all other beings. Here, too, we per¬ 

ceive something that seems to be a difficulty—not living in close contact with our 

family and old friends—to be a factor that stimulates spiritual growth when we 

apply our Dharma practice to it. 

Some conditions that may initially seem detrimental can also be advantageous. 

For example, Western nuns are not an integral part of the Tibetan religious 
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establishment, whose hierarchy consists of Tibetan monks. Although this has its 

disadvantages, it also gives us greater freedom in guiding our practice. For exam¬ 

ple, the bhiksunl or full ordination for women never spread to Tibet due to the 

difficulties of having the required number of ordained nuns travel across the 

Himalayan Mountains in previous centuries.3 The novice ordination for women 

does exist in the Tibetan tradition and is given by the monks. Although several 

Tibetan monks, including the Dalai Lama, approve of nuns in the Tibetan tradi¬ 

tion receiving bhiksunl ordination from Chinese monastics, the Tibetan religious 

establishment has not officially sanctioned this. In recent years, several Western 

women have gone to receive the bhiksunl ordination in the Chinese and Viet¬ 

namese traditions, where it is extant. Because they are part of the Tibetan com¬ 

munity and more liable to its social pressures, Tibetan nuns at present face greater 

difficulties if they were to do this. In this way, not being an integral part of the sys¬ 

tem has its advantages for Western nuns. 

Receiving Ordination 

To receive ordination as a Buddhist nun, a woman must have a good general 

understanding of the Buddha’s teachings and a strong, stable motivation to be 

free from cyclic existence and to attain liberation. She must, then, request ordi¬ 

nation from her teacher. In the Tibetan tradition, most teachers are monks, 

although some are lay men. There are very few women teachers in our tradition at 

present. If the teacher agrees, he will arrange the ordination ceremony, which in 

the case of the sramanerika or novice ordination, lasts a few hours. If a novice nun 

in the Tibetan tradition later wants to receive the bhiksunl ordination, she must 

find a preceptor in the Chinese, Korean, or Vietnamese traditions. She must then 

travel to the place where the ordination ceremony will be held, and go through a 

training program which lasts from one week to one month, before the actual cer¬ 

emony. I received the novice ordination in Dharamsala, India, in 1977, and nine 

years later went to Taiwan to receive the bhiksunl ordination. Going through the 

one-month training program in Chinese was a challenge and, after two weeks, the 

other Western nun and I were delighted when the preceptor allowed another nun 

to translate for us during some of the classes. However, the experience of training 

as a nun in both the Tibetan and Chinese traditions has enriched my practice and 

helped me to see the Dharma in all the Buddhist traditions, despite the external¬ 

ly diverse and culturally conditioned forms each uses. 

After ordination, we need to receive training in the precepts if we are to keep 

them well. A new nun should request one of her teachers to give her teachings on 

the meaning of each precept, what constitutes a transgression, and how to purify 

transgressions should they occur. Although a Western nun can usually receive 
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teachings on the precepts without too much difficulty, the lack of monasteries for 

Western nuns means she often misses out on the practical training that comes 

through living with other nuns in community. 

On a picnic (photo provided by Venerable Thubten Chodron) 

As nuns, our first responsibility is to live according to our precepts as best as we 

can. Precepts are not a heavy burden, but a joy. In other words, we adopt them vol¬ 

untarily because we know they will help us in our spiritual pursuit. Precepts lib¬ 

erate us from acting in harmful, dysfunctional, and inconsiderate ways. Novice 

nuns have ten precepts, which can be subdivided to make thirty-six;4 probation¬ 

ary nuns have six precepts in addition to these;5 and fully ordained nuns (bhiksunis) 

have 348 precepts as listed in the Dharmagupta school of Vinaya,6 which has the 

only extant bhiksuni lineage today. The precepts are divided into various cate¬ 

gories, each with its corresponding method to deal with transgressions. The root 

precepts are the most serious and must be kept purely in order to remain as a nun. 

These include avoiding killing, stealing, sexual contact, lying about spiritual attain¬ 

ments, and so forth. If these are broken completely, one is no longer a nun. Other 

precepts deal with the nuns’ relationships with each other, with monks, and with 

the lay community. Still others address how we should conduct ourselves in daily 

activities such as eating, walking, dressing, and residing in a place. Infractions of 

these are purified in various ways according to their severity: purification may 

entail confession to another bhiksuni., confession in the presence of the assembly 

of bhiksunis, or relinquishing of a possession obtained in excess or in an inappro¬ 

priate way. 
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Keeping these precepts in the West in the twentieth century can be a challenge. 

The precepts were established by the Buddha during his life in India in the sixth 

century b.c.e. While nuns in some Buddhist traditions, such as Theravada, try to 

keep the precepts literally, other nuns come from traditions that allow more lee¬ 

way. By studying the Vinaya and knowing the stories of the specific events that 

prompted the Buddha to establish each precept, nuns come to understand the 

purpose of each precept. Then, they will know how to adhere to its purpose even 

though they may not be able to follow it literally. For example, one of the bhiksuni 

precepts forbids nuns from riding in a vehicle. If we followed that literally, going 

to receive or to give teachings would be difficult. In ancient India, vehicles were 

drawn by animals or human beings, and riding in them was reserved for the 

wealthy. The Buddha’s concern when he made this precept was for nuns to avoid 

causing suffering to others or cultivating arrogance. To adapt this precept to mod¬ 

ern societies, nuns should try not to ride in expensive vehicles and to avoid becom¬ 

ing proud if someone drives them somewhere in a nice car. In this way, nuns must 

adapt themselves to the conditions in which they live today. 

Of course, there will be differences of interpretation and implementation among 

traditions, among monasteries within the same tradition, and among individuals 

within a monastery. We need to be tolerant of these differences and to use them 

to motivate us to reflect on the precepts more deeply. For example, Asian nuns gen¬ 

erally do not shake hands with men, while most Western nuns in the Tibetan tra¬ 

dition do. If nuns do this simply to conform to Western customs, I do not see a 

problem. However, each nun must be fully mindful so that attraction and attach¬ 

ment do not arise when she shakes hands. Such variations in observing the precepts 

can be accepted due to cultural differences in various places. 

Daily Life 

The precepts form a framework for further Dharma practice. As nuns, we want to 

study and practice the Buddha’s teachings and share them with others as much as 

possible. Western nuns live in a variety of circumstances: sometimes in commu¬ 

nity—a monastery or a Dharma center—and sometimes alone. In all of these sit¬ 

uations, our day begins with prayers and meditation before breakfast. We also do 

practical work to sustain ourselves and benefit others, and this includes daily 

chores. In the evening, we again meditate and do our spiritual practices. Sometimes 

fitting several hours of meditation practice into a busy schedule is challenging, but 

since meditation and prayers are what sustain us, we make a great effort to navi¬ 

gate the demands made upon our time. When the work at a Dharma center is 

especially intense or many people need our help, it is tempting to take time out of 

our practice. Doing this, however, exacts a toll and, if done for too long, can make 
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keeping ordination difficult. Thus, each year we try to take a few weeks—-or 

months if possible—out of our busy lives to do a meditation retreat in order to 

deepen our practice. 

As Western nuns we encounter a variety of unusual situations in daily life. Some 

people recognize the robes and know we are Buddhist nuns, while others do not. 

Wearing my robes in the city, I have had people come up to me and compliment 

me on my “outfit.” Once a flight attendant on a plane leaned over and said, “Not 

everyone can wear her hair like that, but that cut looks great on you!” A child in 

a park opened his eyes wide in amazement and said to his mother, “Look Mommy, 

that lady doesn’t have any hair!” In a store, a stranger approached a nun and in a 

conciliatory way said, “Don’t worry, dear. After the chemo is finished your hair will 

grow back again.” 

When we walk on the street, occasionally someone will say, “Hare Krishna.” I 

have also had people come up and say, “Have faith in Jesus!” Some people look 

delighted and ask if I know the Dalai Lama, how they can learn to meditate, or 

where a Buddhist center is in the town. In the frenzy of American life, they are 

inspired to see someone who represents spiritual life. After a series of glitches on 

an airline trip, a fellow passenger approached me and said, “Your calmness and 

smile me helped me get through these hassles. Thank you for your meditation 

practice.” 

Even in Buddhist communities, we are treated in a variety of ways because Bud¬ 

dhism is new in the West and people do not know how to relate to monastics. 

Some people are very respectful to Asian monastics and eager to serve them, but 

they see Western monastics as unpaid labor for the Dharma center and immedi¬ 

ately set us to work running errands, cooking, and cleaning for the lay communi¬ 

ty. Other people appreciate all monastics and are very courteous. As Western nuns, 

we never know when we go somewhere how others will treat us. At times this can 

be disquieting, but in the long run it makes us more flexible and helps us to over¬ 

come attachment to reputation. We use such situations to let go of our attachment 

to being treated well and aversion to being treated poorly. Yet, for the sake of the 

Dharma and the Sangha, we sometimes have to instruct people politely on the 

proper way to act around monastics. For example, I had to remind members of a 

Dharma center who invited me to their city to teach that it is not appropriate to 

put me up at the home of a single man—especially since he had a large poster of 

a Playboy bunny in his bathroom! In another instance, a young couple was trav¬ 

eling with a group of nuns, and we had to remind them that it is not appropriate 

to embrace and kiss each other on the bus with us. As a young nun, such events 

annoyed me but now, due to the benefits of Dharma practice, I am able to react 

with humor and patience. 
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The Role of the Sangha in the West 

The word “Sangha” is used in a variety of ways. When we speak of the Sangha as 

one of the Three Jewels of refuge, we are referring to any individual—lay or monas¬ 

tic—who has realized emptiness of inherent existence directly. This unmistaken 

realization of reality renders such a person a reliable object of refuge. In tradition¬ 

al Buddhist societies, the term “Sangha” refers to a group of four or more fully 

ordained monastics, and an individual monastic is a Sangha member. The Sangha 

members and the Sangha community are respected not because the individuals 

are special in and of themselves, but because they hold the precepts given by the 

Buddha. Their primary objective in life is to tame their minds by applying these 

precepts and the Buddha’s teachings. 

In the West, people often use the word “Sangha” loosely to refer to anyone who 

frequents a Buddhist center. This person may or may not have taken even the five 

lay precepts, to abandon killing, stealing, unwise sexual behavior, lying, and intox¬ 

icants. Using “Sangha” in this all-encompassing way can lead to misinterpretation 

and confusion. I myself believe it is better to stick to the traditional usage. 

Individual nuns vary considerably, and any discussion of the role of the Sangha 

has to take this into account. Because Buddhism is new in the West, some people 

receive ordination without sufficient preparation. Others later find that the monas¬ 

tic lifestyle is not suitable for them, give up their vows, and return to lay life. Some 

nuns cannot observe the precepts well because their mindfulness is not well devel¬ 

oped and they fall prey to strong, disturbing thoughts. In discussing the role of the 

Sangha, therefore, we are considering those who are happy as monastics, who work 

hard to apply the Dharma to counteract their disturbing attitudes and negative 

behavior, and who are likely to remain monastics for the duration of their lives. 

Some Westerners doubt the usefulness of the Sangha. Historically, although indi¬ 

vidual Sangha members often came from all social classes, everyone received a reli¬ 

gious education once he or she was ordained, because it was the Sangha’s role to 

preserve the Buddha’s teachings for future generations. Now, in the West almost 

everyone is literate and can study the Dharma outside the Sangha or hear scholars 

give lectures on Buddhism. Moreover, in earlier times, only the Sangha had the time 

to do long meditation retreats to actualize the meaning of the Dharma. Now in the 

West, some lay people can take months or years off from work in order to do long 

meditation retreats. Given these changes in society, lay people might now wonder, 

“What is the use of monastics? Why can’t we be considered the modern Sangha?” 

My experience as both a lay woman and a nun tells me, however, that there is 

a difference between the two. Even though some lay people do the traditional 

work of the Sangha—and some may do it better than some monastics—there is 

nevertheless a difference between a person who lives according to ethical precepts 
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(a fully ordained nun, or bhiksunl, has 348 precepts) and another who does not. 

The precepts put us right up against our old habits and emotional patterns. A lay 

retreatant who tires of the austerity of retreat may bring her retreat to a close, get 

a job, and resume a comfortable lifestyle surrounded by beautiful possessions. A 

university professor may make herself attractive. She may find part of her identi¬ 

ty by being in a relationship with her husband or partner. If she does not have a 

partner who gives her emotional support, that option is open to her. She can teach 

Buddhist principles but she blends into society, and no one recognizes her as a 

Buddhist or as a religious person. She does not represent the Dharma in public 

and, thus, it is easier for her to behave in a less than exemplary fashion. If she has 

many possessions—an expensive car, or attractive clothes—and lies on the beach 

to get a tan, no one thinks twice about it. If she boasts about her successes and 

blames others when her plans do not work out, her behavior does not stand out. 

In other words, her attachment to sense pleasures, praise, and reputation are seen 

as normal and may easily go unchallenged either by herself or by others. 

For a nun, however, the situation is quite different. She wears robes and shaves 

her head so that she and all around her know that she aspires to live according to 

certain precepts. This aids her tremendously in dealing with attachments and aver¬ 

sions as they arise in daily life. Men know that she is celibate and relate to her dif¬ 

ferently. Both she and the men she meets do not become involved in the subtle 

flirting games and self-conscious behavior that people engage in when sexually 

attracted to one another. A nun does not have to think about what to wear or how 

she looks. The robes and shaved head help her to cut through such attachments 

and bring a certain anonymity and equality when she lives together with other 

monastics, for no one can draw special attention to herself due to her appearance. 

The robes and the precepts make her much more aware of her actions, or karma, 

and their results. She has put much time and energy into reflecting on her poten¬ 

tial and aspiring to think, feel, speak, and act in ways that benefit herself and oth¬ 

ers. Thus, even when she is alone, the power of the precepts makes her more 

mindful not to act in unethical or impulsive ways. If she acts inappropriately with 

others, her teacher, other nuns, and lay people immediately comment on it. Hold¬ 

ing monastic precepts has a pervasive, beneficial effect on one’s life that may not 

be easily comprehensible to those who have not had the experience. Thus, there is 

a significant difference between the lifestyles of Buddhist scholars and lay 

retreatants on the one hand, and monastics on the other. A new nun, who had been 

a dedicated and knowledgeable lay practitioner for years, told me that before ordi¬ 

nation she did not understand how she could feel or act differently simply by being 

a nun. However, after ordination she was surprised at the power of the ordination: 

her internal sense of being a practitioner and her awareness of her behavior had 

changed considerably because of it. 
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Some people associate monasticism with austerity and self-centered spiritual 

practice. Contrasting this with the bodhisattva practice of benefiting other beings, 

they say that monastic life is unnecessary because the bodhisattva path, which can 

be followed as a lay practitioner, is higher. In fact, there is not a split between 

being a monastic and being a bodhisattva—they can easily go together. By regu¬ 

lating our physical and verbal actions, monastic precepts increase our mindfulness 

of what we say and do. This, in turn, makes us look at the attitudes and emotions 

that motivate us to speak and act. In doing this, our gross misbehaviors are curbed 

as are the attachment, anger, and confusion that motivate them. With this as a 

basis, we can cultivate the heart that cherishes others, wishes to work for their ben¬ 

efit, and aspires to be able to do so most effectively. Thus, the monastic lifestyle is 

a helpful foundation for the bodhisattva path. 

The Contributions of Western Nuns 

Many people in the West, particularly those from Protestant cultures, have pre¬ 

conceived ideas of monastics as people who withdraw from society and do not 

contribute to its betterment. They think monastics are escapists who cannot face 

the difficulties of ordinary life. I have found such preconceptions to be untrue. The 

fundamental cause of our problems is not external circumstances, but our inter¬ 

nal mental states—the disturbing attitudes of clinging attachment, anger, and con¬ 

fusion. These do not vanish when we shave our head, put on monastic robes, and 

go to live in a monastery. Until we eliminate them through spiritual practice, these 

attitudes accompany us wherever we go. Thus, living as a nun is not a way to avoid 

or escape problems. Rather, it makes us look at ourselves because we can no longer 

engage in distractions, such as alcohol, intoxicants, shopping, and entertainment. 

Monastics are committed to eliminating the root causes of suffering in their own 

minds and also to show others how to do the same. 

Although they try to spend the majority of their time in study and practice, 

monastics do make valuable contributions to society. First, like monastics of all 

spiritual traditions, Western Buddhist nuns live a life of simplicity and purity that 

is available for all to see. By avoiding consumerism—both the clutter of many 

possessions and the mentality of greed that consumerism fosters—nuns show that 

it is indeed possible to live simply and to be content with what one has. Second, 

in curtailing their consumerist tendencies, monastics safeguard the environment 

for future generations. And, third, as celibates, they practice birth control (as well 

as rebirth control) and thus help stop overpopulation! 

By taming their own “monkey minds,” nuns can show other people the methods 

to do so. As others practice, their lives will be happier, their relationships better, 

and their minds less stressful and angry. Teaching the Buddha’s techniques for 
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subduing disturbing emotions within oneself and for resolving conflicts with oth¬ 

ers is an invaluable contribution that the nuns can make to society. 

Western nuns are cultural bridges between East and West. Often they have lived 

in many cultures and can translate not only from one language to another but also 

from one set of cultural concepts and norms to another. In bringing Buddhism to 

the West and engaging in the ongoing process of differentiating the Dharma from 

its Asian cultural forms, they provide invaluable help along the path to those inter¬ 

ested in the Buddha’s teachings. They can also help Westerners recognize their 

own cultural preconceptions that block correct understanding or practicing of the 

Dharma. They are able to speak to diverse audiences—from American high school 

students to Asian senior citizens—and communicate well with all of them. 

Western nuns are not bound by certain pressures within Asian societies. For 

example, we can easily receive teachings from a variety of masters of different Bud¬ 

dhist traditions. We are not bound by centuries-old misconceptions about other 

traditions, nor do we face social pressure to be loyal to the Buddhist tradition of 

our own country in the same way that many Asian nuns are. This gives us tremen¬ 

dous latitude in our education and enables us to adopt the best from various Bud¬ 

dhist traditions. It also enhances our ability to teach others and promote dialogue 

and harmony among various Buddhist traditions. 

Western nuns offer many skills to the Buddhist community. Some are Dharma 

teachers, others translate oral and written teachings, and still others engage in long 

meditation retreats, providing examples of dedicated Buddhist practice. Some nuns 

are counselors who help Dharma students work through difficulties that arise in 

practice. Many people, particularly women, feel more comfortable discussing emo¬ 

tional or personal issues with a nun rather than a monk. Other nuns work in day¬ 

care centers, in hospices with the terminally ill, or in refugee communities in their 

own countries and abroad. Some nuns are artists, others writers, therapists, or pro¬ 

fessors at universities. Many nuns work in the background; they are the crucial but 

unseen workers whose selfless labor enables Dharma centers and their resident 

teachers to serve the public. 

Nuns also offer an alternative version of women’s liberation. Nowadays some 

Buddhist women say that associating women with sexuality, the body, sensuality, 

and the earth denigrates women. Their remedy is to say that the body, sensuality, 

and the ability to give birth to children are good. They offer the example of Tan trie 

Buddhism in support of this, which trains one to transform sense pleasures into the 

path. But regardless of whether these women are actually able to transform sensu¬ 

ality into the path, they nevertheless perpetuate the association between women 

and sensuality. Nuns offer a different view. We nuns do not exalt the body and sen¬ 

suality, nor do we disparage them. For us, the human body is simply a vehicle 

with which we practice the Dharma. It doesn’t have to be judged as good or bad. 
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Human beings are sexual beings, but we are also much more than that. In essence, 

nuns stop making a big deal out of sex. 

Western nuns have the opportunity to be very creative in their practice and to 

set up institutions that reflect an effective way to live the Dharma in the West. As 

Westerners, they are not subject to many of the social pressures that many Asian 

nuns must deal with. Thus, they are better able to separate the essence of the Dhar¬ 

ma (to bring to the West) from Asian cultural practices that do not apply to West¬ 

ern practitioners. Western nuns do not seek to change Buddhism, however, but to 

be changed by Buddhism. While the essence of the Dharma cannot be changed, 

Buddhist institutions are created by human beings and reflect the cultures in which 

they are found. As Western nuns, we can change the form these Buddhist institu¬ 

tions take in our society. 

Prejudice and Pride 

People often ask if we face discrimination because we are women. Of course! Most 

societies in our world are male-oriented, and Buddhist ones are no exception. To 

avoid the distraction of sexual attraction, for example, monks and nuns are housed 

and seated separately. Since males have traditionally been the leaders in most soci¬ 

eties and because monks are more numerous than nuns, monks generally receive 

the preferable seats and living quarters. In Tibetan society, monks receive a better 

education than nuns and also more respect from society. Moreover, female reli¬ 

gious role models are scarce. Furthermore, the public—including many Western 

women—generally give larger donations to monks than to nuns. Since the Sangha 

has traditionally received its material requisites—food, shelter, clothing, and med¬ 

icine—in the form of donations from the public, nuns face more difficulties in 

receiving proper training and education because they cannot cover their costs and 

must spend their time, not in study and practice, but in finding alternative means 

of income. 

While Western nuns face the same circumstances, they are generally more self- 

confident and assertive and are apt to take advantage of situations that present 

themselves. Due to the relatively small number of Western monks and nuns, we 

are trained and receive teachings together and thus our teachers give us equal 

responsibilities. Nevertheless, when participating in Asian Dharma events, Western 

nuns are not treated the same way as Western monks. Interestingly, Asians often 

do not notice this, as privilege for monks is so much the norm that it is rarely 

questioned. Sometimes people ask me to discuss how nuns in general, and West¬ 

ern nuns in particular, face discrimination. I do not find this particularly useful. 

For me it is sufficient to be aware of the habits of discrimination and to understand 

its cultural roots, and thus to not let it undermine my self-confidence. Then I try 
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to deal with the situation in a beneficial way. Sometimes I may ask a polite ques¬ 

tion; other times I must first win someone’s trust and respect and later point out 

the difficulty. However, all situations require that I have a kind mental attitude. 

Many years ago, I would become angry when encountering gender prejudice, 

particularly in Asian Buddhist institutions. For example, I was once attending a 

large tsogoffering ceremony in Dharamsala, India. I watched three Tibetan monks 

stand up and present a large food offering to His Holiness the Dalai Lama and 

other monks distribute offerings to the entire congregation. Inside I fumed, “The 

monks always perform these important functions and we nuns have to sit here! It’s 

not fair.” Then I considered that if we nuns had to get up to make the offering to 

His Holiness and distribute offerings to the crowd, I would complain that we had 

to do all the work while the monks remained seated. Noticing this, I saw that both 

the problem and the solution to it lay in my attitude, not in the external situation. 

Being a Dharma practitioner, I could not escape the fact that anger is a defile¬ 

ment that misconstrues a situation and is therefore a cause of suffering. I had to 

face my anger and my arrogance, and apply Dharma antidotes to deal with them. 

Now it is actually intriguing for me to deal with feeling offended. I observe the 

sense of “I” that is offended and the “I” who wants to retaliate. I pause and exam¬ 

ine, “Who is this I?” Or I stop and reflect, “How is my mind viewing this situa¬ 

tion and creating my experience according to the way I interpret it?” Some people 

think that if a woman relinquishes her anger and pride in such circumstances, she 

must see herself as inferior and will not work to remedy the situation. This is not 

a correct understanding of the Dharma, however, for only when our own mind is 

peaceful can we clearly see methods to improve bad circumstances. 

Some people claim that the fact that fully ordained nuns have more precepts 

than monks indicates gender discrimination.7 They disapprove of the fact that 

some precepts that are minor transgressions for monks are major ones for nuns. 

Understanding the evolution of the precepts puts this in proper perspective. 

When the Sangha was initially formed, there were no precepts. After several years, 

some monks acted in ways that provoked criticism either from other monastics 

or from the general public. In response to each situation, the Buddha established 

a precept to guide the behavior of the Sangha in the future. While bhiksus (fully 

ordained monks) follow precepts that were established due to unwise behavior of 

the monks only, bhiksunis (fully ordained nuns) follow the precepts that arose due 

to inappropriate behavior of both monks and nuns. Also, some of the addition¬ 

al precepts relate only to female practitioners. It would be meaningless, for exam¬ 

ple, for a monk to have a precept to avoid promising a nun a menses garment but 

not giving it! 

Personally speaking, as a nun, having more precepts than a monk does not 

bother me. The more numerous and strict the precepts, the more my mindful- 
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ness improves. This increased mindfulness aids my practice and helps me progress 

on the path. 

In short, while Western nuns face certain difficulties, these very same situations 

can propel them toward internal transformation. Women who have the inclination 

and ability to receive and keep the monastic precepts experience a special fortune 

and joy through their spiritual practice. Through their practice in overcoming 

attachment, developing a kind heart, and realizing the ultimate nature of phe¬ 

nomena, nuns can benefit many people. 

Notes 

1. I do not know of any reliable statistics about the number of Western Buddhist nuns 

in the various Buddhist traditions and where they live. However, several hundred 

women from North America, Europe, Australia, and New Zealand are nuns. Dis¬ 

cussing the differences in practice and living conditions for nuns of the various Bud¬ 

dhist traditions is beyond the scope of this paper. Please see Thubten Chodron, ed., 

Blossoms of the Dharma: Living as a Buddhist Nun (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic 

Books, 2000). Also see Martine Batchelor, Walking on Lotus Flowers (San Francisco: 

Thorsons/HarperCollins, 1996). 

2. These eight come in four pairs: being pleased (and therefore attached to) receiv¬ 

ing money and material possessions and being adverse to not receiving or losing 

them; being pleased by receiving praise and approval from others and being adverse 

to receiving criticism, blame, and disapproval; being pleased by having a good rep¬ 

utation and image in society and being adverse to having a bad reputation and 

image; being pleased to experience pleasures of the senses (pleasant sights, sounds, 

smells, tastes, and tactile sensations) and being adverse to experiencing unpleasant 

ones. While most people value these eight, they are, in fact, major obstacles to 

spiritual practice. 

3. Discussing the ordination procedure and the issue of the bhiksuni ordination in the 

Tibetan tradition are beyond the scope of this paper. Please see Thubten Chodron, 

ed., “Preparing for Ordination: Reflections for Westerners Considering Monastic 

Ordination in the Tibetan Buddhist Tradition” in Life as a Western Buddhist Nun 

(Seattle, 1997). For free distribution, write to: Dharma Friendship Foundation, p.o. 

Box 30011, Seattle, WA 98103, U.S.A. Also see: Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Sisters in Soli¬ 

tude: Two Traditions of Monastic Ethics for Women (Albany, New York: State Uni¬ 

versity of New York Press, 1996). See the review of the above book at: 

http://www.kalavinka.org. 

4. For the precepts of a sramanerikd, or novice, see Thubten Chodron, ed., Preparing 

for Ordination: Reflections for Westerners Considering Monastic Ordination in the 

Tibetan Buddhist Tradition.” 
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5. In the Dharmagupta Vinaya, these six are to avoid: killing, stealing, sexual contact, 

lying, taking intoxicants, and eating at improper times, that is, after noon. The six 

are listed differently in the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya. 

6. For the precepts of a bhiksuni, see Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Sisters in Solitude: Two 

Traditions of Monastic Ethics for Women. 

7. For the vows of a bhiksu according to the Mulasarvastivada Vinaya followed in the 

Tibetan tradition, see Tenzin Gyatso, Advice from Buddha Shakyamuni Concerning a 

Monk’s Discipline (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 1982). 
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KYADHITA IN WESTERN EUROPE: 
1ersonal Perspective 

Rotraut Wurst 

I worked for Sakyadhita, the International Network of Buddhist Women, as 

executive member responsible for Sakyadhita Europe from 1995 to 1997. In that 

office, I received countless inquiries. Women wrote and asked for information 

about Buddhist centers in Europe and for addresses of Buddhist nunneries where 

they could stay for a while. They wanted to know which Buddhist tradition they 

should choose, what possibilities existed in the West to make a retreat and, finally, 

how they could become Buddhist nuns. The substantial interest in Buddhism 

shown by European women raises a number of questions for me: Why are West¬ 

ern women interested in Buddhism? Don’t they feel at home in their own tradi¬ 

tion? Why do some women want to become ordained as Buddhist nuns? How do 

they come to this decision? What do women expect from Buddhism? And, finally, 

does life as a Buddhist woman correspond to the expectations they had prior to 

their entrance into the Dharma path? While I can’t begin to answer these questions 

here, I believe it’s imperative to have a centralized office where information about 

women and Buddhism in Europe is easily accessible. 

There are many prejudices and stereotypes about Buddhism in the West, and 

reports in the media often don’t probe deeply enough to examine them fully. In 

the West, especially in Germany, the media depicts a Buddhism that is spilling over 

onto Western shores like a giant ocean wave. Buddhism is mentioned in the same 

sentence with obscure sects and esoteric practices and, as this superficial attitude 

has become the media norm, a more serious discussion of the phenomenon has 

become necessary, especially as it highlights the phenomenon of Buddhism and 

women in Europe. 

With misinformation or no information at all, many Westerners assume that 

anyone who gives a course in meditation or in techniques of stress removal is a 

Buddhist. Most don’t know the differences between the various Buddhist tradi¬ 

tions and, more unfortunately, they are not really interested in learning anything 

about them, preferring instead to engage in anything esoteric, anything that 

makes them different from what other Westerners do. The great ignorance about 
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Buddhism is evident, for example, on television talk shows where people pretend 

to be interested in Tantric Buddhism, but are only so because they think it is about 

sex orgies. This ignorance obscures the real interest some Europeans may have in 

Buddhism. Here, then, I will explore the important resources that the bureau of 

Sakyadhlta Europe can provide in response to legitimate questions about Buddhism. 

Western Women 

Women, especially, are disillusioned with the Christian tradition because of the 

misogyny and patriarchy they experience in its thought and practice. Because of 

this, they are searching for something new, better, more satisfying. As Buddhism 

spreads to Europe and to the United States, it allows Western women to come in 

contact with different cultures. European interest in Buddhism focuses on its prac¬ 

tice and its way of life. Especially appealing is the individuality involved, for one 

must make a decision to become a Buddhist, and that decision is one’s own, not 

that of one’s parents or of others. 

Buddhism is changing in its transmission to the West. Although it may be too 

early to talk about an all-inclusive “Western Buddhism,” the movement towards 

self-determination and democracy in Western Buddhism is a significant sign that 

a solid foundation is being established. Some American Buddhist teachers speak 

about an ‘American Buddhism.” It appears that women are able to hold a more 

significant position in American Buddhism.1 Venerable Ayya Khema envisioned 

a German or European Buddhism along similar lines. In their practice, Western 

women are pragmatic with regard to Buddhist doctrine for, as Karma Lekshe 

Tsomo notes, women “take the best and leave the rest.”2 While many Western 

women don’t normally retain many Asian elements in their Buddhist practice, it 

is important to be able to borrow from earlier Buddhist traditions where appro¬ 

priate. “We have the option of studying with many great teachers, experiencing a 

wide variety of techniques, corroborating our understanding with studies of the 

textual tradition, and verifying it through our own inner experience,” Tsomo 

argues.3 Women don’t have to believe to be a Buddhist, as they do in Christian tra¬ 

dition but, rather, they can test spiritual practice and try it out for themselves. 

And, as Tsomo says, women don’t have to “accept anything.... American women, 

having broken with [the] patriarchal path, are creating their [own] direction, 

incorporating wisdom wherever they may find it.”4 American Buddhist women 

have thus carved out a unique and forward-moving path that will also come about, 

one hopes, for Buddhist women in Europe. It is especially important that these 

changes happen for German Buddhist women, who appear to be very strict with 

Asian traditional practice, perhaps even stricter than Asian Buddhist women them¬ 

selves. His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, said in an interview while in 
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Germany in 1998, “Germans are so conservative, so earnest.” American women 

have found a more pragmatic form, an easier way, for being Buddhist women 

“Western style.” 

For many Westerners, the main form of Buddhist practice, that is, meditation, 

is an alternative to other recreational activities. Such people go to Buddhist tem¬ 

ples or Buddhist centers to learn meditation, saying “I like meditation, but I am 

not a Buddhist.” Serious Buddhist women in the West, however, ask questions 

such as “How does our meditation practice influence the interactions we have with 

people and help us deal with everyday situations, such as an angry bus driver or a 

domineering boss? How does it make us more congenial and more constructive 

members of society? How does it help us develop patience while driving on the 

freeway, raising our children, or resolving difficulties with partners?”5 

Sakyadhita, International Network of Buddhist Women 

The International Network of Buddhist Women, Sakyadhita, was founded in 1987 

in Bodhgaya at the First Conference on Buddhist Nuns by Venerable Karma Lek- 

she Tsomo, Venerable Jampa Tsedroen, Dr. Chatsumarn Kabilsingh, and Vener¬ 

able Ayya Khema. Although there were some councils after the death of the 

Buddha, this was the first recorded conference on Buddhist women and, in par¬ 

ticular, on Buddhist nuns. 

Under the patronage of His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, the confer¬ 

ence was organized as the first time women from different Buddhist traditions and 

different countries could come together and exchange their opinions about monas¬ 

tic and lay life in modern society in both Buddhist and non-Buddhist countries. 

Since the first conference, four other conferences, now called Conferences on Bud¬ 

dhist Women, have been organized: 1991 in Bangkok, Thailand: 1993 in Colom¬ 

bo, Sri Lanka; 1995 in Leh, Ladakh; and 1997/98 m Phnom Penh, Cambodia. 

In the West, the work of Sakyadhita is to facilitate networking by fax, phone, 

and letter. One of the main functions of the Sakyadhita network is to encourage 

contact among Buddhist women, especially Buddhist women in the West. Because 

it’s so difficult to live as a Buddhist in a non-Buddhist country, Western women 

ask about women’s groups that are based on a common meditation practice, search 

for retreat centers that offer retreats for lay women, and ask about Buddhist nun¬ 

neries in the West, places where one can live a disciplined life of calm and equa¬ 

nimity. Very important is the search for Buddhist counselors who can help respond 

to life crises; the need for these is exacerbated by such things as single mother¬ 

hood, female unemployment, and domestic violence. It has become clear that a 

Buddhist advisory board is needed to administer Buddhist responses to such issues 

and to monitor available Buddhist support. 
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According to Tsomo, the old and new general secretary of Sakyadhlta Interna¬ 

tional, there are more than six thousand Buddhist nuns worldwide, with only a few 

hundred in the West. Most Buddhist women worldwide are lay women, and for 

them Buddhism has to be continually responsive to their social milieu. To main¬ 

tain this responsiveness, Buddhist women must engage themselves in different 

women’s projects or network services. 

The International Network of Buddhist Women aims to support ordained and 

non-ordained Buddhist women. It does this by giving financial support to projects 

in Asia and by building up nunneries and educational establishments. It also pro¬ 

vides instruction about the situation of women in Asian society, about the status 

of ordained women in the Sangha, and about any possible improvements being 

made on their behalf.6 

In this way, then, Sakyadhlta needs to take on the responsibility of providing 

women worldwide, but especially in Europe, the opportunity to share and 

exchange their experiences with different Buddhist schools. The organization 

should, in addition, give support when there are problems within meditation prac¬ 

tices. A big priority is finding or establishing nunneries and retreat centers where 

women can live and meditate together. These are critical issues for, while no longer 

an executive member of Sakyadhlta International, I still receive calls from Euro¬ 

pean women asking me about such opportunities for women. Currently, women- 

only meditation groups are very few. Because of this, seminars like those of Sylvia 

Wetzel are overbooked. More such seminars are needed because women in the 

West who are interested in a spiritual life are not confident with what can be pro¬ 

vided by the Christian church. 

During the various conferences on Buddhist women, questions about being 

ordained as an upasikd or as a sramanerika routinely come up.7 For the first steps 

in establishing bhiksuni ordination, we have to thank Ranjani de Silva, president 

of Sakyadhlta International, who made it possible at the end of 1996 for ten 

women to receive bhiksuni ordination from Korean bhiksus and bhiksunis of the 

Dharmagupta lineage, with the support of Singhalese bhikkhus. This took place in 

Sarnath, India. The next bhiksuni ordination took place in Bodhgaya, India, in 

February of 1998. Women from Sri Lanka and from the Tibetan Buddhist tradi¬ 

tion took ordination supported by Chinese bhiksus and bhiksunis from Taiwan. On 

March 12,1998, the bhikkhuniorder in Sima Malaka (Chapter House) in Dambul- 

la Raja Maha Vihara, Sri Lanka, was newly established by the ordination of Sing¬ 

halese bhikkhunis. The interest among the Sri Lankan public was immense. Soon, 

after a preparation time of about ten months, there will be other ordinations of 

Singhalese “ten-precept nuns” as they become bhikkhunis. This means that “re¬ 

evaluating the role of Buddhist women which tends to become invisible or ignored 

by so-called ‘history’”8 is truly happening on a regular basis. To see that the low 
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status of Buddhist nuns can be improved by the new support of a tradition that 

has an unbroken bhiksuni lineage will be a tremendous encouragement for Bud¬ 

dhist women worldwide. It’s an encouragement not only for nuns but for lay 

women as well. 

Visions for Sakyadhita Europe 

During my tenure at Sakyadhita Europe, the office was a place for inquiries about 

Buddhism, and in this capacity the organization served as a networking conduit, 

as an advisory board, and as an information bureau. This organization, however, 

was only a small, private bureau with a fax, a telephone, and a computer—and, 

more than that, it was a bureau staffed by only one person. Out of this, however, 

has come a vision to build up a European “ecumenical” Buddhist educational 

establishment and an information center, an institute that would have a substan¬ 

tial library and that would sponsor conferences where teachers from different Bud¬ 

dhist traditions could give papers. This institute would also offer the daughters of 

the Buddha and their different traditions in Europe a counseling and resource cen¬ 

ter, and would provide a room for Buddhist practice and meditation, with special 

emphasis on promoting Buddhist women’s studies. As Sakyadhita International 

continues to respond to Buddhist women worldwide, the vision for a vital 

Sakyadhita in Europe remains, and it is a hope of many European Buddhist 

women that this vision will come to greater fruition in the years ahead. 

Notes 

i. Leonore Friedman, Meetings with Remarkable Women: Buddhist Teachers in America 

(Boston: Shambhala, 1987). 

z. Karma Lekshe Tsomo, Buddhism through American Women s Eyes (Ithaca, New York: 
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3. Tsomo, Buddhism, 157. 
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6. Kulcharee Tansubhapol, “The Silent Nunhood Finds a Voice,” in Newsletter on Inter¬ 
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7. For example, in 1993, during the Conference on Buddhist Women in Colombo, Sri 
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NOVICE ORDINATION FOR NUNS: 

The Rhetoric and Reality of 

Female Monasticism in Northwest India 

Kim Gutschow 

Early one morning, three humble nuns appeared on the doorstep of a young 

monk, Ngawang Tharpa, after traveling several thousand kilometers from his and 

their homeland of Zangskar, a region high in the valleys of Buddhist Kashmir on 

the western edge of the Tibetan plateau.1 The tradition of pilgrimage from the 

Indian Himalaya to Tibet had been established centuries earlier by Indian saints 

like Atis'a who had come this way in the eleventh century.2 Women, however, 

rarely undertook these dangerous and lengthy journeys, and the young monk greet¬ 

ed his Zangskari compatriots who waited at his door with a mixture of surprise and 

recognition. The women, with dusty robes and emaciated faces, were overjoyed to 

find one of their countrymen at the famous Tibetan monastery known as Ganden. 

In time, Ngawang told them how Tsongkhapa, the fifteenth-century monk who 

founded their own Gelugpa order, had established Ganden monastery on Conse¬ 

cration Hill (dbangskur ri) soon after founding the Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa.3 

He also told them that this year’s prayer festival was to begin shortly. The nuns 

were relieved to hear that they had arrived just in time. 

As Ngawang told the nuns how he came to Ganden, they were unaware of how 

closely entwined their futures would become. They could not foresee that he would 

facilitate their ordination as novices (dge tshul ma) and that he would become the 

abbot of their nunnery thirty years later in the village they had left behind months 

earlier. Instead, the nuns and Ngawang shared their stories and then decided to 

seek an audience with the Ganden Throne Holder. Paying no attention to the 

nuns’ lack of self-confidence, Ngawang took his guests to meet the venerable head 

of the monastic complex. After leading them through many chapels brimming 

with sacra such as Tsongkhapa’s throne and the stupa that held his remains, the 

group proceeded to the Throne Holder’s residence. Before they could flee, the 
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women were called into his chambers. The Throne Holder graciously received 

their meager gift, the ubiquitous white blessing scarf, and inquired about their 

background and religious education. After a brief consultation, he invited them to 

participate in a novice ordination ceremony to be held in Lhasa during the course 

of the Great Prayer Festival. This ceremony would prove to be a turning point for 

each of them, in different ways. 

These humble nuns participated in an event beyond the wildest dreams of their 

countrymen. They could not have known that they would be some of the last 

Zangskari monastics to be ordained in Lhasa by the Ganden Throne Holder, 

whose leadership of the Gelugpa order made him the third highest ecclesiastic 

hierarch in Tibet after the Dalai and Panchen Lamas. A few years later, the Chi¬ 

nese troops who had already arrived in Lhasa would force the Dalai Lama and the 

Ganden Throne Holder to flee to neighboring India along with thousands of 

Tibetans. Within a decade, the Red Guards would shell the monastery relentlessly. 

Eventually, Tibetan citizens would be forced to do the unthinkable as they were 

urged by Chinese authorities to dismantle the temple and destroy religious antiq¬ 

uities their ancestors had venerated for centuries. 

The curiously entwined fates of several nuns and one monk serve as a starting 

point for an examination of monastic life in the Indian Himalaya. Although their 

paths may occasionally converge, the lives of nuns and monks are demarcated by 

gender more than any other social fact. After their joint initiation as novices, and 

despite their shared commitment to celibacy and asceticism, monks and nuns do 

not enjoy the same opportunities or privileges of the monastic life. 

An Ordination in Lhasa 

When the Zangskari women arrived at the Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa, their 

proposed ordination under the Ganden Throne Holder caused a stir among their 

fellow pilgrims. In due course, three other Zangskari nuns who also held the five 

precepts decided to be ordained as well. These nuns and their fellow pilgrims were 

spellbound by the arrival of the Dalai Lama—the incarnation of the bodhisattva 

Avalokitesvara and the newly enthroned political and spiritual leader of Tibet. 

Every day, they joined other pilgrims from throughout Tibet and Central Asia in 

making merit by circumambulating the congregation of over twenty thousand 

monks from many monasteries seated at the foot of the Dalai Lama. 

When the nun Yeshe told me the story of her ordination some forty years later, 

she recalled several key moments clearly.4 On the morning of the ordination cere¬ 

mony, the six nuns rose before dawn to wash their bodies and shave each other’s 

heads in preparation for the ritual. Their freshly shorn heads signaled a lifelong 

intention to renounce sex and fertility.5 From this day onward, they would bear new 
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names and wear sacred robes (stod thung, sham thabs, zang gos, chos gos) to signal 

their commitment to the Buddha’s teachings. While the five Buddhist precepts 

they had held thus far may be followed even by lay people and then abandoned 

without much shame, novice ordination represents an irreversible step. In the 

Mahayana tradition, taking monastic precepts represents a fundamental shift in 

one’s karmic condition that can never be erased, even though it may come undone.6 

Arriving at the ceremony, the Zangskari nuns saw that most of the participants 

were men. They were shocked to find only three other nuns, shyly clustered in the 

rearmost corner close to the door. Although they had come from afar, the Zangskari 

contingent was twice as large as the local contingent of Tibetan nuns. Indeed, the 

pilgrims told me later that they had been surprised to find relatively few nuns in 

Tibet compared with their homeland.7 The Ganden Throne Holder sat on a raised 

dais above the sea of monks as a head officiant for the ritual. In front of him, a 

proper quorum of monks was assembled to conduct the joint ordination ceremo¬ 

ny for both male and female novices.8 Dazzled by the crowd, the candidates pros¬ 

trated themselves three times and found a spot in the rear of the crowded hall to 

lay down the square seating mat (Iding nga) that they would now be entitled to use. 

The head officiant began his discourse on the virtues and pitfalls of the monas¬ 

tic life, urging the ordinands to take their precepts seriously. He reminded the 

candidates before him that they would now be examples of the Buddha’s noble dis¬ 

cipline, which had been carried in an unbroken lineage up to this day. After the 

officiant explained the necessary preconditions for adopting the sacred Buddhist 

precepts, the initiates were asked to repent the innumerable transgressions they had 

committed in the present and previous lifetimes. They were obliged to admit to 

countless faults of body, speech, and mind generated by the three mental poi¬ 

sons—greed, hatred, and ignorance. After completing a perfunctory repentance, 

the candidates recited the novice precepts that they would keep from this day 

onward.9 Although they recited the same thirty-six precepts, the male and female 

novices present at the ceremony were destined for very different ritual roles. 

After the head officiant called the monks up before him, one by one, the tiny 

group of nuns were called to be consecrated into their new status. The experience 

of being a separate and unequal group of monastics who necessarily deferred to 

their male brethren would become a familiar one for the nuns ordained that day. 

When they were finally called forward, the candidates each offered a blessing scarf 

and placed a bit of sweetened barley dough (phye mar) or sweet rice (’bras sil) into 

the replica of the Buddha’s begging bowl before the officiant. Each candidate 

placed her two hands around the ritual staff (mkhargsil) held by the head officiant. 

The officiant then consecrated their new robes by pinching them between his fin¬ 

gers, reciting a brief prayer, and blowing his blessing upon them. The ceremony 

came to a close as the newly initiated novices were dismissed. 
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When the venerable officiant and other teachers had departed from the hall, 

the Zangskari nuns sat contemplating the extraordinary blessing they had received 

from the last Ganden Throne Holder to sit on Tsongkhapa’s throne in Tibet. 

They would now be among the “homeless ones” who pledged themselves to celiba¬ 

cy, detachment, and compassion towards all other sentient beings. They wondered 

how they would fulfill the physical and mental challenges that the doctrine 

demanded. Even today, Yeshe still regrets that she was unable to maintain the ini¬ 

tial practice of fasting after noon. Since she was on pilgrimage thousands of kilo¬ 

meters from home, she had to rely on sporadic meals given at any time during the 

day. While many novices fast after noon for a few weeks after their ordination, 

most later abandon this precept due to health constraints.10 

The decision of how to practice the novice precepts and the broader bodhisatt- 

va vow they had just taken was less their own than they imagined. While novice 

ordination represents the highest ordination possible for women in the Tibetan tra¬ 

dition, it provides them scant opportunity for ritual or scholastic advancement. 

Although male and female novices following the Mulasarvastivada canon may 

receive the same precepts, wear the same robes, and can easily be mistaken for 

each other, their spiritual paths are radically different. 

The History of Female Ordination 

The Buddha’s initial ambivalence about instituting the female order was primar¬ 

ily due to the perceived social threat women would pose to the male order. While 

admitting that women had the same capacity for enlightenment as men, the Bud¬ 

dha showed extreme reluctance to found a female order. Initially intransigent when 

hounded by his aunt, Mahaprajapatl, the Buddha showed a rare display of changed 

heart when Ananda interceded on the behalf of women.11 After relenting, the Bud¬ 

dha admitted women into the religious order he had founded just a few years ear¬ 

lier. He is supposed to have predicted that the monastic order would last only half 

as long as the result of admitting women, equating women in the order with the 

blight of mildew on a rice crop or red rust on sugar cane. In addition, the Buddha 

only agreed to ordain women on one condition: that they accept the so-called 

“eight chief rules” (garudhammas)}1 These rules require nuns to defer to male 

monastic authority for both discipline and punishment. Monks are required to 

conduct the ordination, the bi-monthly confession, and the annual rainy season 

confession rituals. While it was forbidden for nuns to admonish or rebuke monks, 

they were forced to perform their penances in front of both the monks’ and nuns’ 

assemblies. The Buddha’s aunt objected, but only to the rule making nuns cate¬ 

gorically inferior to monks. This rule specified that even a nun who has been 

ordained for one hundred years must bow down to a monk who has been ordained 
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only one day. While these baneful rules may never have been spoken by the Bud¬ 

dha, and while their authenticity has come under question by some scholars, their 

lasting legacy is undeniable.13 

Nuns from Karsha Nunnery in Zangskar bow to the departing Tibetan rinpoche 

who has graced their nunnery with a rare visit (photo by Kim Gutschow) 

Confined to an asymmetrical position of subservience relative to monks, nuns 

have seen the condemnation and eventual dissolution of their monastic profes¬ 

sion. Although the Buddha preached that his disciples agree to disagree and forgo 

sectarian divisions, the issue of who can ordain or be ordained, and in what man¬ 

ner, nonetheless led to the formation and demise of countless sects. Falk (1980) 

argues convincingly that as popular and devotional forms of Hinduism grew in the 

first millennium throughout the Gangetic basin, the newly formed Buddhist orders 

had to compete for a shrinking base of donors. During periods of declining eco¬ 

nomic support, nunneries suffered more than monasteries because they could not 

command the same institutional prestige and scholarship that monasteries could. 

As monasteries continued to receive most of the available patronage, female ordi¬ 

nation lineages disappeared one by one throughout South and Southeast Asia. 

While the arrival of Islam completed the rout of monastic Buddhism in India, 

elsewhere the monks’ order fared far better that the nuns’ order did. In Sri Lanka, 

for example, efforts were made to reinstate the monks’ order from neighboring 
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regions. When full ordination for monks died out in the eleventh century and was 

severely compromised in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Burmese monks 

were brought to revive the lineage. Similarly, while Tibet lost its ordination lineage 

in the ninth century, it was later revived by a quorum of monks who had fled to 

the peripheries of the collapsed empire. By contrast, no effort was made to revive 

the nuns’ order after its demise in many parts of Asia. 

By the eleventh century, women could no longer seek full ordination in most 

of South and Southeast Asia. Even today, most women in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thai¬ 

land, Cambodia, and Laos who wish to renounce lay life can only hold between 

eight and ten precepts, living as de facto but not de jure nuns.14 In the Tibetan cul¬ 

tural sphere—including Bhutan, Sikkhim, Ladakh, and Zangskar—the historic 

record offers no evidence of a lineage of fully ordained nuns, although exception¬ 

ally gifted women may have received full ordination solely from monks.15 At pre¬ 

sent, an unbroken lineage of fully ordained nuns following the Dharmagupta 

canon survives only in China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam. More recently, 

Buddhist women have sought to reinstate full ordination lineages in South Asia 

and elsewhere with the assistance of Dharmagupta nuns from East Asia.16 Although 

it was Sinhalese nuns who first introduced the order of nuns into China in the fifth 

century, Sinhalese monastic authorities reject the authority of latter day Dharma¬ 

gupta lineage holders from China, arguing that their doctrine has diverged from 

the canon current in Sri Lanka. With the Dalai Lama and others on record in 

support of reviving female ordination lineages, many Theravada authorities and 

some feminists remain opposed, albeit for distinctly different reasons. While the 

religious authorities contend that there are not enough disciplinary structures in 

place to ensure the purity of the lineage being transmitted, the feminists argue 

that women are better off as precept holders, free from the disciplinary gaze of 

monastic authorities. 

The Scholastic and Ritual Inferiority of Nuns 

The Buddha’s unfortunate stance has left nuns in a difficult position. They can¬ 

not administer their own ordinations or confessionals, and the proscription 

against admonishing monks gave them little chance to become public teachers or 

ritual professionals. In the Tibetan realm, the inability of nuns to seek higher 

ordination may have proved the single most damaging fact to their status. Para¬ 

phrasing Bourdieu (1991), one might note that the most significant boundary that 

rituals create is not between those who have been initiated and those who are yet 

to be initiated, but between those who have or will be initiated and those who will 

never be initiated. Put another way, male initiation rites are significant not 

because they separate the men from the boys, but because they reify a more obvi- 
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ous distinction between men and women, as the latter remain permanently inel¬ 

igible for certain rites. 

Analogously, full ordination is significant in the Tibetan Buddhist context not 

so much because it separates fully ordained monks from novices, but because it sep¬ 

arates monks from nuns, since only the former were eligible for full ordination 

until recently. In Zangskar, for instance, there are fewer distinctions in status and 

function between fully ordained monks (dge slong) and novices (dge tshul) than 

there are between monks and nuns. The collective inferiority of nuns is usually 

enforced in public contexts by segregated seating and by the different roles held by 

monks and nuns in those contexts. In contrast, novices are not clearly distinguished 

from fully ordained monks in most public assemblies and many private ritual per¬ 

formances. Tantric prowess or seniority may be more important than full ordina¬ 

tion for conducting or participating in many rituals, although classic Yinaya rites 

such as the bi-monthly confessions admit only fully ordained monks.17 In sum, 

both novices and fully ordained monks cooperate in many ritual settings that have 

been categorically closed to nuns. Until recently, none of the four orders of Tibetan 

Buddhism encouraged nuns to learn sacred practices such as making sand 

mandalas, performing fire sacrifices (sbyin sreg), or holding ritual dances (’chams)T 

In Zangskar, only monks conduct the periodic fire sacrifices and make the elabo¬ 

rate effigies (glud, be le) required for household expiatory rites. 

As monks monopolized esoteric practices, nuns were excluded from the train¬ 

ing and transmission of sacred knowledge. Exclusion and inferiority proved mutu¬ 

ally reinforcing as nuns were left stranded on the margins of an intellectual and 

ritual hierarchy. Over time, nuns became dependent on monastic scholarship for 

instructions and initiations. While nuns might study meditation and esoteric sub¬ 

jects at the feet of great masters, they were not given the necessary authority to 

transmit that knowledge on to their own disciples.19 Overall, nuns were made 

increasingly dependent on monks for whom they would always be second-rate 

students. In the Gelugpa order, for example, nuns were taught neither dialectics 

nor the highest forms of ritual practice studied in the upper and lower Tantric 

colleges. While monks became virtuoso meditators, philosophers, or bureaucrats, 

nuns were confined to retreat centers where they might make merit quietly for the 

benefit of other suffering beings. 

The Efficacy of Monks 

As a result of their monopoly on certain forms of ritual knowledge and practice, 

monks wield considerable symbolic capital in the Zangskari religious economy. 

Monks are considered to have greater ritual efficacy than nuns and to be more suc¬ 

cessful in warding off noxious spirits, apologizing to offended deities, and luring 

NOVICE ORDINATION FOR NUNS IO9 



the countless demons and sprites of the six realms of existence (’gro ba rigs drug) 

into cooperation with the human realm. In short, monks are preferred for most rit¬ 

uals of exorcism, expiation, and benediction, while nuns are left to perform the 

most basic merit-making tasks such as reading ritual texts, fasting, or doing pros¬ 

trations on behalf of the sponsor. While nuns may be quite capable of performing 

Tantric rituals, they are usually summoned only when monks are unavailable. 

Even at rituals such as funerals and weddings, where local custom demands that 

both orders of nuns and monks are called to chant, monks are given exclusive 

right to perform the cremation rite and the customary blessing (g.yang ’gugs) held 

at the bride’s house. 

By oneself is evil done and by oneself is one defiled. 

By oneself is evil left undone and by oneself is one purified. 

Purity and impurity depend on oneself. No one can purify another.20 

While the Buddha clearly disavowed the role of the priest in purifying others, 

Zangskari and Tibetan monks regularly perform rituals of purification in order to 

maintain a state of harmony between the human and divine worlds. Monks have 

a prerogative to perform these rituals since nuns are handicapped within a Brah- 

manical world view that claims that women are innately impure.21 Indeed, the 

Tibetan word for woman is “lower rebirth ” (skyed dman). All women—and by 

extension, nuns—are excluded from highly charged ritual spaces such as the pro¬ 

tective shrines (mgon khang) for monastic protectors (chos skyong) and the most 

exalted spaces on certain pilgrimage routes. Nuns cannot attend the propitiation 

of local village gods (yul lha) or underworld spirits (klu) for fear that their impu¬ 

rity might offend the deity being worshipped.22 Since nuns are excluded from many 

spaces and practices where ritual purity is emphasized, only monks are authorized 

to perform many local rituals in Zangskar. Only monks can perform juniper fumi¬ 

gation ceremonies (bsangs) held at village shrines to purify the village of inadver¬ 

tent ritual pollution (grib), although nuns may be called to perform a household 

bsangv/hcn no monks are available. Ordinarily it is monks who perform rites of 

expiation and appeasement (gtor rgyab, bskanggsol) as well as ritual ablutions (khrus) 

to cleanse individuals and entire villages suffering from unknown afflictions. Last 

but not least, only monks officiate the annual circumambulation of the fields (’bum 

skor), although nuns may assist in this “spring cleaning” of village space. Because 

monks maintain exclusive command of the most subtle Tantric practices, they 

reserve the right to mollify the demonic agents whose obscurations (sgrib) and 

harmful thoughts (gnodpa) continually threaten to disrupt the human realm. 
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Monks and Merit: Education and Subsistence 

The monastic monopoly on ritual practices and scholastic knowledge enabled 

monasteries to amass considerable economic and political power. Whether sta¬ 

tioned at the monastery or serving a three year rotation in an outlying village as a 

sacristan (mchodgnas), monks are deeply embedded in a cycle of ceremonies that 

provides a meaningful exchange for both donor and officiant. Because the monks’ 

order is considered to be a higher “field of merit” than the nuns’ order, villagers 

tend to channel most of their donations and alms to the monastery and its monks.23 

By giving to monks rather than nuns, donors both make merit and fulfill more pro¬ 

saic goals. Monks enable a pragmatic type of merit-making that secures health, 

prosperity, and good fortune, while nuns tend to perform unfocused types of 

merit-making that have fewer practical effects.24 

Within the Zangskari “economy of merit,” nunneries have remained impover¬ 

ished while monasteries have combined the wealth and power of the Church, the 

Bank, and the University all in one.25 As kings and nobles gave land grants to 

monasteries and charismatic monks, the monasteries consolidated their econom¬ 

ic holdings and political power. By 1908, Zangskari monasteries owned nearly one- 

tenth of the cultivated land in the region. At the close of the twentieth century, 

Zangskar’s largest monastery owned roughly ninety times the average private hold¬ 

ing of 2.8 acres per household.26 Roughly a quarter of all households in Zangskar 

lease one or more fields from a monastery and pay annual rents in grain. Besides 

these farflung holdings, every monastery is supported by a dedicated group of full¬ 

time sharecroppers who pay exorbitant rents for the dubious privilege of tilling 

monastic estates. Customary tithes and voluntary donations, as well as vast endow¬ 

ments in land and livestock, provide the monastic incomes of grain and butter, 

which are rationed out to the resident monks throughout the year. 

While sharecroppers till monastic estates and local villagers flock to the 

monastery bearing loads of firewood, dung, grain, and butter, nunneries collect 

neither rents nor tithes. Zangskari nunneries have paltry estates if any. Five of 

Zangskar’s nine nunneries have no fields at all, and the remaining four own a 

handful of fields from which they harvest a pittance. For example, Karsha Nun¬ 

nery owns two small fields, yielding an annual crop of less than one hundred kilo¬ 

grams of grain (barley, wheat, or peas). After the cost of seed and other expenses 

have been subtracted, each nun receives a symbolic handout (eight kilograms) of 

grain every three years.27 Because nunneries have so little endowment, they cannot 

afford to feed their members on a daily basis, nor can they sponsor the extensive 

rituals the monastery performs. Institutional poverty forces most nuns in Zangskar 

to seek their own subsistence through domestic and agrarian work. Many live at 

home with their parents, working on family farms in exchange for their daily bread. 

NOVICE ORDINATION FOR NUNS III 



In contrast to monastic rituals, which are underwritten by special tithes or local 

labor obligations, the nunnery’s rituals are sponsored on a rotational basis by stew¬ 

ards who solicit local donations of butter, flour, and other staples. While some 

nunneries have recently begun to receive foreign sponsorship, they cannot buy the 

three most critical resources in the Zangskari economy—land, water, and fuel. 

Ownership and communal access to these resources is based on centuries of patron¬ 

age, which has been the exclusive privilege of male monasteries. 

Sending a daughter to the nunnery is something like placing her in an impov¬ 

erished public university. She may have access to knowledge and peers, which take 

her far beyond the provincial village life, but she or her parents must pay her way. 

Sending a son to the monastery, however, is like enrolling him in an Ivy League 

or Oxbridge college. A monastic education will secure a comfortable livelihood in 

cash and kind as well as ample opportunities for privilege and private profit. The 

most senior monks at monasteries graduate into more obscure offices for which the 

duties are less understood but the remuneration becomes ever more handsome. 

While renunciation is a full-time occupation for monks, it is merely an unpaid 

vocation for nuns. 

It is no surprise that nuns in Zangskar are less concerned with full ordination 

than they are with the necessities of daily subsistence. Even as nuns elsewhere in 

South Asia are pushing for full ordination or less regulation by monastic authori¬ 

ties, Zangskari and Ladakhi nuns have sought far more modest goals.28 When 

Yeshe and her companions returned from Tibet, they spent two decades develop¬ 

ing a small community of renunciants and slowly building up their ritual calen¬ 

dar. The next decade was spent building a place to worship. Soliciting donations 

on foot from all over Zangskar and the neighboring district of Ladakh, they built 

an assembly hall complex where they could conduct their monthly rituals in seclu¬ 

sion. Their efforts have come to fruition as Karsha Nunnery now boasts one of the 

most elaborate ritual calendars in the Zangskar region as well as a Great Prayer Fes¬ 

tival lasting longer than any held at Zangskar’s other monasteries or nunneries. 

For the time being, nuns in the Indian Himalaya are concentrating on educat¬ 

ing the next generation by building classrooms and bringing teachers willing to live 

in inhospitable climes. Overall, nunneries still lack the mixed education taught at 

monasteries and most suited to a changing economy. While monks may learn 

arithmetic, science, and Hindi at local monasteries throughout Ladakh and 

Zangskar, nunneries remain intellectual backwaters. With the help of foreign 

patronage and local initiatives, however, scholastic programs have been instituted 

at nunneries throughout Ladakh and Zangskar.29 While some of these projects 

include ambitious programs to train nuns as local nurses and midwives, or as tra¬ 

ditional practitioners of Tibetan medicine, they remain in their early stages. 

Attempts to teach advanced philosophical topics have been hampered by student 
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absenteeism and a lack of infrastructure. Without sufficient teachers and text¬ 

books, these training programs can offer only the barest introduction to the clas¬ 

sic curricula taught only at select Tibetan monasteries. In recent decades, over two 

dozen nuns have left Zangskar to seek admission to Tibetan institutes in Dharam- 

sala and South India to study dialectics and other subjects. Yet these exile nunneries 

can hardly keep pace with the growing interest, and many reserve most of their 

places for newly arrived refugees from Tibet. In the meantime, Ladakhi and 

Zangskari nunneries are expanding rapidly while monasteries face declining mem¬ 

bership. As Zangskari monks increasingly make their way to Tibetan monastic 

colleges by paying their own way, nuns still lack basic options for educational 

advancement. 

How Nuns Practice Customary Compassion 

Women are amputated of the purpose of their action, forced to be 

disinterested, self-sacrificing, without ever having chosen or wanted 

this. The path of renunciation described by certain mystics is 

women’s daily lot.. .30 

Nuns are poor not by choice but by necessity. They live out the dual roles of duti¬ 

ful daughters and sacrosanct celibates. For monks, renunciation is synonymous 

with abandoning the duties of a householder. Nuns, however, are expected to 

adopt the ideals of selfless detachment while devoting their labor to the house¬ 

hold economy. Out of customary compassion, nuns do not shirk the persistent 

clamor of relatives asking for help in this agrarian economy. In recent decades, 

women and the older generation have been left behind to run the farms, as young 

men seek cash wages in government or military service beyond Zangskar. With 

many households in desperate need of labor, the growing population of nuns rep¬ 

resents a critical resource in the household economy.31 Nuns usually stay close to 

their natal villages and can be called home for daily chores. Furthermore, since they 

are not burdened with husbands or children, they are expected to be “on call” to 

take care of their relatives’ children and households. By contrast, daughters who 

marry out cease to work in their natal homes after the first few years of marriage. 

Zangskari nuns do not have much time for study or for religious practice, because 

they are too busy ploughing, weeding, irrigating, and harvesting. Although 

compassion is idealized as universal, in practice it is exacted along precise lines of 

kinship. 
Just as nuns learn to transmute polluted substances like blood and excrement 

into divine nectar during their visualizations, so too they may transform petty 

domestic demands into the endless play of compassion. Worldly duties as cook and 
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washerwoman, or irrigator and baby-sitter, may serve as a forum for advanced 

spiritual practice. When nuns practice selflessness and detachment, these roles are 

rarely glorified or even recognized. By contrast when Tantric adepts (siddha) take 

up mundane occupations, these serve to teach a hidden message about selflessness 

and saintliness. Although Tilopa and his colleagues appear in texts as fishmongers 

or wine sellers in order to teach the equivalence of conventional and absolute real¬ 

ity, nuns appear rarely, if at all. In both the Mahasiddha’s and the Buddha’s life 

stories, women often appear as courtesans or prostitutes offering teachings on 

desire rather than domesticity. Household drudgery rarely appears as a means for 

gaining ultimate realization. 

Nuns and Non-Attachment 

Self-sacrifice and voluntary poverty were some of the most radical aspects of the 

Buddha’s doctrine. When the Vedic ritual of sacrifice was internalized by the Bud¬ 

dha, an entire class of priests in India was supposed to become obsolete. Directly 

contradicting the Brahmin’s role in purification, the Buddha urged his followers 

to abandon their houses and use their bodies as ritual vessels of purification. By 

offering his own body for renunciation and thereby fusing the position of patron 

and priest, the Buddha became the means and the beneficiant of the sacrifice.32 

While the Buddhist monk may have internalized the Vedic sacrifice through fast¬ 

ing, meditation, and other asceticism, priestly prerogative and social hierarchy 

crept into the Buddhist context over time. The peripatetic and penniless disciples 

who followed the Buddha’s example have given way to a sedentary lot of officiants 

and bureaucrats. The monastery, which began as a temporary way station for 

monks during the rainy season, has become a vast corporation managed by a staff 

of monastic stewards and treasurers. By contrast, it is the nuns who still practice 

the profound material poverty and non-attachment that the Buddha taught. 

Zangskari nuns embody the Buddhist ideal of self-sacrifice because they live a 

daily regimen of detachment and service. They live out the doctrine that their 

monastic brethren so skillfully debate, teach, and transmit. While most nuns live 

in simple, barren rooms with only a handful of possessions to call their own, monks 

live in splendor at the top of the social and spiritual hierarchy. By closely pursu¬ 

ing humility and detachment from material things, nuns approach Buddhist ideals, 

yet at the same time lose the respect and attentions of the villagers. Villagers rarely 

give more than a passing thought to conditions at the nunnery, unless they have 

a daughter residing there. Monks may enjoy the wealth and luxury that their rit¬ 

ual duties afford them, while disdaining the nun’s tedious participation in the 

daily drama of subsistence. Of course a monk’s rebirth is the most desirable one, 

according to most of my Zangskari informants. The monk’s life is thought to 
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afford the best chance at making merit or even escaping the wheel of samsdra all 

together. While monks race onwards toward the Buddha fields in their fancy vehi¬ 

cles, nuns seem to be left struggling on the dusty roadside. Yet it is far too early to 

know who will reach the distant shore first. 
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Notes 

1. Zangskar is a subdistrict within the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir on the west¬ 

ern end of the Greater Himalayan range. Covering an area of seven thousand square 

kilometers, it is twice the size of Rhode Island, but only supports a population of 

twelve thousand people, making it one of the least populated regions on the Indian 

subcontinent. 

2. Atlsa’s journey is described in Chattopadhyaya (1981), while Vitali (1996) offers some 

correctives about the Guge King Yeshe ’Od’s supposed invitation. 

3. Founded in 1408, the Great Prayer Festival (smon lam chen mo) was held annually 

every year until 1959 when the Dalai Lama fled to India. The Gelugpa (dGe lugs pa, 

literally “virtuous ones”) order held the political leadership of Tibet after the Mon¬ 

gol chieftain Altan Khan first conferred the title of Dalai Lama upon the third incar¬ 

nation of Tsongkhapa’s main disciple in 1578. 

4. Ani Yeshe is one of the founding members of Karsha Nunnery. Two of her com¬ 

panions hailed from Karsha, and the other three came from Pishu Nunnery. 

5. The symbolic significance of women shaving their head is discussed by Lang (1995)* 

Eilberg-Schwartz and Doniger (1995), Cixous (1981), Gutschow (1998), Leach (1958), 

and Obeyesekere (1981), among others. 

6. A monastic who commits one of the four root (Pali pdrajika) offenses is like a man 

who has lost his head, a tree without roots, a needle without an eye, or a rock that 

has been broken in two, according to an ordination manual from Guang Xiao Si and 

Wu Ju An Monasteries in China. Thanks to Sarah Levine for supplying a copy of this 

manuscript. 

7. The ratio of nuns to monks resident in Zangskar in 1997 was 2.5, whereas the cor¬ 

responding ratio for pre-1959 Tibet was 1:9, according to Shakabpa (1984). While 
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Shakabpa may have overestimated the number of monks, he did the same for nuns. 

His calculation of 120,000 nuns far outpaces Havnevik’s (1990) and Tsomo’s (1989) 

estimates (27,180 and 18,828, respectively), which are based on information supplied 

by the Dalai Lama’s Council for Religious and Cultural Affairs. 

8. Yeshe did not recall the number of monks who constituted the quorum that day in 

Lhasa, but Gombrich (1988, 107) reports that the standard quorum of monks in the 

Theravada tradition is usually ten monks, although five monks are sufficient in a 

border region like Tibet. 

9. The thirty-six novice precepts of the Mulasarvastivada canon can be abbreviated to 

ten precepts, which involve abstention from killing, stealing, lying, sexual activity, 

intoxicants, eating after noontime, dancing and singing, wearing garlands or per¬ 

fume, sleeping or sitting on high beds or seats, and handling gold or silver. 

10. The Buddha forbade fasting if it would endanger the health and thus well-being of 

a monk or nun due to illness or the severity of the climate. Tibetan monastics use the 

same argument to justify eating meat in Tibet, where vegetables are relatively scarce, 

although this argument holds less for exiles in India. 

11. The origin of the nun’s order is described in Horner (1930). 

12. The “eight chief rules” (garudhammas) are found in Cullavagga X of the Pali canon 

and in the eleventh (da) volume of the Tibetan canon (bKa’ ’gyur) as part of the 

Vinaya (’dul ba) literature. The Pali and Tibetan versions of the Buddha’s prophecy 

and the order of the eight rules vary slightly. Translations of the eight rules are found 

in Horner (1930) and Paul (1985). 

13. Horner (1930) and Paul (1985) question the authenticity of the eight rules, while 

Barnes (1994), Falk (1980), Gross (1993), Tsomo (1988, 1996), and Willis (1985) dis¬ 

cuss the status and eventual disappearance of the nuns’ order. 

14. Tsomo (1988) notes that 60,000 women hold Buddhist precepts throughout the 

world: 15,000 are fully ordained nuns, 5,000 are novices or probationers, and 40,000 

hold a varying number of precepts (five, eight, or ten). Bartholomeusz (1992, 1994), 

Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1988), Jordt (1988), Kabilsingh (1991), Kawanami (1990), 

Keyes (1984), Kirsch (1985), and Salgado (1996) report on female renunciates in 

Burma, Thailand, and Sri Lanka. 

15. Tsering and Russell (1986) indicate that between the twelfth and the sixteenth cen¬ 

tury, several Tibetan women may have been ordained as nuns by monks alone, with¬ 

out the benefit of a quorum of fully ordained nuns. 

16. The debate about reestablishing the full ordination tradition in South Asia is dis¬ 

cussed in Bartholomeusz (1992,1994), Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1988), and Tsomo 

(1988, 1996). S. Levine observed roughly 140 nuns taking full ordination in Bod- 

hgaya, India, in 1998, of which 30 were from Taiwan, 20 from Sri Lanka, 12 from 

Nepal, 29 from India (of which 5 came from Ladakh), 11 from Europe, 8 from Aus¬ 

tralia and North America, and the rest from various countries such as Korea, Viet¬ 

nam, Japan, China, and Malaysia. Tsomo (1996) reports that there are over 100 

Western women who have taken ordination from Dharmagupta lineage holders in 

the last decade. 
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Y]. Novice monks are excluded from the recital of the monastic vows (Skt. pratimoksa), 

yet in Zangskar this rite opens with a joint tea service for both novices and 

ordained monks. 

18. The recent developments at nunneries in Nepal and India, such as Kyirong Thukche 

Choling, Kopan, Jamyang Choling, and Ganden Choling, where nuns have begun 

to study dialectics, mandala making, and fire sacrifices, represent an exciting new 

trend in female monastic education. The Dalai Lama has expressed tenuous support 

for these efforts, while cautioning that rigor and discipline are essential to underpin 

these modest advances. See Melissa Kerin (this volume). 

19. I only consider monastic nuns and not female consorts, yoginis, and enlightened 

beings like Yeshe Tsogyal and Machig Labdron, who founded ritual practices and 

lineages. 

20. Dhammapada, verse 165. Translated in Rahula (1974), 130. For a Tibetan version, see 

dGe ’dun Chos ’phel (1995). 

21. The idioms of purity and pollution in the Tibetan context are summarized in Ort- 

ner (1973), Daniels (1994), and Gutschow (1998), while Huber (1994) describes 

woman’s exclusion from pilgrimage routes. 

22. Exceptions are made in villages where there are only nuns and no resident monks; yet 

even here nuns perform only simple textual recitations and not the more complex rites 

of expiation or propitiation. 

23. Although Buddhist discipline actually forbids monastics from handling money, most 

Zangskari monastics accept payment for their ritual services, and some serve the 

monastic treasury, which loans cash to local villagers, in addition to managing other 

endowments. 

24. Gutschow (1997) describes the distinction between focused and unfocused merit¬ 

making by monks and nuns. 

25. Gutschow (1998, 1997) describes the historical origins of the economy of merit that 

enfolds the monastery, nunnery, and village households in Zangskari society. 

26. The statistics on land ownership in Zangskar are compiled from Muhammad (1909) 

and the District Census Handbook: Kargil (Village and Town Directory), 1981. For a dis¬ 

cussion of monastic and private land holding in Zangskar, see Crook and Osmaston 

(1994), Gutschow (1998), and Riaboff (1997)- 

27. By comparison, a Karsha monk receives roughly sixty kilograms of raw grain per year 

from the monastic coffers. Fuhrer-Haimendorf (1976) and Aziz (1976) describe a 

nunnery in Nepal that provided each of its twenty-three nuns with eighty-four kilo¬ 

grams of grain per year, or one fifth of a nun s annual consumption. 

28. Education has been a priority for nuns in much of South Asia. In Kathmandu, a 

charismatic Theravada nun, Dhammawati, has encouraged her urban novices to com¬ 

plete their secular education even after they take ordination, and actively promotes 

foreign study in Burma and Sri Lanka. Her rigorous program of study, meditation, 

and ritual recitation at Dharmakirti Vihar has drawn patrons and practitioners from 

throughout the Kathmandu valley, as noted by S. Levine. 

29. In the last decade, study programs have been instituted at Wakkha, Lingshed, 
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Julichen, Tia, Timosgam, Karsha, Zangla, and Pishu Nunneries. After Sakyadhita 

sponsored its Fifth International Conference on Buddhist Women in Leh, Ladakh, 

foreign sponsors rushed to support these fledgling projects. However, many projects 

still lack the landed endowments and local support critical for success in the tradi¬ 

tional economy. 

30. See Irigaray (1987), 120. 

31. Most Zangskari households are self sufficient in basic foodstuffs such as grain, dairy, 

and meat products, for heavy snows block vehicular traffic for seven to eight months 

of each year. The three staple crops—barley, peas, and wheat—along with small plots 

of hardy vegetables and herds of yak, cows, goats, and sheep are all maintained at a 

mean altitude of 3,500 meters. 

32. Collins (1982) provides an excellent discussion of how the Buddha intended to usurp 

the position of the Vedic priest in the social hierarchy. 
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AN EMPOWERMENT RITUAL 
FOR NUNS 
IN CONTEMPORARY JAPAN 

Paula K. R. Arai 

Japanese Buddhist history is filled with women who have devoted themselves 

to a Buddhist way of life, requiring courage, creativity, and ritual expertise. Illus¬ 

trations of Japanese Buddhist women’s activities from various time periods reveal 

that women have found ways to empower themselves in diverse circumstances. 

They have established precedents in Buddhist practice and have accomplished 

many of their goals, even when there was systematic institutional resistance. Analy¬ 

sis of Japanese Buddhist women’s accomplishments show that rituals played a key 

role in their strategy. After a brief overview of key moments in Japanese Buddhist 

women’s history, I will explore in greater detail the historical and social context of 

a ritual of gratitude, performed by Soto Zen nuns and dedicated to Ananda, called 

the Anan Koshiki. 

Overview of Japanese Buddhist Nuns’ History 

The first major recorded Buddhist ritual act in Japan was performed by a Japan¬ 

ese woman in 584 c.e. As the ordination of the first Japanese Buddhist, it was a 

ground-breaking act. In the ordination ritual she received the Buddhist name Zen- 

shin-ni, establishing her identity as a Buddhist renunciant.1 Women and men have 

followed in her footsteps ever since. Today Japanese Buddhist nuns still derive 

empowerment from the knowledge that it was a woman who inaugurated the Bud¬ 

dhist monastic path in Japan. Between that initial act and today, however, currents 

in the society shifted many times, forcing women to find innovative ways to con¬ 

tinue on the path of Buddhist renunciation. 

Despite the fact that women laid the foundation for Japanese Buddhist monas- 

ticism, by the Heian Period (794-1185), androcentric encroachments threatened to 
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truncate women’s official status. The male-dominated institutions that controlled 

the official ordination ceremony would not authorize women to receive ordination. 

Curtailing women’s opportunities in this way, however, did not result in women 

abandoning the lifestyle or values of Buddhist nuns. Instead, this became a cata¬ 

lyst for women to fortify their own devotion to Buddhist renunciant life. Their 

actions demonstrate that these women of ancient Japan saw themselves as having 

the capacity to live according to the Dharma, regardless of what the male-domi¬ 

nated institutions of the day did. They apparently understood that the power of 

ritual could not be exclusively controlled by men and, with this in mind, created 

a new ordination ritual with a new category of renunciation called bosatsukai-ni 

(bodhisattva vow nun). Since this ritual did not depend upon any male-headed 

institutions,2 they were able to use it to continue on the path they had started. 

Although obstacles occurred along the way, in general, in the inclusive spirit of 

the Kamakura Period (1186-1333), women received significant support for their 

commitment to the Dharma. Soto Zen nuns today celebrate the sect’s recognized 

founder, Dogen (1200-1253), for his teachings affirming women’s practice and 

ability to live according to Buddhist ideals.3 Dogen’s writings indicate that nuns 

could perform the same rituals and practices as monks. Dogen was not alone in his 

positive attitude towards women as Buddhist practitioners; indeed every founder 

of each of the major new sects that emerged during this period offered specific 

teachings in support of women.4 This support buttressed women’s commitment 

to the path of practicing as Buddhist nuns, but it did not eliminate the discrimi¬ 

nation against them. 

The perspicacity and determination of nuns was again put to the test during the 

Tokugawa Period (1603—1868). Every sector of society was put under the restric¬ 

tions and regulations of the Tokugawa feudal government, but especially women’s 

activities, which were narrowly circumscribed in this climate of male authoritari¬ 

anism. There is more than one story from this period of a woman who, when 

informed that she was not “allowed” to undergo the monastic ordination cere¬ 

mony, burned her face in a hibachi stove. Subsequently she was granted permis¬ 

sion to become a nun.5 Such events expose the tyranny of male chauvinism with 

which women had to wrestle and reveal the depth of women’s resolve to become 

Buddhist nuns. 

Despite Dogen’s egalitarian teachings about gender, Soto Zen nuns moved into 

the twentieth century living under institutional regulations that deemed them infe¬ 

rior to monks. Unlike monks, they received almost no support from the main sect 

for practice facilities and educational opportunities, and they received only mini¬ 

mal recognition for their efforts and accomplishments. The highest rank a nun 

could attain was lower than the lowest monk’s rank, no matter how hard a nun 

practiced or studied. In addition to this unequal treatment, nuns also experienced 
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tremendous financial difficulties. Nuns were systematically restricted from access 

to the avenues of income (via donations) available to monks. In short, since nuns 

could not attain the rank necessary to head a full-fledged temple, they had no offi¬ 

cial lay followers.6 During this century, however, Soto nuns have directed the 

course of their lives with the specific understanding that Dogen supported women. 

Documents testify to the fact that traditional Soto Zen nuns were undaunted by the 

male-dominated sectarian administration. They led their sect through educational 

and institutional reforms that reflected their ideas of Dogen’s egalitarian teachings. 

Through the mode of ceremonial ritual, nuns have found a powerful way to 

express their emotional and political concerns. Focusing upon one particular rit¬ 

ual, the Anan Koshiki, I will illustrate how the ritual, cloaked in the non-con- 

tentious expression of gratitude, functions to legitimize and empower the nuns. 

Soto nuns perform the Anan Koshiki ceremony to thank Ananda for what they 

maintain was his act of wisdom in entreating Sakyamuni to allow women to enter 

the path of renunciation. The Anan Koshiki can be seen as an act that catalyzed 

Soto nuns to fight for and, by the 1960s, win equal rights in the institutional 

records of the Soto Sect administration. The Anan Koshiki’s power lies in its affir¬ 

mation of nuns. The ritual ends with a declaration that all women can attain 

enlightenment, and from this vantage point, the erroneous ways of the male-dom¬ 

inated institution seem glaring, yet inherently surmountable. In effect, the Anan 

Koshiki authorizes nuns to demand that Buddhist ideals be practiced despite sex¬ 

ism in society. 

Historical Background of the Anan Koshiki Ritual 

The Anan Koshiki is one of a number in a genre of ritual ceremonies called koshi¬ 

ki. Koshiki are performed on special occasions, and they are particularly designed 

for praising and offering gratitude to an important Buddhist figure, such as Sakya¬ 

muni Buddha, Bodhidharma, Jizo Bosatsu, and the rakan (arhats).7 Cultivating 

awareness of one’s indebtedness to these figures and expressing gratitude for one’s 

own practice is the impetus and core of this type of ceremony. 

The minimal historical information currently available gives us some clues to the 

circumstances that gave rise to the Anan Koshiki ritual performed by Soto Zen 

nuns today. The earliest record of a sighting of this type of ceremony is found in 

Fa Fisien’s Record of the Buddhistic Kingdoms (394-414 c.e.),8 in which he mentions 

seeing nuns in India perform a ceremony to Ananda. More research, however, is 

needed in order to give a full history of this early ritual form. Where the trail clears 

is in Japan, where the ritual takes the form of a koshiki, a type of ceremony per¬ 

formed largely in the Heian and Kamakura periods. For example, Genshin 

(942—1017) wrote a number of koshiki, including the Eikan Ojo Koshiki. Myoe 
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Shonin (1173-1289) wrote kdshiki, which are found in his Shiza Kdshiki.9 The Anan 

Kdshiki is one of them. In the possession of Kozan Temple’s sutra pavilion are 

three texts: Anan Sonja Kdshiki, Anan Sonja Santan, and Ananda Sonja Kdshiki. 

The Anan Sonja Kdshiki was probably copied during the middle of the Edo peri¬ 

od (1603-1867).10 The Kozanji Engi (the history of Kozan temple) mentions that 

on April 21,1224, at the nuns’ temple Hiraoka Zenmyo-ji,11 the nuns had a ritual 

ceremony for opening the eyes of sixteen rakan (arhats) and Anan Sonja statues. 

A nun, Kaiko, founded the temple after her husband, Nakamikado Chunagon 

Muneyukikyo (clearly of aristocratic stock), died in the battle of Shokyu no Ran. 

Her articulated intention for establishing this nuns’ temple was to pray for her 

husband. Kaik5 was the disciple of Myoe. Many widows from this war gathered 

at her temple. It is likely that the Anan Kdshiki was reconstituted for the nuns at 

this temple and performed by them there.12 

In July of 1829, the Soto Zen nun Jakushu Kanko-ni (1785-1868) of Owari no 

kuni, present-day Nagoya, copied the Anan Kdshiki text from Kozan Temple. She 

recreated the ceremony and asked for permission to use it. Kosen, the twenty- 

eighth-generation head of a Nagoya temple, Mansho-ji, wrote the saimon (for¬ 

mally chanted explanation of ritual) for it. A woodblock carving was made, and the 

ritual text was passed around for nuns to use.13 Kanko-ni was Mizuno Jorin’s 

(1848-1927) teacher. With the assistance of three other nuns, Mizuno Jorin was the 

leading founder of the Soto Zen Monastery for women in Nagoya in 1903. It is cur¬ 

rently called the Aichi Senmon Nisodo. The nuns who trained at this monastery 

were the prime movers in establishing egalitarian regulations for the Soto Zen sect. 

With the advantage of historical perspective, we can see that the revitalization 

of this nuns’ ritual occurred on the eve of nuns launching a public and institutional 

effort to bring egalitarian practices to bear on twentieth-century Soto regulations. 

Not only was the timing important here, but the actors were as well. The teacher 

(Kanko-ni) of the nun (Mizuno Jorin) who led the movement to establish an offi¬ 

cial Soto Zen monastery for woman is the one who revived the ceremony. This 

relationship of events and people, then, strongly suggests that performing a ritual 

that acknowledges the legitimacy and importance of being Buddhist monastic 

women helped cultivate a community of women who were not dissuaded by the 

male-dominated institutional attempt to treat nuns as though they were subordi¬ 

nate to monks. 

The Anan Kdshiki, however, is not included in the Sotoshu Zensho (eighteen vol¬ 

umes) or the Zoku Sdtoshuzensho (ten volumes), texts that collectively purport to 

include all Soto Zen rituals. The one article in Japanese that describes this ritual 

says that it is no longer performed today. Therefore, field research was essential to 

learn about the performance of this ritual, its importance to Soto Zen nuns, and 

its emerging place in contemporary Japanese Buddhism. 
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Description of the Asian Koshiki Ritual 

The Anan Koshiki is still performed at Aichi Senmon Nisodo in Nagoya. Due to 

the complexity of the ritual, the nuns perform it only every six to eight years, or 

when they are celebrating a major event.14 It takes several hours of group practice 

to refine the exact motions demanded by the ritual, and additional hours to learn 

individually the complicated chants. A ceremony called the Anantan is performed 

at the end of the koshiki. The entire ritual, with both the Anan Koshiki and the 

Anantan, takes about one hour and forty-five minutes. The Anantan, when per¬ 

formed alone, takes about fifteen minutes. The Anantan is performed at the 

Nisodo on the evening of the seventh of every month, unless there are extenuat¬ 

ing circumstances. 

The Anan Koshiki ritual begins when the lead celebrant (shikishi) enters with 

bells, and bows. As in all koshiki, the first major section is the sangege, a verse chant¬ 

ed while three nuns process around the worship hall. The first carries an incense 

burner (shoko), the second sprinkles pure water about with a pine branch (seisui), 

and the third scatters lotus blossom petals (sange)—actually, lotus blossoms print¬ 

ed on cardboard cut in the shape of petals—throughout the worship hall. 

The next major section of the ritual is found in all koshiki. It is the recitation of 

the shichisan or four wisdoms (Skt. catvarijndndni). The four wisdoms are as fol¬ 

lows: i. the great perfect mirror wisdom (Jap. daienkyochv, Skt. adarsajnana) reflects 

all phenomena in the three worlds in their true state, with no distortions; 2. the wis¬ 

dom of equality (Jap. byddoshdchv, Skt. samatajhand) perceives the underlying iden¬ 

tity of all dharmas and works to overcome separating oneself from others; 

bodhisattva compassion draws on this wisdom; 3. the wisdom of wondrous per¬ 

ception (Jap. myoken zacchv, Skt. pratyaveksanajndna) enables one to see the 

truth/Dharma clearly, so one can preach free from error and doubt; and 4. the wis¬ 

dom of accomplishing metamorphoses (Jap. jdshosachv, Skt. krtydnusthanajndna) 

takes on various forms to act in the world for the benefit of others’ advancement 

toward enlightenment. 

The third section of the ceremony, the nyohachizu, is also typical of all koshiki. 

This part of the ceremony is a cymbal performance, which serves as a musical 

offering and helps raise the intensity of the ritual proceedings. 

The fourth section involves making offerings to Ananda at the main altar. 

Although the offerings—candles, flowers, incense, tea, rice, and cakes—are typi¬ 

cal, the utensils are refined and the method of handling them is extremely formal 

and elaborate. The lead celebrant makes the formal offerings while five nuns assist. 

Each food item is placed elegantly on tall red lacquer trays. The angle of the fin¬ 

gers and the placement of the thumbs on the tray are carefully practiced to achieve 

an elegant appearance, a gesture of respect. After each nun handles an item to be 
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offered on the altar, she places her hands together as in prayer and slowly bows to 

a ninety-degree angle and maintains this posture for about five seconds. Those 

about to receive the offering to pass to the altar simultaneously bow at a ninety- 

degree angle. Slowly and respectfully, each offering to Ananda is placed on the altar. 

The fifth section is the saimon—again, a standard feature of all koshiki. This is 

where the background and purpose of the ritual are chanted. Therefore the con¬ 

tents of each koshiki’s saimon vary accordingly. The saimon of the Anan Koshiki 

explains Ananda’s activities and merits, including his great virtue in resisting the 

temptations of a woman who wanted to marry him and compassion in helping 

Mahaprajapatl with her request to become a renunciant. 

The sixth section of the ceremony is the bonbai or “Sanskrit chanting.”15 Two 

nuns enter the worship hall and do three full prostrations before the altar. Then, 

before the esoteric chanting begins, the text is brought into the main worship hall 

very dramatically, thus preparing people for something significant: with dynamic 

and exacting motion, a nun carries in the formal, red ornamented stand upon 

which the text lies and places it before the two nuns who will perform the chant¬ 

ing. The bonbai chant is more melodic than most chants done in Zen rituals, and 

there is a sense of gravity to its slow tempo. This chant lasts about five minutes. 

The text of the chant is short: “Nyorai myo shikishinze, ” that is, “The miraculous 

form, body, and world of the Thus Come One.” Most of the chant’s emphasis is 

on the word myo, which, in this context, seems to mean miraculous. Aoyama 

Roshi, the current abbess of Aichi Senmon Nisodo, speculates that this verse may 

have been written by Mahaprajapatl to express her profound joy on having first 

seen the enlightened Buddha. Even if this is not the case, it is significant that the 

abbess believes it is possible and presents it this way to her disciples and trainees 

in modern Japan. 

The seventh section of the ritual is called the sanbonshaku. Three nuns process 

around the main worship area and stop directly in front of the altar to chant. Each 

of them carries a tray adorned with trailing ribbons that has “lotus petals” arranged 

on them as well as the text of the chant. The first nun in the line chants the San¬ 

skrit (bonnon) chant; the second nun chants the blossom (sange) chant; and the 

third nun carries a Buddhist mendicant’s traveling staff (shakujo) and chants the 

shakujo chant. These chants are of a distinctly lighter style than the bonbai chant. 

The chants include phrases like: “All together we advance on the Buddha’s path,” 

and “We make offerings of incense and flowers to the Buddha.” This section ends 

with the three nuns chanting in unison, making a request that the merit from this 

ceremony go to help all sentient beings. 

The eighth section is called the shikimon. This is the main section of the ritual, 

and it is divided into five parts. The first part praises Ananda for practicing hard 

and renouncing the world. The second part expresses the nuns’ indebtedness (boon) 
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to him for their renunciation. It mentions the legend in which Ananda asked 

Sakyamuni three times to allow women to follow in his path of renunciation. They 

then chant that Ananda is their “nyonin tokudo no dais hi, ” or “great teacher of 

women’s ordination.” 

The third part of the shikimon highlights some of Ananda’s merits. These chants 

praise Ananda for his countenance, presence, and appearance; for having been 

Sakyamuni s personal attendant for twenty-five years; and for having heard many 

of the Buddha’s teachings. 

Part four of this section expresses profound gratitude to Sakyamuni. It recounts 

the legend that Ananda reasoned with Sakyamuni on behalf of the women whom 

Mahaprajapatl led to become renunciants on the Buddha’s path. Ananda first used 

an argument based on sociological categories, but when that did not work, he 

offered an argument based on soteriological categories to persuade Sakyamuni. 

When the Buddha heard this, he granted the request. As recounted in this ritual, 

when the women led by Mahaprajapatl themselves heard this, they became ecsta¬ 

tic. Following this section, the nuns make prostrations and chant praise and grat¬ 

itude to Sakyamuni. The current abbess of the Nisodo, Aoyama Roshi, stressed to 

me in an interview16 that Sakyamuni came to understand that he had to treat 

Mahaprajapatl with at least the same compassion she had shown him. 

The fifth part is an offering of prayers (eko) to transfer merit to all sentient 

beings. The lead chanter (ino) chants in a loud and clear voice, “We sentient beings 

all together realize the Buddhist way.” This is followed by the climax of the cere¬ 

mony when the lead chanter announces, “Now all women, like Queen Vaidehi, 

transform their bodies with five limitations and attain buddhahood.” 

The Anantan is performed at the end of the Anan Koshiki and also indepen¬ 

dently on the evening of the seventh day of the month. Special offerings (ken- 

shuku) and chanting dedicated to Ananda are done on the eighth day of the month 

during the regular morning worship service. The chanting for this ceremony is 

reminiscent of Indian music, creating an atmosphere that ritually transports one 

back to the era in which Sakyamuni, Ananda, and Mahaprajapatl lived. The lead 

chanter begins the ceremony with the phrase “Namu daihi Anan son ” (“Praise to 

the great compassion of Anan”). All participants, nuns and laity, stand with hands 

held in gassho (as in prayer) and repeat this phrase after each of the ten praises 

chanted by the lead chanter. After a praise and refrain chant is completed, all do 

a full prostration. The first praise is to Sakyamuni’s enlightenment and birthday. 

The second praises Ananda by describing how all experience the bliss of five heav¬ 

ens just by looking at him. The third is praise for those in the three realms who 

are near the Buddha. The fourth is praise for Ananda’s having ears to hear the 

wonderful Dharma. Fifth, nuns praise women’s ordination and their eight special 

vows. Sixth is praise for receiving a spiritual mountain of gratitude. Seventh is 
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praise for having compiled the scriptures in one generation. Eighth is an expres¬ 

sion of praising with beautiful gold brocade that hangs on a pillar. Ninth is praise 

for manifesting the light of three types of gods. The tenth is praise for entering 

nirvana. 

After the Anantan is completed, the entire ceremony ends with a memorial ser¬ 

vice (kuyo) for the ancestors of those present at the ceremony. 

Analysis of the Ritual 

An examination of the Anan Koshiki using categories of ritual analysis offered by 

Catherine Bell in Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice17 reveals a number of things accom¬ 

plished by the ritual.18 These accomplishments are not immediately obvious in the 

performance of the ritual itself, but are best seen when placed in a social and his¬ 

torical context, for rituals are dynamic aspects of a culture, and both shape and are 

shaped by it. 

The goals of the Anan Koshiki include praising and thanking Ananda, Sakya- 

muni, and Mahaprajapati; cultivating virtues like respect and gratitude; affirming 

the women’s self-identity as legitimate Buddhist nuns; confirming that being a 

Buddhist nun is a positive thing; eliciting recognition from the community as dis¬ 

ciples of the Buddha; gathering donations; verifying the nuns’ ability to attain 

buddhahood; and winning status equal with men in the Soto Zen sect regulations. 

As Bell shows, rituals are strategic actions that use culturally specific tactics to 

achieve particular ends. The fundamental strategy employed by this ritual is the use 

of a ceremonial format that is firmly established in the Japanese Buddhist reper¬ 

toire of ceremonial rituals. The use of the koshiki format, for example, puts the 

nuns ritually on the same plane as men, who are the normative performers of koshi- 

ki. By using this format, nuns do not have to fight for the right to this ritual, and 

the ritual’s performance signals to monks and laity alike that nuns and monks are 

not fundamentally different. It is a non-combative method, which makes the act 

of performance itself an actualization of the nuns’ goal of equality with monks. It 

confirms for the laity attending the ritual that the nuns’ acts are authoritative. In 

attending, laity are then brought into the drama of bringing about gender parity 

among renunciants, thereby acting as witnesses to the legitimation of contempo¬ 

rary nuns as Dharma heirs. 

As is typical of ceremonies in Buddhist temples, the hierarchical relations among 

people are clear. The nuns perform the various ritual acts in front of the altar at 

the center of the worship hall. Lay people sit along the side. Even among monas¬ 

tics, hierarchy is delineated by who and how one moves in the prescribed space and 

what color robe one wears. The shaven heads and monastic robes, however, make 

it easy to distinguish monastics from laity. 
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The use of Sanskrit and classical Japanese also establishes the nuns’ authority. 

Through the use of esoteric chants, they are seen by the laity to have special, and 

hence empowering, knowledge. Moreover, that nuns know how to handle sacred 

ritual implements and make elaborate offerings further establishes their authority 

and high rank in the community. The ornamentation around the altar area and the 

ritual acts of scattering “lotus blossoms,” sprinkling spiritually pure water, and 

burning incense cultivate a sensory experience that distinguishes the place and 

time of the ritual, and the nuns’ performance of it as authoritative. While all is 

done explicitly to thank Ananda, implicitly the nuns are demonstrating their spir¬ 

itual power and status. 

The ritual performed on behalf of the ancestors of the laity in attendance estab¬ 

lishes a reciprocal relationship between laity and nuns. Nuns offer the ritual to 

benefit the lay people, and the lay people offer donations for this service, which 

help the nuns pay the bills. Tacitly, the very presence of the laity empowers the 

nuns, for it shows that they recognize the nuns as legitimate, efficacious, and autho¬ 

rized to perform the rituals. In return, the nuns bestow on the laity the confirma¬ 

tion that they are devout lay Buddhists. 

The practice of koshiki in Zen contrasts with the iconoclastic impulse common 

in popular Western representations of Zen. Koshiki are ritualized, communal reifi¬ 

cations of individuals and formal expressions of gratitude to them. The values that 

are manifested and inculcated in the ceremony include respect, gratitude, remem¬ 

brance, and compassion. Through all the ways in which Ananda is praised, the rit¬ 

ual teaches people, both lay and monastic, what being an exemplary Buddhist 

entails. The ritual also creates and enforces the patterns of human relations hoped 

for outside the performance of the ritual. 

The actual practice of being grateful is one of the ways nuns are empowered 

through this ritual. Being a grateful person, especially in the gift-giving culture of 

Japan, facilitates one’s agency with other members of the community, for having 

strong reciprocal relationships, then, makes one a more effective actor in society. 

The nuns’ public display of gratitude to a person who lived nearly 2,500 years ear¬ 

lier effectively suggests to the people in attendance that these nuns are people with 

whom one would want to have close relationships, because one can be assured of 

being respected and appreciated. In order for the nuns to build their monastery 

facilities, large donations from laity were required. Indeed, in part through the 

effectiveness of the Ananda ritual, these nuns continue to receive support from 

donors of all backgrounds. 

Moreover, cultivating the virtues found in this ritual probably increased the 

nuns’ effectiveness during the first half of the twentieth century, when they chal¬ 

lenged the sectarian authorities who were in charge of the monastic regulations. My 

research on Zen nuns reveals that nuns have been and continue to be highly 
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respected in Japanese society because of their adherence to traditional Buddhist 

virtues as exemplified in the Anan Koshiki.19 In these ways, the Anan Koshiki con¬ 

tributes to establishing the meaning and content of being a Zen Buddhist using 

nuns as exemplars. Moreover, through the Anan Koshiki, it becomes apparent that 

the power of Zen is not in “self,” but in community. 

The act of jointly praising and offering gratitude to Ananda makes the nuns a 

distinct group. First, it gives identity to the nuns themselves: these women belong 

to a long line of other women committed to living their lives fully in accordance 

with the Buddha’s teachings. The ritual also highlights the merits of the monastic 

life, making it explicitly clear that those who enter this path are dedicated and 

serious disciples of the Buddha, dispelling the misinformed image that they are try¬ 

ing to escape to the nunnery because they could not succeed at anything else. 

The koshiki format also helps the nuns accomplish their goal of legitimizing 

themselves, effectively yet tacitly. Because a koshiki is a ceremony of gratitude, it 

humbles the performers before the exalted figure being singled out for apprecia¬ 

tion, but the very act of exalting also in fact exalts the nuns. To praise Ananda for 

having served Sakyamuni for twenty-five years also establishes that Ananda knew 

Sakyamuni intimately, which legitimizes Ananda’s request on the part of the 

women renunciants. By praising Ananda for his vast knowledge of the Buddha’s 

teachings, it establishes Ananda as having the authority to recognize that the 

women’s request was in accord with those teachings. So, in short, to praise Ananda 

exalts the nuns doing the praising. 

At the end of the ceremony the abbess stresses to the audience that Ananda is 

responsible for the scriptures based on the Buddha’s original teachings, and that 

his contributions, therefore, lie at the very foundation of Buddhism. By noting that 

the “I” of the “Thus have I heard” at the beginning of many sutras refers to 

Ananda, she implies that all Buddhists are indebted to Ananda and, thus, that 

nuns are not exceptional. 

The Anan Koshiki was revived in Japan at the time when Soto nuns were begin¬ 

ning to work towards receiving the treatment they deemed consonant with 

Dogen’s teachings. The nun who went on to teach the ritual to many others was 

the same nun who took the lead in establishing officially sanctioned training facil¬ 

ities for nuns. Her disciples were the ones who fought for and won equal regula¬ 

tions in monastic training and in teaching ranks. In this context, it is no small 

thing that the Ananda ritual climaxes at the point where it is announced that 

women are able to attain buddhahood. Thus, through expressions of gratitude, 

these nuns find empowerment for their spiritual goals. 
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Notes 

1. Nihongi, trans. W. G. Aston (Rutland, VT: Charles E. Tuttle, 1972), 2: 101. Two 

more women became nuns shortly thereafter, as is recorded in the Nihongi (2: 101) 

and the Gangoji Garan Engi in Jisha Engi, comp. Sakurai Tokutaro, Hagiwara Tat- 

suo, and Miyata Noboru (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1975), 11. See chapter 2 of Paula 

Arai, Women Living Zen: Japanese Soto Buddhist Nuns (New York: Oxford Universi¬ 

ty Press, 1999) for a more complete explication of this event. 

2. Nishiguchi Junko, Ama to Amadera (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1989), 288. See also Ishida 

Zuiko, ‘Bikuni Kaidan” in Nihon Bukkyd Shiso Kenkyu 2 (Kyoto: Hozokan, 1986). 

For further development of this issue, see Paula Arai, “Zen Nuns: Living Treasures 

of Japanese Buddhism” (Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University, 1993), 72-76. 

3. For more detailed information on Dogen’s teachings about women and his female 

disciples, see chapter 2 of Arai, Women Living Zen: Japanese Soto Buddhist Nuns. 

4. For more information on this, see Arai, “Zen Nuns: Living Treasures of Japanese 

Buddhism,” 78-81. 

5. Arai, “Zen Nuns: Living Treasures of Japanese Buddhism,” 98-99. Ueda Yoshie, 

Chomon Niso Monogatari (Tokyo: Kokusho Kankokai, 1979), 67. Stephen Addiss, 

The Art of Zen (New York: Abrams, 1989), 94-99. 

6. Feudal regulations had required families to officially register as members of a full- 

fledged temple. So, it is to that temple that people turn for various Buddhist ser¬ 

vices, especially funeral, burial, and memorial rites. Laity provide donations for these 

services. Even though people are currently free to choose whether or not to be affili¬ 

ated with a temple, most people are loathe to “move” their ancestors. 

7. Others include: Eldon Koshiki, Dento Koshiki, Nehan Koshiki, Yakushiji Koshiki, Hokke 

Koshiki, Daihannya Koshiki, Shari Koshiki, Aizen Koshiki, and Fudo Koshiki. 

8. The Japanese pronunciation of Fa-Hsien is Hokken (339?-420? C.E.). The title of 

the book is Bukkokuki in Japanese. 

9. Ebie Gimyo, “Anan Koshiki” in Soto-shu Jissen Soshovol. 8, ed. Soto-shu Jissen Sosho 

Hensan Iinkai (Kiyomizu-shi, Shizouka Prefecture: Daizosha, 1985), 291. 

10. Ebie, 291. 

11. No longer standing. 

12. Ebie, 292. 

13. Ebie, 293. 

14. The following description is based on my numerous observations of a video record¬ 

ing of the ritual performed in 1987. I have also observed live performances of other 

koshiki performed by these nuns at Aichi Senmon Nisodo, including the Daruma 

Daishi Koshiki and the Jizo Koshiki. 

15. Use of bonbai in Zen derives from the influence from the Ohara sect of Tendai Bud¬ 

dhism. ft is especially used in koshiki. 

16. Interview with Aoyama Shundo Roshi held at Korinji Temple on August 15, 1998. 

17. Catherine Bell, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 1992). 
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jo. This conclusion is drawn from the results of the survey I conducted of seventy-five 
y . r 

18. I wish to thank Brian Kerins for his assistance in discussing the analysis of this ritual. 
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PART II 

Teachers, Teaching, and Lineages 





WOMEN TEACHERS OF WOMEN: 

Early Nuns “Worthy of My Confidence ” 

Ellison Banks Findly 

The many faces of contemporary Buddhism reflect the interplay between the tra¬ 

dition’s rich history and the complex forces of modern life. New, ad hoc Buddhist 

communities spring up and call themselves Sanghas, for example. Buddhist images, 

texts, and news materials proliferate electronically, visually, and in print. And Bud¬ 

dhist renunciants are involved, as they have been historically, in ambiguously inter¬ 

preted practices of donation, social engagement, and political protest. One new 

focus of Buddhism is the heightened role of contemporary women, which has 

raised a number of questions of practice. The most centrally debated is that of full 

ordination for nuns, with special concerns about the authenticity of ordination lin¬ 

eages, cross-sectarian transmission, and the legitimizing role of the male religious 

community. 

A part of these concerns is the role of education for religious women. Canoni¬ 

cal dictates provide for male, as well as female, instructors for nuns, especially 

while they are in training, and for male presence and supervision at critical 

moments in the lives of Buddhist nuns—such as during the rain retreat, at the 

fortnightly confession meeting of Uposatha and the annual meeting of Pavarana 

to establish harmony before leaving the rains retreat, for disciplinary matters and, 

of course, for ordination. Contemporary movements, however, strive for greater 

parity between the rules of the male and female communities and seek to reinter¬ 

pret these traditional guidelines. New efforts are being made to develop advanced 

monastic education for Tibetan nuns,1 for example, as well as institutional struc¬ 

tures that would provide places and opportunities for these nuns worldwide to 

meet and give instruction in their religious specialities to other nuns. 

Keeping true to tradition, in doctrine and in discipline, and at the same time 

allowing Buddhist practice to accommodate itself to new circumstances is a task 

perpetually present in Buddhist history, but one that seems especially pressing 

today. The tension between the need to preserve a faithful spirit and the need to 
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respond to current demands and conditions has become particularly prominent in 

the current context of the issue of gender. Because early Buddhism makes clear that 

soteriologically women and men are equally able to become enlightened as women 

and men—as the eldress (then) Soma suggests in the Therigatha, in enlighten¬ 

ment there is no gender2—the disparities found in traditional arenas have arisen 

instead out of particular sociological valuations. 

Four areas predominate as historical venues for discrimination against renun- 

ciant Buddhist women. First, the teachings and practices that guide male and 

female religious development have been applied inconsistently through the cen¬ 

turies, often unfavorably toward women, and women have had fewer opportuni¬ 

ties to cultivate higher levels of spirituality even when their tradition offers a great 

range of possibilities. Second, the application of disciplinary rules to renunciant 

women has been stricter than for renunciant men. Third, the recognition of spir¬ 

itual achievement through the use of titles and honorifics has been sharply curtailed 

for women but not for men. And, finally, women—known in the early Pali canon 

as kicchaldbha (or dullabhd), “obtaining [things only] with difficulty”3—have 

received far fewer material resources from donors with which to meet their indi¬ 

vidual and community needs than have men.4 

There is no doubt that the Pali canon shares some of the negative views on 

women prevalent in the surrounding Vedic and Hindu cultures during the cen¬ 

turies of its compilation, and that these views, once canonized, became somewhat 

normative for the future tradition in practices regarding women.5 There is no 

doubt, as well, that these views resulted in special accommodations made for nuns 

as they pursued their daily routines, viz., extra allowances in clothing during times 

of menstruation,6 and rules against traveling alone during training7 and against 

going unprotected on almstour through dangerous areas.8 It is also true that in 

the early canon a great measure of independence is given to women, lay and 

renunciant: lay women, for example, have enormous freedom in the area of dona¬ 

tion, being able to choose to whom and how much to give entirely on their own,9 

and renunciant women have freedom almost equal to that of men to shape the 

details of their monastic lives through the trial and error process of community 

interaction. 

In contemporary times, the earlier freedoms of religious women are being recov¬ 

ered as Buddhist nuns become increasingly concerned about institutional dispar¬ 

ities in the training and education available for new nuns, and in their options for 

full ordination. Although the alternatives available for nuns the world over differ 

according to geographical area and to tradition, the need for improvement in 

their educational opportunities and in their chances for full ordination in gener¬ 

al are widespread. This essay will focus on early Pali materials by and about nun 

teachers of nuns, with a view to recovering elements in the tradition in which 
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instruction only by women is a possible interpretation. As a part of this discussion 

we will also assess the canonical requirements for female teachers, compare them 

to those for male teachers, and make a case that the rules of strict seniority so 

often a part of nunnery life in contemporary times be tempered by a return to the 

original standards of leadership: experience, competence, and the ability to inspire 

confidence. 

Self-Governance versus the Legitimizing Agency 

of Monks: Instruction and Ordination 

The initial “going forth” of Buddhist women under the intervention and advocacy 

of the monk Ananda is significant because it distinguishes between two perspec¬ 

tives on women’s place in Buddhism. In the first, the soteriological perspective, 

women are thought to be as able as men to experience complete enlightenment, in 

terms of both technical achievement and experiential fullness. In the second, how¬ 

ever, the sociological perspective, the rules, institutions, and practices under which 

religious women live out the Buddhist life limit the involvement of women accord¬ 

ing to the valuations of both the cultural context of canonical compilation and the 

local traditions of evolving practice—both of which are often restrictive for 

women.1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 * 10 The central canonical dictates that are seen to determine and to symbol¬ 

ize the subservience of nuns (bhikkhuni) to monks (bhikkhu) are the eight princi¬ 

pal rules (attha garudhamma) said to have been lifetime-enduring preconditions 

laid down by the Buddha for the acceptance of the first Buddhist women into the 

renunciant life: 

1. A nun must always pay proper homage to a monk, no matter what the age 

or seniority of each. 

2. A nun must spend the rain retreat where a monk is present. 

3. A nun must ask the monks’ order (bhikkhusangha) every two weeks about the 

date of the Uposatha and about the instruction (ovada) of nuns by monks at 

this time. 

4. At the conclusion of the rain retreat, a nun must participate in Pavarana 

before both Sanghas. 

5. A grievously offending nun must be disciplined before both Sanghas. 

6. After two years of training in the six rules, a female probationer (sikkhamand) 

must seek ordination from both Sanghas. 

7. A nun may not abuse or criticize a monk in any way. 

8. While nuns may not reprimand monks, monks may reprimand nuns.11 

The two rules of major importance for the teaching of and by nuns are numbers 

WOMEN TEACHERS OF WOMEN I35 



three and six. Relevant to number three, the giving of ovada, “exhortation or 

instruction,” by a monk or monks to nuns at the time of Uposatha (the fort¬ 

nightly ritual in the life of a Sangha when Dhamma is expounded and the precepts 

of the Patimokkha are recited for the purpose of confession) are four rules that per¬ 

tain to proper instruction of nuns by monks. Of these, the first is most significant 

for our discussion. Here, the monk chosen at the time to be the instructor of nuns 

is generally an elder (thera) who has been agreed upon by the monks’ order accord¬ 

ing to the exhibition of eight qualities: he must be virtuous; he must abide by the 

rules of the Patimokkha; he must behave well and according to law; he must 

acknowledge the danger of even the smallest fault; he must be trained in the rules 

of training; and he must be learned, know the learning by heart, and be a store¬ 

house of learning.12 The Anguttara Nikaya adds to these several other qualities: a 

monk instructor of nuns must also have a pleasant voice, good enunciation, and 

speech that is refined, clear, and informative, and he must be able to inspire nuns 

with his instruction and be pleasant and liked by the nuns.13 Thus, the male 

instructor of nuns must be agreeable and friendly, of good reputation and learn¬ 

ing, and never have been punished for habitual quarreling, excessive stupidity, 

breaches of discipline, and improper association with women.14 

Several instances in the Vinaya demonstrate, however, that not all monk teach¬ 

ers of nuns perform as they should. Two cases are illustrative. The first, a narra¬ 

tive about the establishing of an office for qualified instructors of nuns, describes 

a group of six monks teaching the nuns with an inferior Dhamma talk. When the 

nuns complain, they hear an excellent one from the Buddha himself.15 In the sec¬ 

ond, the monk Culapanthaka is accused of simply asking about the eight impor¬ 

tant rules rather than discussing them fully in his instruction as he should,16 and 

of simply repeating the same verse over and over again without explication. The 

monk then appeases the complaining nuns’ with a display of supernatural powers 

(iddhi)}1 These instances are tangible evidence not only that early nuns are deter¬ 

mined to get the best spiritual training, but also that at their instigation parts of 

traditional practice are reshaped and modified. 

Horner nevertheless draws our attention to the “implicit impossibility of the 

almswomen’s giving the Exhortation to [other] almswomen” that is pre-eminent 

throughout early Buddhist practice, and their concomitant dependence on monks 

for it.18 She does point out, however, that another part of the Uposatha, the recita¬ 

tion of the Patimokkha, comes under the sole jurisdiction of the nuns. Original¬ 

ly the Patimokkha is recited by monks to nuns, but early on the nuns get to 

questioning who really should be reciting the confessional dictates to them and, 

after consultation with the Buddha (says the Cullavagga), it is agreed that the nuns 

themselves will be the ones to recite the Patimokkha to other nuns,19 with addi¬ 

tional instruction from the monks only if necessary. 
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This readjustment parallels, early on, other liberating shifts that take place in the 

lives of nuns. At the request of Mahapajapati, for example, the Buddha is said to 

allow nuns themselves, rather than monks, to train probationary nuns.20 Again, this 

time at the instigation of the general public, the rules are changed so that nuns, not 

monks, acknowledge any offenses committed by nuns and presumably, set the 

punishments for them when appropriate.21 Finally, at the instigation of the monks, 

formal acts on behalf of nuns come to be carried out by the nuns themselves, not 

by monks22—although instruction by monks may be given if nuns do not know 

the proper procedure. Thus, as Horner notes, “all these concessions.. .show a grow¬ 

ing tendency among the almswomen to be as dissociated as possible in their inter¬ 

nal government from the Chapter of Almsmen.”23 

Rule number six of the original eight set down by the Buddha—covering the full 

ordination (upasampadd) of nuns24—represents an important exception to the 

growing focus on self-governance for the nuns’ order (bhikkhuni). In the developed 

tradition, full ordination takes place when a female probationer has finished her 

two years of training as a sikkhamdna in the six rules: the five moral precepts of 

non-violence, not stealing, chastity, truth-speaking, and abstention from liquor, 

plus abstention from eating at the wrong time.25 It appears that one reason for this 

probationary period is the possibility that the candidate may be pregnant—the 

extra time allows for full gestation and delivery and for proper arrangements to be 

made.26 Just as for monks, the decision to admit (and then later to ordain) a woman 

into the Sangha is not a matter for a single individual, but for the whole monas¬ 

tic community. Moreover, even though one of the most important tasks is choos¬ 

ing a woman preceptor27 who will be responsible for the candidate’s formal 

monastic education. The choice of a preceptor takes place early on, beginning 

with the nun’s admission, and her instructional presence carries through the train¬ 

ing period, the ordination, and the nun’s first two years as a bhikkhuni. 

When a female candidate is ready for ordination, she is approached by her pre¬ 

ceptor to rehearse the answering of the requisite twenty-four questions to be posed 

during ordination. These include eleven on gynecological issues and five on dis¬ 

eases, and as a whole they are comparable to those questions asked of a male candi¬ 

date at his ordination.28 No questions are asked, however, about the kind or 

amount of education the candidate has as yet received, as this has presumably been 

covered during her training under the preceptor. The woman candidate is also 

required at this time to give the name of the senior nun (pavattini) who will pro¬ 

pose her reception as a fully ordained nun. For the actual ordination, the nuns’ 

order is informed that the woman candidate wishes ordination. She is then brought 

before them dressed in the proper arrangement of robes, her five robes and bowl 

having just been conferred upon her as she again chooses her preceptor to guide 

her through ordination and her first two years as a new nun. In the presence of the 
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Sangha, then, she honors the feet of the senior nuns, sits on her haunches with 

hands in the anjali position, and asks for ordination. The nuns’ order hears the can¬ 

didate’s answers to the twenty-four questions, and is consulted for their agreement 

to her ordination by her proposer.29 

If the woman candidate is found acceptable to the nuns’ order—as indicated by 

their silence when asked three times—the candidate is then taken to the monks’ 

order by her proposer and, through a designated monk, is agreed upon in the same 

way. Her ordination in front of the monks’ Sangha does not, however, require 

answering the twenty-four questions, as that has already been done; the monks’ 

Sangha, thus, accepts this establishing act of the nuns’ Sangha in full. At the end 

of the ordination process, the nun is then given other instructions relating to her 

new life, and with this the ordination process is finished.30 

From this array of rules, several observations can be made. First, nuns do receive 

full ordination in the early Pali Buddhist tradition, even if they receive full legiti¬ 

mation only with the final sanction of the monks’ order. Second, ordination for 

nuns more or less parallels, point by point, that for monks: a formal going forth; 

a choosing of a preceptor (f. upajjha, m. upajjhdyd)-, a period of training within a 

set curriculum; special preparation in answering questions during ordination; and 

a formal ordination by the Sangha under the advocacy of a specially designated 

senior renunciant. What differences there are in procedure or in content may be 

accounted for by the Buddhist tradition’s regular policy of accommodation to par¬ 

ticulars of biology, background, training, and temperament, which have always 

governed the shaping of Vinaya rules. The specific case of women’s ordination 

reflects the tradition’s own ambivalence: on the one hand, women can attain 

enlightenment as women but, on the other hand, they need some special attention 

to do so (an added probationary period to their novitiate, for example). At work 

here is the assumption that differences stemming from culture or biology brought 

to the renunciant life can be evened out through the structured institutions of the 

training and ordination process. 

Third, the monks’ order accepts the nuns’ order’s testing of the appropriateness 

and preparedness of the candidate, meaning that the monks’ involvement is real¬ 

ly only to give a formal stamp of approval. Although “the final decision of allow¬ 

ing a candidate to become a senior rested” with the monks, it appears that the 

monks do not ever reject a nun offered up for ordination.31 It is important to note 

here that self-governance for nuns has thus already been partially established in the 

ordination context, where it is the nuns’ order alone that witnesses and testifies to 

the absence of stumbling blocks to ordination through its own asking of the twen¬ 

ty-four questions. While I argue that the need for a woman candidate to go before 

the men’s Sangha is important in terms of the tradition’s view of legitimacy, I also 

argue that this final ceremonial moment is superfluous, for the real work of the 
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ordination has already been done in the training and questioning of the candidate 

by the nuns themselves. 

If the letter of the law does not necessarily demonstrate parity between the nuns’ 

and the monks’ ordination process, it is possible that the spirit is more persuasive. 

Since I have already argued that the monks’ final legitimation of nuns’ ordination 

is, for all intents and purposes, a pro forma act not involving any of the real work, 

the only other setting in which the heavy hand of male authority seems most crit¬ 

ical is in the teaching of women candidates. In this matter, we have seen that in 

time a great deal of self-governance is allowed the nuns’ Sangha but that, when¬ 

ever information or proper training is found to be lacking, the nuns are required 

to make recourse to the monks. For the teaching and guidance of male renun- 

ciants, however, the only recourse advocated in the Vinaya texts is to other more 

experienced and competent men. That only nuns are to be instructed by both 

men and women may not be an issue of gender but rather of merit—with personal 

qualities rather than male authority being the critical element. That is, during the 

time of the formation and compilation of canonical texts there is not yet a strong, 

broad tradition of experienced and properly trained women teachers who are able 

to give definitive teachings in Vinaya. But, in fact, as the Dhamma spreads, women 

as well as men teach lay people, and it may well be that Sangha instructional pro¬ 

cedures in the monastic area lag some distance behind the reality of day-to-day 

Buddhist practice. 

Life in the nunnery with regards to education is, for the most part, self-gov¬ 

erning and self-correcting. Nuns can speak to other nuns concerning their bad 

habits,32 they can admonish other nuns33 and, if necessary, they can complain about 

senior nuns, Thullananda being the most obvious example.34 The individual nun’s 

most important education, however, takes place under the preceptor who is cen¬ 

tral in the instruction of the female candidate from admission through the two 

years after full ordination, but is also important in guiding nuns at other seasonal 

times such as during the rain retreat.35 The preceptor is responsible for sharing her 

living quarters (vihara) with her probationer student during times of study and for 

making sure that when the student needs help, she is given it.36 Moreover, during 

the period of her training prior to full ordination, the probationer is required to 

wait on her teacher and to attend to certain of her teacher’s needs. As we saw, one 

of the most important formal roles of the preceptor is to train the probationer in 

how to answer the twenty-four questions that will be asked at the time of full ordi¬ 

nation. And, since spiritual training continues beyond ordination up to the expe¬ 

rience of nibbana, preceptors play important ongoing roles in nuns’ careers for at 

least the two years after the more formal roles have come to an end. 

As argued elsewhere,37 evidence abounds in early texts testifying to the full and 

complete experience of nibbana by early Buddhist women as women. We add to 
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this, then, the above observations that a great deal of independence is given to 

nuns and to the nuns’ order for self-governance and for adjudicating the spiritual 

progress of their own community members. What is of importance now are the cri¬ 

teria for designating a female teacher of women, as well as the degree of parity 

between these criteria and those used for a male teacher. 

Standards for Women Teachers 

In sections on the ordination procedure for novice women, the Pali canon gives 

considerable attention to whether the preceptor and the proposer are not only 

adequate for the task, but represent the highest standard for personnel the nuns’ 

order can offer. These discussions consistently focus on two criteria that must be 

present before the community can put its full trust in the chosen nun: she must 

be experienced (vyatta) and competent (patibala). While the use of these two stan¬ 

dards is so frequent whenever nuns (and monks) are deliberating the choice of a 

leader to oversee the successful settlement of an issue pertaining to an individual 

member or to the community as a whole, they are in fact quite serious and mean¬ 

ingful as traditional standards. 

The term vyatta, like the related Pali term viyatta meaning “of settled opinion, 

learned, accomplished,”38 is normally translated as “experienced, accomplished, 

learned, wise, prudent, clever.”39 Horner routinely takes vyatta as “experienced,” 

focusing on the many practical precedents such a person might bring to a case to 

help shape the most appropriate and useful response—thus underscoring the Bud¬ 

dhist position that accommodation to the unique array of particular moments in 

human history provides the flexibility and adaptability so central to a consistent 

cleaving to the middle way. The term patibala is normally translated as “able, ade¬ 

quate, competent.”40 Here Horner takes patibala as “competent,” drawing upon 

the community expectation that whomever is chosen to oversee and adjudicate a 

situation will not only have lived thoughtfully and sensibly through many related 

circumstances, but will be skilled in training and be of such high mental and tem¬ 

peramental fiber that trust from the community is unquestioned. 

The terms vyatta and patibala are used consistently in the context of monastic 

activity for men. The normative standard for a monk who demonstrates proper 

Buddhist posture in his behavior is that he be modest, contented, conscientious, 

scrupulous, and desirous of training.41 When it comes to monks taking leadership 

positions, however, experience and competence are the two single-most traits to be 

looked for above and beyond the normative five. Only experienced and competent 

monks can be preceptors and proposers.42 Only experienced and competent monks 

can inform the Sangha of Uposatha, where it is to be held, or what the boundaries 

of the community are that determine eligibility. Only they can inform the Sangha 
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of Pavarana, or that it has fallen into a collective offense; only they can invite 

monks to tell what has been seen, heard, or suspected, or can inform it that monks 

are quarreling.'*1 Only experienced and competent monks can inform the Sangha 

of decisions on allowable lodgings, of the accruing of the yearly donation of kathina 

cloth and of its proper disposal, of the allocation of a room as a storeroom, and of 

the disposal of the effects of a monk who has died.44 Only experienced and com¬ 

petent monks adjudicate the process of appointing a selector of robe material, an 

assigner of meals, an assigner of lodgings, an assigner of bowls, and an exhorter of 

nuns.45 And only experienced and competent monks can inform the Sangha of 

misdeeds by members of its community and adjudicate a reasonable solution.46 

These two qualifications for monastic leadership have clear equivalents in the 

running of early Buddhist nunneries. Although the examples are not as numerous 

for the women’s communities as they are for the men’s, it is well established that 

experience and competence are among the two critical criteria for any nun man¬ 

aging and overseeing institutional procedures. In this way, then, only experienced 

and competent nuns can: act as preceptors or ordain through messengership;47 

assign a companion to a nun who has to raise a child within its boundaries and 

inform the Sangha of this;48 and tell the Sangha of an offense by one of its women 

members and adjudicate a reasonable solution.49 In these and other ways, the expe¬ 

rienced and competent nuns in a Sangha—for example, those exhibiting these two 

qualities above and beyond those of the well-postured nun who, like her male col¬ 

leagues, is modest, contented, conscientious, scrupulous, and desirous of train¬ 

ing—50 speak forth as representatives of and guides to their community sisters on 

a host of important matters, dealing not only with the technicalities of appoint¬ 

ment to office but also the rectification of spiritual careers. 

Nowhere is leadership more important than in the education of members of the 

community, however, and we have already seen that women preceptors of the 

early canon have to be experienced and competent. From texts like the Therlgatha 

we learn that there are other qualifications as well, and that in many ways women 

teachers of women have (and are required to have) full parity with their male coun¬ 

terparts. There is no doubt that women routinely teach other women. The Therl¬ 

gatha uses words like dhamma (doctrine), vacana (utterance), sasana (teaching), 

anusdsana (advice), ovdda (exhortation), anusitthi (instruction), and vinita (instruc¬ 

ted)51 to describe the extended work of women teachers and the instruments of 

transformation they use with their students. Many women hear other women’s 

preaching and, as a consequence, go forth from the home into the homeless life, 

and many find their women teachers to be such brilliant speakers (cittakathika)n 

and of such great learning (bahussuta)53 that they choose monastic training and life¬ 

long guidance under them and, supported by their supervision, go on to experi¬ 

ence nibbdna. The names of some of these early teachers have been preserved in 
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the text, and women like Patacara, Uppalavanna, Isidasi, Jinadatta, and Sumedha 

continue to be models for women educators in all traditions of Buddhism. Women 

teachers, like their male counterparts, are also known to specialize, and two in par¬ 

ticular, Patacara and Jinadatta, are famous as vinayadharis “mistresses of the disci¬ 

pline.”54 The use of the term ovada in Therigatha numbers 125 and 126, moreover, 

suggests that while monks normally deliver the instruction at Uposatha times to 

nuns, women teachers like Patacara may also deliver it then, though in the 

Therigatha, ovada appears to be one of many general glosses on teaching. 

There is one standard for women teachers, however, that seems to be used exclu¬ 

sively in the case of nuns. In the Therigatha, a phrase appears twice to describe a 

nun approached by a woman for teaching: yd me saddhayika ahu “who is fit to be 

trusted by me,” or better “who is worthy of my confidence.”55 This phrase does not 

appear in the Theragatha, though other forms of saddha do, and its use in the 

Therigatha is as an added criterion by which women can identify an empathic and 

qualified teacher for instruction. I have argued elsewhere56 that although most 

translate saddha as “faith,” a better choice would be “confidence” or “trust,” since 

these shift the emphasis away from a blind belief in the saving power of a religious 

tradition toward sure mental knowledge that certain religious views are true but 

have yet to be experienced by an individual as lived wisdom. Use of the term in the 

Theragatha confirms this perspective. Many elders note that they go forth from the 

home into the homeless life out of saddha?1 and that this saddha is saddha in Bud¬ 

dhist doctrine that arises in them during the beginning of their Buddhist careers.58 

As maturation towards nibbana takes place, saddha or confidence that Buddhist 

doctrine is valid is replaced by experienced wisdom as personally realized truth. 

This process is assumed as well in the Therigatha, where women go forth from 

the home into the homeless life out of saddhar59 and move toward nibbana as the 

experienced culmination of that confidence. While normally confidence or trust 

is placed in Buddhist doctrine, it is occasionally placed in a person—the person of 

the Tathagata or Buddha.60 That the Therigatha, seemingly uniquely, requires that 

confidence and trust be placed in certain women teachers (unnamed in the text) 

not only adds an additional qualification to instructional leadership in the nuns’ 

order but also adds a qualification that specifically focuses on the evolution of indi¬ 

vidual personal experience rather than the technicalities of Sangha life—a singu¬ 

lar dimension of the Therigatha s depiction of women’s spiritual careers we have 

noted elsewhere.61 

After the application of these three criteria, the Cullavagga makes clear that the 

appointment of a nun preceptor, who has either volunteered herself for the job or has 

been nominated for it by another, has to be agreed upon by the Sangha.62 And we 

may infer from the text, then, that Sangha agreement to an appointment comes, as 

all agreements do, with being asked three times and three times remaining in silence. 

142 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



We come, finally, to the last criterion at work in the Sangha related to leader¬ 

ship issues, that of seniority. The choice of a leader in certain cases is not always 

based on honor and veneration—in which questions of merit and personal 

qualifications are key—but often on seniority, that is, on the appointee’s length of 

time as a renunciant (rather than absolute age). Once a monk (or nun) is ordained 

and becomes eligible for the title of bhikkhu (or bhikkhuni), he (or she) moves 

through three levels of status within the Sangha: nava, a newly ordained renun¬ 

ciant; majjhima, a mid-level renunciant; and them, a senior or elder renunciant.63 

Among monks, elders are: first to be greeted;64 honored by juniors touching their 

feet;65 consulted about the settling of questions;66 the first to be asked (and some¬ 

times the only ones to be asked) to a meal at a householder’s home;67 and the first 

to assemble on Uposatha day.68 They take the lead in certain behavioral customs 

related, for example, to the wearing of sandals,69 in agreeing to the disposition of 

a dead monk’s effects,70 and in leading others in walking (and during that time are 

not to have another’s outer robe touch them).71 Moreover, they should be given 

adequate sitting and sleeping space by others,72 and should be given preference in 

relieving their bodies in the morning (although this rule is amended early on in 

favor of bathroom time assigned on the basis of arrival time).73 In an interesting 

ritual highlighting the importance of seniority, any monk who receives a new bowl 

outside regulation procedure has to forfeit that bowl to the Sangha, and the bowl 

is then passed from the senior-most monk to the junior-most, each choosing to 

keep the new bowl or the one currently in use and passing the rejected bowl on to 

the next in line who makes the same choice. The offending monk is last in line to 

make a choice.74 

Again, these procedures to honor seniority are at work in the nuns’ Sangha as 

well, though again the examples are not as numerous. Here, for instance, junior 

nuns have to honor the feet of senior nuns75—although at ordination time the 

new nun honors all the nuns, not just the senior ones. Again, nuns eating in the 

refectory are seated according to seniority up to a specified number of nuns, while 

the others sit as they come in.76 An interesting twist on the seniority issue for nuns 

is found in the narrative of the first going forth of women. After having been given 

the eight chief rules by the Buddha by which nuns must practice their tradition, 

Mahapajapati asks the Buddha through Ananda if the first rule can be emended: 

instead of all nuns honoring all monks regardless of length of time as a renun¬ 

ciant, can the question of who is to honor whom be based on seniority rather than 

gender? The Buddha declines, citing current cultural standards among other sects.77 

Now let us focus on the issue of seniority vis-a-vis merit. In assessing the exam¬ 

ples where seniority guides monastic behavior, it is clear that most actions that 

confer honor on a senior member in no way signal that length of time spent in the 

renunciant life can be equated with spiritual achievement. In fact, it is clear at 
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least twice in the case of seniority issues among monks that elders, qua elder, rou¬ 

tinely lapse in the performance of a duty. While it is the prerogative of elders to 

settle questions, for example, it is not unheard of for elders to encounter displea¬ 

sure from others at their decision.78 Again, the Mahavagga records that a certain 

elder who is to announce Uposatha continues to forget to do it even with several 

reprieves from the Buddha.79 No such implied or stated criticism, however, appears 

in the text when the nun or monk in charge is in place because of experience and 

competence. 

I am not arguing here the demerits of a seniority system in Buddhist commu¬ 

nities, for there are often good and sound reasons for resorting to seniority in given 

situations, as it provides an easy, unambiguous structure for order when questions 

of etiquette and some monastic procedures and allocations are involved. I am argu¬ 

ing, however, that in the early Pali canon another system is at work for both nuns 

and monks that might be seen to be in conflict with seniority, but in fact is more 

attuned to the operating Buddhist posture of flexibility and accommodation. A sys¬ 

tem of allocating leadership, community responsibilities, and even places of honor 

based on merit rather than seniority would encourage a more vital and active group 

of women as well as one that more thoughtfully and carefully attends to what the 

Buddhist life is all about. Highlighting the original Pali criteria of experience and 

competence, then, would be a significant direction for contemporary communi¬ 

ties to move in today, preventing them from reverting to stagnant traditionalism. 

Moreover, a further recovery of that unique criterion of early nuns in choosing 

teachers “worthy of my confidence” would markedly underscore the high stan¬ 

dards present in the Therigatha and the authentic Buddhist nature of its ground¬ 

ing in personal experience. 

Men Teachers of Women 

As Horner has noted, “women shared with men the privilege of hearing the 

dhamma preached to them in exactly similar terms,” and both women and men 

are, because of this, expected to “be prepared to hand on the torch, and spread the 

teaching wide in the land.”80 This conclusion moves beyond the often negative 

views expressed in the Pali canon on women to focus instead on the substantial 

teaching efforts made on behalf of both genders and the general decision to spread 

teaching among and by them both. 

Religious instruction of women moves beyond the substantial denigration that 

is expressed of them in canonical texts. This denigration appears in many forms but 

is of particular significance in prescribing the behavior of monks. Ananda, the 

Buddha’s faithful companion, for example, asks the Buddha just before the latter’s 

death how Sangha members are to conduct themselves around women, and the 
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Buddha says to “keep wide awake.”81 Sight of a woman, and especially physical 

contact with one,82 are thought to bring considerable distraction from the monas¬ 

tic life, and the Buddha is normally depicted as quite concerned when a monk 

ventures too far in this direction. When the monk Moliyaphagguna, for example, 

is asked by the Buddha if it is true that he is associating closely with the nuns, he 

answers “yes,” and is then reminded by the Buddha that he has “gone forth” into 

the homeless life precisely to curtail such diversion and is given a discourse on 

stringent mental training.81 And when the monk Udayin privately teaches Dham- 

ma to a housewife and her daughter-in-law in their home, other monks worry 

about the propriety of this and tell the Buddha, who rules that no monk should 

teach Dhamma to women.84 

Establishing an office of an instructor of nuns under the supervision of an expe¬ 

rienced and competent monk reflects, then, the general ambivalence of the canon 

towards women. Harmonizing judiciously with the prevailing view that, soterio- 

logically, women can achieve enlightenment but that, sociologically, they need 

extra support structures, the office of the instructor of nuns is bolstered, first, by 

the delineation of strict requirements for the monk(s) who hold it.85 Focusing on 

characteristics of moral fiber and expert training, the tradition adds requirements 

in elocution and personality,86 realizing that the teaching cannot be effective unless 

the presenter can make a workable connection with his audience. The office then 

gains authority, second, by getting full agreement from the Sangha,87 an act that, 

fitting neatly into the regular legal activity of Sangha business, thus institutional¬ 

izes a certain vision of Buddhist religious women. While legitimizing disparity 

between the genders (nuns do not give regular instruction to monks), the office 

nevertheless recognizes that nuns need to be guaranteed the instruction necessary 

to the quest for nibbana already guaranteed fully to monks. 

The final component to the office of instructor of nuns is that holders of the 

office take turns.88 This means that we frequently find textual references to monks 

by name who happen at the time to find themselves agreed upon by the order to 

give instruction to the nuns. Monks are not always happy to do it, and are espe¬ 

cially not always conscientious in their performance of these duties—we have 

already noted the haphazard instruction by Culapanthaka, who, the compilers of 

the Vinaya say, overcomes the nuns’ criticism of his instruction with a display of 

supernatural powers.89 Other instructors of nuns include the great iddhi master 

Mahamoggallana. 

The monk known as the “foremost among instructors of nuns”90 is Nandaka 

who, contrary to his title, is one of those monks famously unwilling to take his turn 

in instructing the nuns. One narrative from the Majjhima Nikaya describes his 

unwillingness to instruct five hundred nuns; Ananda’s subsequent report of this 

unwillingness to the Buddha then elicits the latter’s personal intervention, which 
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obliges Nandaka to do his job. Nandaka’s decision to instruct the nuns by putting 

them through a process of formulaic questions and answers91 has been described 

by Horner as “a kind of catechism.. .a series of stereotyped questions... [given] as 

though he were bored by the whole proceedings.”92 After he finishes his instruc¬ 

tion, Nandaka dismisses the nuns, who leave reluctantly as the Buddha watches. 

Aware that the instruction is adequate but not fulfilling, the Buddha asks Nanda¬ 

ka to give another instruction to the nuns the next day—and this he does with bet¬ 

ter results. 

The most supportive and sympathetic male teacher of women is the monk 

Ananda, the Buddha’s cousin and personal companion for the last twenty-five 

years of his life. Ananda is depicted in the canon very ambivalently and in such a 

way that one of his great characteristics—his powerful and attuning emotion—can 

be seen as either a great flaw or a great strength. Seeing it as a great strength, we 

can interpret Ananda’s famed empathic compassion, directed especially towards the 

downcast, the disenfranchised, and the forgotten, as an early model for the later 

posture of the Mahayana bodhisattva. Many narratives featuring Ananda connect 

him to the instruction of women, and there is a consistent tendency to use him 

didactically. Once, for example, Ananda gives a Dhamma talk to King Udena’s 

concubines, who are so pleased that they give Ananda five hundred robes. When 

Udena questions, critically, Ananda’s acceptance of so many robes, Ananda per¬ 

suades him of the expert use to be made of every little scrap, and Udena responds 

by giving him five hundred more.93 

Ananda’s general reputation is that he is much beloved among the lay and 

among women, lay as well as renunciant. In this spirit, Ananda is often depicted 

instructing women: he visits a settlement of nuns and talks on mindfulness;94 he 

speaks to the nun Jatilagaha on concentration;95 and he goes to the dwelling of the 

lay woman Migasala, whose questions to Ananda cause her to be criticized by the 

Buddha when Ananda passes them on.96 Women often do extraordinary things to 

receive his teaching. In one case, Ananda is called to the bedside of a “sick” nun 

who, seeing him coming, quickly lies down and covers her head. Not knowing the 

true state of things, Ananda proceeds to give her a Dhamma talk on the frailties 

of the body. Halfway through the talk, the nun jumps out of bed, and confesses 

her deception, which is then acknowledged compassionately by Ananda, who urges 

restraint on her in the future.97 In another case, Ananda asks Maha Kassapa to 

accompany him to the nuns’ quarters and, although Maha Kassapa urges Ananda 

to go alone several times, he eventually does go with him. There Maha Kassapa 

gives a successful Dhamma talk but, after he leaves, a nun named Thullatissa com¬ 

plains loudly and vociferously as to why it isn’t Ananda giving the talk. “It is as if 

the needle-peddler were to deem he could sell a needle to the needlemaker.”98 
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Maha Kassapa overhears this remark, turns on Ananda, and mockingly compares 

their spiritual prowess. Ananda is cowed, Thullatissa falls away from religious life," 

and hints remain of the possibility of affection between Ananda and certain nuns. 

Despite disparaging narratives such as these and others, Ananda remains in tradi¬ 

tion, even more than the Buddha himself, the monk most concerned about the 

spiritual well-being of the nuns in particular, and women in general, and is the one 

who most successfully promotes it. 

Women Teachers of Women 

The range of personalities found in the array of men teachers of women is found 

as well in that of women teachers, and the human weaknesses and frailties that lead 

to straying from the Buddhist path are no less evident among early women teach¬ 

ers than among men. Human frailties acknowledged, they end up being part of the 

lessons learned by novice and ordained women as community life evolves, and it 

appears that education for Buddhist women is a combination of memorization, 

travel to learn from distant teachers, and service to teachers at their dwellings. The 

memorization of texts and the oral transmission of canonical materials seem to be 

at the heart of a nun’s education with the focus, perhaps, less on doctrine than on 

discipline.100 Although it is true that both Patacara and Jinadatta are mistresses of 

the discipline, there is much evidence that women hear the Dhamma, convert 

because of it, and then convert others using it. 

As hearers of the Dhamma, early women excel. The great lay matron Visakha 

often hears talks on doctrine that are long and complicated.101 Sumana and Cundl, 

both princesses, engage the Buddha in talks on the alms giver and the merits of the 

Buddhist way, respectively.102 During a Dhamma visit by the Buddha to her house, 

the lay woman Kadigodha experiences the fruits of streamwinning (sotdpatti- 

phala).m Visiting nuns at their lodgings, Ananda instructs them on mindfulness.104 

The canon also contains stories of the instruction of “wayward” women: the monk 

Udayin cannot preach to a Brahmin woman until she, at long last, realizes she 

must take off her sandals, unveil her head, and sit on a low seat,105 and the woman 

who tries to seduce the monk Anuruddha during his visit to her is converted by 

his ensuing Dhamma talk.106 

Lay women are also a powerful force in the conversion of others to the Buddhist 

path. Although it can be a husband who converts first and then turns his wife to 

the tradition,107 it is often the other way around, with Visakha s conversion of her 

father-in-law being the most famous example. The Brahmin woman DhananjanI, 

for instance, now a follower of the Buddha, is instrumental in converting the Brah¬ 

min youth Sangarava, as well as her husband, to the path.108 And the anonymous 

WOMEN TEACHERS OF WOMEN 147 



mother who successfully urges her only daughter to become a nun uses four nuns 

as standards of the excellence of the monastic life: Khujjuttara, Vedukantakiya, 

Khema, and Uppalavanna.109 

As with men teachers, not all women teachers of lay and renunciant women are 

first-rate. A nun student of the nun Uppalavanna, after studying discipline with her 

for seven years, remains confused and forgetful. She tells the nuns, who tell the 

monks, who tell the Buddha, who then allows nuns to be taught the discipline by 

monks.110 Uppalavanna s reputation, however, does not suffer much as she is 

known in tradition as the nun most proficient in supernatural powers.111 The nun 

Thullananda, with whom fault is found on many issues in the Vinaya, is also a 

respected teacher of student nuns and she is known to be a repeater (bhanika) of 

great learning (bahussutd), wise (visarada), and skilled at giving Dhamma talks 

(pattha dbammim katham katum).112 She is often caught out, however, doing rep¬ 

rehensible things such as exchanging one gift of medicine for another, asking a 

donor for a woolen garment, and bargaining with lay people inappropriately. Per¬ 

haps her greatest breach is based in her jealousy of another nun teacher, Bhadda 

Kapilam, whom she makes extremely uncomfortable in the residence and whom 

she eventually throws out of the rain retreat quarters they share. Thullananda is 

then punished accordingly. 

Bhadda Kapilam herself, like Thullananda, is known as a teacher who is a 

repeater, learned, wise, skilled in giving Dhamma talks, and, additionally, esteemed 

for her eminence.113 She is also attended upon respectfully by her nun pupil114 and 

is known as the nun most able to remember past rebirths.115 Khema, the nun of 

greatest wisdom,116 and Uppalavanna are mentioned as being the two nuns most 

worthy of emulation.117 As a teacher, Khema is known as being wise, experienced, 

intelligent, widely learned, a brilliant speaker, and of sharp wit, and her most 

famous pupil is King Pasenadi with whom she discusses the existence (or not) of 

the Tathagata after death. The king’s pleasure in her talk is compounded when he 

learns that the Buddha’s talk on this topic would have been exacdy the same.118 The 

nun Dhammadinna is known as the first among Dhamma teachers (dhamma- 

kathikd),'v> and her most famous pupil is the great woman donor Visakha to whom 

she gives a long sermon on basic Buddhist teachings—including desire, the nature 

of the body, the eightfold way, meditation, and perceptions.120 Again, when the 

Buddha hears of Dhammadinna’s sermon, he tells Visakha he would say exactly 

the same thing were he giving the sermon. 

The greatest early teacher, however, is Patacara, known to tradition as an expert 

in the Vinaya121 and as the women’s teacher par excellence. She is as persuasive a 

speaker as the Buddha, fully available at every instance to students who need her 

and especially attuned, because of her own painful experiences, to the particular 

problems of women. The Therigatha commentary provides a narrative of her life 
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prior to becoming a nun that details the deaths of her husband, her two children, 

her parents, and her brother.122 Her own dealing with these losses and grief becomes 

a model for younger women who, struggling with their own individual bereave¬ 

ments so beautifully characterized in the Therigatha, find in Patacara an empath- 

ic and compassionate guide. Because of her ability to identify with the pain and 

sufferings of other women, Patacara is exceedingly effective in bringing female 

novices into the Buddhist renunciant community and in guiding them on to 

enlightenment. These women specifically include the thirty anonymous nuns of 

the Therigatha, as well as Canda and Uttara;123 in addition there are commentar- 

ial lists of Patacara’s female students, one of which notes the standard hyperbolic 

number of five hundred. Because Patacara’s teaching springs from her own extra¬ 

ordinary experiences of loss, the focus of her sermons is often on impermanence 

and the need to accept it fully for attainment of the highest knowledge. Perfectly 

suited to the female audience of her time, Patacara connects easily with the wide¬ 

spread experience of losing family and friends to death, which, in the Therigatha, 

brings so many women into Buddhism. 

Final Thoughts 

Many of the initiatives of early Buddhism are instigated by women. Among the lay, 

the new Buddhist role for women donors in the fifth century b.c.e. represents sub¬ 

stantial change from the older Vedic model, allowing women at the household 

door to choose to give or not based on the worthiness of the renunciant, as well as 

to choose on their own to pursue a specific religious affiliation.124 Two initiatives 

undertaken by early women donors stand out. In the first case, Visakha decides she 

wants to give eight types of donations (foods and textiles) to the Sangha as lifetime 

gifts. Since this is a new and unusual request, she has to go to great lengths to per¬ 

suade the Buddha of the value in each instance of this request. Because of her sig¬ 

nificance as a supporter and her vigorous argument, she is eventually successful.125 

In the second, the courtesan Ambapall is foremost among other courtesans like 

AddhakasI and Vimala whose devotion to the Buddhist tradition is strong. Her 

own initiative to give substantially of her earnings to the Sangha helps to rework 

the image of courtesans in society, especially when the gift is as considerable as 

the mango grove she gives to the Sangha when the Buddha is on a teaching tour 

in Vesali.126 

Initiatives by lay Buddhist women are also evident in the ongoing shaping of 

monastic behavior. Women are prominent among the groups of people who com¬ 

plain about issues of aberrant dress (such as fancy robe ties), bodily ornamentation 

(such as earrings or beards), and improper conduct (such as lust-driven behavior). 

With their complaints to the Buddha, women donors are able to help create a 
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renunciant posture that suits certain ideals prevalent among the non-renunciant 

populace. (No change in or addition to the rules is made by the Buddha, however, 

unless it supports in principle the perspectives of the middle way.) Interesting here 

is the early criticism of nuns for the robe decorations they wear and the body 

massages they give; the complaint, probably made by lay women donors them¬ 

selves, is that they are acting like women householders who enjoy the pleasures 

of senses.127 

Initiatives by early Buddhist nuns are equally significant. Most obvious is the ini¬ 

tiative led by Mahapajapatl and a group of Sakyan women to go forth from the 

home into the homeless life in the first place. The struggle is monumental physi¬ 

cally and emotionally, but is decidedly a woman’s struggle (with a little help from 

Ananda), for neither the Buddha nor any other monk (even Ananda) would have 

initiated the nuns’ order on his own. Second are the initiatives—some by “the 

people,” some by monks, but many by nuns—to further explicate the application 

of the eight chief rules to be followed by the nuns. For example, Mahapajapatl gets 

the rules of training to be presided over only by nuns; nuns instigate the recitation 

of the Patimokkha for the nuns only by the nuns; nuns instigate their practice of 

the confession of offenses; and nuns are responsible for the fact that only nuns can 

adjudicate legal acts in the Sangha for themselves.128 These changes move the nuns’ 

order, as we note above, closer to full self-governance and provide for them a 

greater measure of independence than they have with the original formulation of 

the eight chief rules. Finally, nuns urge that teaching be of the highest quality 

when one particular instructor of nuns, Culapanthaka, does not do his job well. 

Even though the narrative presents the complaining nuns as satisfied by Culapan- 

thaka’s display of supernatural powers as recompense for a less than stellar 

Dhamma talk,129 it is a significant canonical precedent for female activism within 

Buddhist practice that they do complain hoping for a higher standard of instruc¬ 

tion, and get some results even though they are not the most desirable. 

The initiatives by early Buddhist women are important not only because they 

are precedent-setting for later Buddhist women, regardless of sectarian tradition, 

but also because they set the stage for two Sangha issues: institutional parity with 

monks, and the elevation of standards of merit over those of seniority within the 

nuns’ order itself. Movement toward parity with monks in the instructional arena 

is evident from the Pali canon involving at least three issues. First, while the monks’ 

order must ordain all women into full nunhood, that act is a pro forma one, as all 

the real work of instruction and final questioning takes place on the nuns’ side. Sec¬ 

ond, while instruction at the biweekly Uposatha is given by the monks to the 

nuns, there is ample additional evidence that much instruction of the nuns is given 

by the nuns themselves—who are required to seek help from the monks only if ini¬ 

tial coaching is needed. In fact, the evidence of the Therigatha is that if nuns are 
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not receiving instruction from the Buddha himself, they are receiving it from other 

highly qualified nuns, rather than from monks. Third, a cursory examination of 

some of the early teachers of nuns, male and female, reveals that teachers of each 

gender show frailties and weaknesses, (for example, Culapanthaka and Thul- 

lananda), as well as learning and compassion (for example, Ananda and Patacara). 

While there is not strict canonical precedence, I argue that the canonical movement 

toward self-governance and institutional independence already evidenced in early 

times, coupled with the three issues noted above, may lead in the contemporary 

setting to the full instruction of nuns by nuns alone. This is possible, provided that 

substantial measures can be taken for the broad education of nuns in religious and 

secular topics, which would result in highly qualified women willing to bring Bud¬ 

dhist nuns into the complex international setting of today while at the same time 

preserving the essentials of traditional Buddhist doctrine and practice. 

1 Finally, the Sanghas of both genders have two systems by which rank and honor 

are given: one based on seniority, and the other on merit. The seniority system (of 

three levels—newly ordained, middle ranking, and elder) functions to honor those 

nuns who have been renunciants for the longest time, and focuses primarily on an 

etiquette that expresses this honor and provides greater comfort and ease in such 

things as eating, sitting, and sleeping. The other system, that of merit, parallels, for 

the most part, the system of monks, and in it nuns as a group agree on an experi¬ 

enced and competent nun to preside over important decisions and transactions and 

to facilitate the resolution of problems and questions. These are clearly the (tem¬ 

porary) offices of rank that have the greatest impact on Sangha life, and it is for¬ 

tunately significant that the founders of Buddhism highlight merit as considerably 

more important than seniority in allocating positions of rank to those who would 

oversee key business in the ongoing life of the Sangha. While both Sanghas rou¬ 

tinely refer to meritorious leadership being exercised by those who are “experi¬ 

enced” and “competent,” there is an added criterion among nuns, evident in the 

Therigatha, which highlights even more the individual qualities of personal char¬ 

acter and spiritual achievement at the same time as it focuses on the effectiveness 

of personal connection: yd me saddhayika ahu. To be able to be led and taught by 

a nun “who is worthy of my confidence” is a profound testament not only of the 

high quality of women teachers already present in early Buddhist tradition, but also 

of a young nun’s opportunity personally to choose the most trusted teacher for her. 

Notes 

i. The commonly used term for Tibetan nuns is uni in central Tibet {jomo is used in 

western Tibet, Ladakh, and Amdo, while gema is used in northeastern Kham). 
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Because there is some discrepancy about the exact designation of ani—whether it 

refers to “a woman who has taken the novice ordination” only or can refer as well to 

“unordained women dressing and living like the ordained ones”—and because ani 

designating “aunt” may carry impolite connotations, the general term “nun” will be 

used here. See Havnevik, p. 44-46. 

2. Therlgatha (hereafter referred to as Then), no. 61. 

3. Vinaya (hereafter referred to as Vin) 3.208; 4.175 (references given to volume and 

page in Pali texts). See also Vin 2.270. 

4. See Findly in The Nuns’ Circle, p. 3. The fourth of the eight rules of the Maha- 

sanghika-Bhiksuni-Vinaya states explicitly that nuns are not to receive any donations 

until after monks have been offered. If nuns are offered first, they automatically ask 

that the donation go first to monks. Hirakawa, pp. 83-85. 

5. See Findly, “Women and the arahantIssue.” 

6. Vin 2.270-71; 4.303. 

7. Vin 4.227-30. 

8. Vin 4.295. 

9. See Findly, “Women and the Practice of Giving.” 

10. See Findly, “Ananda’s Case for Women.” 

11. Vin 2.255; 4-52-—53- 

12. Vin 4.51. 

13. Anguttara Nikaya (AN) 4.279-80. 

14. See Vin 2.5, 261-65; Vin 4.49-53. For a discussion see Fiorner, Women, pp. 126-28. 

15. Vin 4.50. 

16. Vin 4.315. 

17. Vin 4.54-55. 

18. Fiorner, Women, p. 133. 

19. Vin 2.259-60: anujdnami... bhikkhunihi bhikkhuninampatimokkham uddisitabban ti. 

20. Vin 2.258: yathd bhikkhu sikkhanti tathd tesu sikkhapadesu sikkhatha ‘ti. 

21. Vin 2.260: anujdnami... bhikkhunihi bhikkhuninam dpattim patiggahetun ti. 

22. Vin 2.260: anujdnami... bhikkhunihi bhikkhuninam kammam kdtun ti. 

23. Fiorner, Women, p. 137. 

24. The definition of a bhikkhuni is a woman who has been fully ordained by both Sang- 

has. See Vin 3.206, 209, 235, etc. 

25. Vin 4.318-20. 

26. The Mahasanghika text deals at length with a woman’s sikkhamand stage and, while 

it does not differ substantially from the Pali text, it does make more specific the ongo¬ 

ing role of the preceptor from the beginning of renunciation well into the lives 

women have as bhikkhunis. See Fiirakawa, pp. 35—37. 

27. Vin 2.272; Vin 1.44-55. 

28. Vin 2.271-73; Vin 1.71-79. 

29. Vin 1.56; see Vin 2.272-73; Vin 1.94-95. The more detailed Mahasanghika text iden¬ 

tifies fully the officials taking part in the ordination. Since the ordination is a legal act 

(karma) of the Sangha, the proceedings are conducted by a karma master nun (karma- 
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kdraka-bhiksuni). The preceptor is present as sponsor of and advocate for the candi¬ 

date and is the one who, at ordination, provides the requisite five robes and bowl for 

the new nun; the preceptor also has to be legally reinstated, agreeing at this time to 

take on the new nun as her disciple. Of the other officials present, one of the most 

important is the rahonusasandcdryd/rahonusdsaka bhiksuni, or the instructor nun who 

is responsible for finding out if the candidate fulfills all the conditions necessary for 

receiving ordination (in a session conducted by the instructor nun in an open and 

quiet place). Hence this instructor is often called the one who imparts the esoteric 

teaching. This is a departure from the Pali tradition where the questions are asked in 

front of the whole Sangha. 

The Mahasanghika ordination takes place within a small enclosure, which “might 

be either inside or outside of the boundaries of the uposatha-slma” (sima means 

“boundary”). The boundary for ordination is called “the precepts platform or 

upasampada-sima-mandala” (Hirakawa, pp. 34-35), and in it ten nuns, including the 

preceptor, perform the ordination for the candidate with the whole nuns’ order in 

attendance. Hirakawa, pp. 34-35, 50-62. The Mulasarvastivada text, which acts as the 

Vinaya for the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, describes both the ordination of “going 

forth” and full ordination and includes the ritual whereby the candidate first choos¬ 

es a preceptor at the time of admission. See Banerjee, pp. 107-25. 

30. Vin 2.271-74. For the role of the preceptors and other teachers (dcaryas) in the final 

stages of the Mahasanghika ordination, see Hirakawa, pp. 62-76 and, for the 

Mulasarvastivada tradition, see Banerjee, pp. 124-47. 

31. Horner, Women, pp. 143-44. 

32. Vin 4.239-40. 

33. Vin 4.240-42. 

34. Vin 4.249-50. 

35. Vin 2.272; 3.35. 

36. Vin 4.324-25. 

37. Findly, “Women and the arahant Issue.” 

38. T.W. Rhys Davids and Stede, pp. 632-33. 

39. T.W. Rhys Davids and Stede, p. 653. 

40. T.W. Rhys Davids and Stede, p. 397. 

41. Vin 1.44, etc. 

42. Vin 1.56, 57, 60, 62, 80, 83, 94, 95. 

43. Vin 1.102,107,109, no, 127,159,162, 168,169. 

44. Vin 1.239, 254> 2.84, 304. 

45. Vin 1.283; Vin 2.75,167; Vin 3.246-47; Vin 4.50. 

46. Vin 2.18; Vin 3.238, 246; Vin 4.136. 

47. Vin 2.272, 273, 277. 

48. Vin 2.279. 

49. Vin 4.219, 236, 244, 294. 

50. Vin 4.213. 

51. Then. nos. 103,119,126,170,172, 178, 2x1, 363, 404, 449. 
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52. Then. no. 449. 

53. Then. nos. 427, 449. 

54. Then. nos. 427. 

55. Therl. nos. 43, 69. 

56. Findly, “Ananda’s Hindrance.” 

57. Theragatha (Thera.) nos. 46, 59, 195, 249, 250, 251, 789. 

58. Thera, nos. 311, 509, 745, 1019, 1090, 1254. 

59. Theri. nos. 90, 92, 341, 363. 

60. Thera, no. 507; Theri. no. 286. 

61. Findly, “Women and the arahantIssue.” 

62. Vin 2.272. 

63. Digha Nikaya (DN) 3.123-24. 

64. Vin 1.339; Vin 2.16. 

65. Vin 3.199, 238, 243. 

66. Vin 2.98. 

67. Vin 2.16. 

68. Vin 1.108. 

69. Vin 1.187. 

70. Vin 1.304. 

71. Vin 2.220. 

72. Vin 2.224; Vin 4.42-43. 

73. Vin 2.221. 

74. Vin 3.246-48. 

75. Vin 4.244, 330. 

76. Vin 2.274. 

77. Vin 2.257-58. 

78. Vin 2.98. 

79. Vin 1.117. 

80. Horner, Women, p. 281. 

81. DN 2.141. 

82. See Vin 3.119-27. 

83. bbikkhunihi saddhim ativelam samsattbo viharasi. Majjhima Nikaya (MN) 1.123. 

84. Vin 4.20-23. 

85. See Vin 4.51. 

86. AN 4.279-80. 

87. Vin 2.263-65; Vin 4.49-53. 

88. MN 3.270-77. 

89. Vin 4.54-55. 

90. bbikkhun’ovadakanam. AN 1.25. 

91. MN 3.270-77. 

92. Horner, Women, p. 278. 

93. Vin 2.290-92. 

94. Samyutta Nikaya (SN) 5.154-58. 
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95- AN 4.426-28. 

96. AN 5.137-44. 

97. AN 2.144-46. 

98. C.A.F. Rhys Davids, Kindred Sayings 2.145. 

99. SN 2.214-15. 

100. Horner, Women, pp. 238-39, 247. 

101. AN 1.205-15. 

102. AN 3.32-36. 

103. SN 5.396-97. 

104.SN 5.154-55. 

105. SN 4.121-24; see AN 2.144-46. 

106. Vin 4.17-20. 

107. Vin 1.242-43; see Vin 1.15-20. 

108. MN 2.209-13; SN 1.160-61. 

109.SN 2.236. 

no. Vin 2.261. 

in. AN 1.25. 

112. Vin 4.239, 254, 255, 256, 290, 292. 

113. Vin 4.290. bhikkhuni bahussutd hoti bhdnika visdradapatthd dhammakatham katum. 

114. Vin 4.275-76. 

115. AN 1.25. 

116. AN 1.25. 

117. SN 2.236; AN 1.88; AN 2.164. 

118. SN 4.374-80. 

119. AN 1.25. 

120. MN 1.299-305. 

121. AN 1.25; TA 560. 

122. PD 108-17. 

123. Therl. nos. 117-21,125-26,178. 

124. See Findly, “Women and the Practice of Giving.” 

125. Vin 1.291-94. 

126. Vin 1.231-33. 

127. Vin 2.266-67. 

128. Vin 2.258-61. 

129. Vin 4.54-55. 
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ACHAAN RANJUAN: 

Thai Lay Woman as Master Teacher 

Achaan Ranjuan is a Thai woman who became a nun late in life but mastered med¬ 

itation very quickly. She was encouraged to teach early on by her own teacher, Vener¬ 

able Buddhadasa. When I met her, she was teaching a retreatfor a hundred people but 

gave me all her time as if she had nothing else to do. Her eyes radiate an amused kind¬ 

ness, and she seems like the epitome of compassion and attentiveness. Her status is 

ambiguous: she has a shaved head and wears black and ivhite instead of all-white as 

Thai “nuns ” do. Though she says she is more like a lay woman, she seemed to me more 

like a nun. 

Fifteen years ago I went to the northeastern part of Thailand for a weekend. Dri¬ 

ving past a village, my friend told me that nearby there was a very interesting for¬ 

est monastery. I was keen to visit monasteries, so we went. The road was very bad 

and muddy, so it took us a long time to reach the monastery, and we had to stay 

overnight. The abbot was kind, gentle, and very old. That night he gave a Dham- 

ma talk, and listening to him, I woke up. I learned that a good Buddhist has to 

practice to understand the nature of mind, especially the deluded mind. I started 

to meditate to calm the mind. Then I contemplated the three common charac¬ 

teristics of impermanence, suffering, and not-self. 

For a time I was still teaching library science in the university. After five years of 

meditating while working, I became convinced that meditation was the path I 

should take. Everything I should have done, I had done already. I had fulfilled my 

function and duty as a citizen of this society. I felt free, and decided to quit every¬ 

thing to study and practice under Achaan Chah. He was my first master, but I did 

not study under him very long. During my first summer retreat, Achaan Chah 

became sick and paralyzed, and he could not teach anymore. It was eleven years ago, 

and at that time I felt very young on the path, so I decided to find a new master. 

Some friends took me to Wat Suan Mok to meet Venerable Buddhadasa. I thought 

I would try his method for a while. It was quite different, and I wanted to check if 

it worked for me or not. It worked, and I stayed. I liked its practical slant. 

Venerable Buddhadasa emphasized that all of us should have fun in work. We 
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needed to practice Dhamma while working. It was important to be aware all the 

time. We were to develop concentration and wisdom in action instead of just sit¬ 

ting quietly with closed eyes. He insisted that we should practice right in the midst 

of difficulties. Venerable Buddhadasa encouraged me to teach. The first year he left 

me alone to be by myself. When I had some questions, I would go to him, and he 

was very willing to explain anything. Most of the time I would just study and 

meditate. After a year he sent a group of students, teachers, and lay people to me 

to be taught Dhamma. In this first request he just wrote that I should tell them 

what I knew. I complained to him that I did not know much, but he suggested that 

I could tell people just what I knew, no more than that. 

I am an updsika [lay woman]. I have taken eight precepts like the mae chis. The 

only difference is the black skirt that I wear with the white top. Why don’t I ordain 

as a mae chP. When I was still working and began to be interested in the Dham¬ 

ma, I went to a woman teacher who was blind due to cataracts, and she dressed like 

this. She was not a nun formally, but her behavior, the way she practiced, was the 

same as a good nun. I decided that if I were to take up this kind of life, I would 

dress like her. I do not care for the form or the uniform. To ordain in the heart is 

what is important. This is convenient. I just shave my head and wear black and 

white (mae chis wear all white). 

I do not have any special feeling about the position of nuns in Thailand. 

Many Westerners and Thai women reporters ask me about this. When we come 

to this life, we want to cultivate the mind to lessen greed, anger, and delusion. 

If we ask for this or that, we are leaning towards increasing these delusions. This 

is not the aim of Dhamma practice. If everybody tried to cultivate mindfulness 

and relinquish all defilements, there would be no problems. We could live 

together harmoniously. People who ask about this generally do not feel happy 

about my answer. 

It might be true in some ways that it is more difficult for a Thai woman than a 

man, financially and educationally, to be a monastic. The problem might originate 

in the way of teaching Dhamma and Buddhism in this country. If the essence of 

Buddhism were taught directly, there would be no problems for nuns or monks, 

no need to feel superior or inferior. Some women might think they have less oppor¬ 

tunity because they expect something out of leading the monastic life, but if they 

come without expectation and just learn to meditate, I do not think there is any 

problem at all. 

In Achaan Chaffs monastery there are more than sixty nuns. Not all of them 

are educated, and he tried to help them because he had a lot of sympathy for those 

who have fewer opportunities in society. His idea was for them to stay in a 

monastery to learn to meditate and to learn to help themselves by developing a 

pure heart and benefiting others. 
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For me, to be an upasikd means to be an ordained person. I do not see any 

difference between being an upasikd or a nun. To be ordained helps me to be 

aware. Away from the place I call home, away from the people whom I call rel¬ 

atives, away from work or the worldly life, I have more free time to practice and 

study the Dharma. 

Compiled by Martine Batchelor 
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PATTERNS OF RENUNCIATION: 

The Changing World of Burmese Nuns 

Hiroko Kawanami 

Burmese nuns are the most numerous among nuns in the Theravada Buddhist 

world.1 Although they have not been ordained and their official religious status 

remains ambiguous, they have initiated many changes in their own lives and pro¬ 

duced a remarkable network of scholarly nuns in the last hundred years. Now they 

pride themselves on their high standards of Buddhist learning, and attract student 

nuns from many countries abroad. In this chapter I explore how the improve¬ 

ments in their religious standing were brought about by their single-minded deter¬ 

mination and yearning for spiritual progress. It is important to acknowledge that 

their most urgent task is not to seek a religious status equal to the monks, but to 

enhance the standards of their religious education, maintain their influence in the 

monastic community, and achieve social recognition and respect. I also examine 

the significance of renunciation for Buddhist women whose patterns may be var¬ 

ied, but who all aspire to improve their present spiritual position. 

Virgin Nuns and the Elevation of Female Scholarship in Myanmar 

In general, Buddhist nuns in Myanmar are classified into two categories accord¬ 

ing to their previous marital status. The first category comprises those who have 

become nuns while young and unmarried and, thus, sexually inexperienced. They 

are trained to become professional nuns by vocation. The other comprises those 

who were previously married or widowed, or who have left their homes to become 

nuns through changes of lifestyle. The former are referred to as ngebyu, meaning 

“ones who are young and pure,” and the latter are known as tawdwet, “ones who 

have left for the forest.” Ngebyu monks and nuns are generally regarded as spiri¬ 

tually more accomplished than thwdwet renunciants and occupy more significant 

positions in the monastic hierarchy. Having joined the order earlier in their life¬ 

time than thwdwet nuns, virgin nuns are more educated in the Buddhist scriptures 
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and hence command greater respect from the lay congregation. In fact, almost all 

monk scholars and nun teachers and those who have influential positions in offi¬ 

cial religious committees are in the former category. The primary mark of the 

tawdwet nuns is that they spend much of their time in meditation. 

In Burmese society today, becoming a nun is increasingly seen as an opportu¬ 

nity for village girls to acquire an education and a religious career. In this context, 

the importance of virginity in the training of the nuns has assumed renewed 

significance because of the purity and single-minded commitment it symbolizes. 

Many nunnery schools with good reputations and high educational standards 

require virginity as one condition for admission. However, meditation centers, 

which are occupied by older nuns as well as by the laity who come for weekend 

retreats, are not concerned about such criteria. Here we observe the difference in 

status between those who study (for whom virginity means additional spiritual 

value) and those who meditate. 

As an indication of this, scholarly nuns generally receive far more donations 

and are well looked after by their lay donors, compared to the meditating nuns, 

who generally suffer from a lack of patronage. As a result, a wide gap has developed 

between the standing of the two groups in the monastic community. This trend 

was set in the post-war period when nuns increasingly started to show their apti¬ 

tude in Buddhist education, passing the state exams with high marks and winning 

the admiration of the lay society. Ninety percent of these cases were virgin nuns, 

the fact of which helped gradually to replace the prevalent negative images of nuns. 

As King states, “traditionally, most religions have excluded women from 

advanced learning and teaching.”2 In the recent history of Buddhist nuns, however, 

religious education has become significantly more important as nuns hope to 

enhance their social and religious status. To confirm this, the data I collected in 

the last decade in Myanmar suggest there is a strong correlation between the ten¬ 

dency for younger girls (between the age of twelve and sixteen) to aspire to become 

nuns and the rising standards of the nuns’ education. After completing the com¬ 

pulsory education offered in state schools, many young girls perceive nunhood as 

a valid and appealing option, as a meaningful career that will provide them with 

an alternative to a life of reproduction and domesticity. 

One such woman is Daw Malayi (1880—1984), who was born in Nyaundon dis¬ 

trict in Lower Myanmar into a wealthy and religious family. Her family grew 

wealthy through buying paddy fields and investing in the rice, oil, and salt trades, 

and was very religious—spending the annual Buddhist Lent taking the precepts, 

abstaining from business transactions, and going on pilgrimages. 

From an early age, Daw Malayi was interested in the life story of the Buddha 

and wanted to learn his teachings. She was also attracted to the idea of becoming 

a nun, but her father discouraged her by saying that nuns were so poor that they 
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had nothing to eat but rice and salt. By the time she reached the fourth standard 

in school at the age of twelve, Daw Malayi’s family had accumulated a fair amount 

of wealth, and her father had became increasingly active as a patron to the monks. 

Being a sensitive teenager, she often thought about death and hell, and became 

more and more convinced that the only future for her lay in becoming a nun. 

Hearing this, her family objected firmly by telling her that a girl from a good fam¬ 

ily did not lead the life of “a beggar.” Daw Malayi remained adamant and went to 

study Buddhist philosophy under a learned monk who was visiting the village. 

During this time, she became friendly with the nuns who accompanied him; 

she even went to stay with them for many nights to show her parents how strong¬ 

ly she felt. In spite of all kinds of threat and cajolery by her family and relatives, 

Daw Malayi did not falter in her determination. When a relative of theirs who 

was a monk told her parents that it was bad kamma for them to keep obstruct¬ 

ing their daughter from acquiring spiritual merit, they finally relented and gave 

her their consent. She became a nun at the age of seventeen, accompanied by her 

younger sister. 

Obstacles remained for Daw Malayi, however, even after becoming a nun. One 

of her major motives in becoming a nun was to study the Buddhist scriptures, but 

there were few monks at that time who were open-minded enough to give tuition 

to the nuns. She searched more widely for sympathetic monks, and finally found 

a learned ex-monk who was willing to help. Htayanga Hsaya-gyi had been a 

respected scholar monk, but he had disrobed due to political problems following 

the deposal of King Thibaw in 1885. Daw Malayi and her sister went to live tem¬ 

porarily in a remote village where the former monk had settled to receive his 

tuition. When they set up their own nunnery, they invited him to come and stay 

in Sagaing. He taught them, and other nuns, and many of these nuns later went 

on to become important nun teachers. Due to his contribution, this former monk 

later came to be known as “the father of nuns’ education.” Daw Malayi’s nunnery, 

Thameikdaw Gyaung, was officially founded in 1911. She imposed discipline and 

diligence on her students. Many students from her nunnery sat for the government 

Buddhist exams and passed with distinction, increasing the reputation of her nun¬ 

nery. Her branch nunneries have spread all over the country, playing a central role 

in nuns’ education in Myanmar. 

Another example of the academically minded nun is the celebrated Daw Dama- 

sari (1878-1971). She was born into a middle-class merchant’s family in Mandalay, 

Upper Myanmar, in the late nineteenth century. After being educated up to the 

compulsory fourth standard, she entered the family trade and became trained as a 

silk merchant. She was “fair, had a good figure, and became one of the most pop¬ 

ular vendor maids among the silk stalls at Mandalay Zeigyo market at that time.”3 

Her family was very religious and used to visit the monastery regularly, so Daw 
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Damasari acquired a basic understanding of Buddhism quite early in her child¬ 

hood. She learned the prayers, observed abstinence on holy days, and went to lis¬ 

ten to monks’ sermons. She was comfortably well-off, but subsequently became 

bored with her mundane business dealings. She dreamed of becoming a nun, but 

when she told her family about her decision, everyone was appalled. Her brother 

said he would rather die than be referred to as a brother of a Buddhist nun.4 When 

she was sixteen, Daw Damasari’s desire became so strong that she could bear it no 

longer. So, she took drastic measures: she cut off her hair and ran away from home 

with a close friend. The two went to hide in a nunnery in Mingun where her 

friend’s mother-in-law lived as a nun. She was found by her angry parents, but 

refused to go home. The nunnery, however, refused to grant her permission to stay 

as it had received threats from her angry father, who declared that he would take 

whomever made his daughter a nun to court.5 It took another year of negotiation 

between her parents and the nunnery before consent was given. Thus, when she 

became seventeen, Daw Damasari’s parents, realizing how firm her decision was, 

finally consented, and she officially became initiated as a nun in Mingun. Later, 

she became one of the most learned nun-scholars of the twentieth century, being 

highly respected for her standards of scholarship even by the senior monks. 

This respect was not always evident, however, for Daw Damasari was once asked 

by the Rice Distribution Association in Mandalay to conduct a ceremony. When 

this was announced to the community, there was an uproar of opposition. The dis¬ 

approval did not come from the learned monks with whom she closely associated, 

however, but mostly from the lay devotees and ordinary monks. They disapproved 

of her role at the ceremony on the grounds, first, that it would not be acceptable 

to place a nun higher than the monks, who would be sitting on the floor, and sec¬ 

ond, that it would not be acceptable to seat a woman on the golden seat, which 

was traditionally reserved for kings and principal monks, and third, that a woman 

sitting on the golden seat would anger the ancestral spirits. Eventually, however, 

Daw Damasari decided not to cause any offense and declined their offer. 

Motives for Becoming a Nun in Myanmar 

It may generally be assumed that nuns are women from poor and disadvantaged 

backgrounds; however, Burmese nuns traditionally come from families of all walks 

of life. In practice, nuns have to rely on the material support of their families early 

on in their career since it is difficult to find a sufficient number of lay donors to 

support them, and most poor families simply cannot afford to sustain a non-pro¬ 

ductive member. On the other hand, Burmese parents tend to discourage their 

daughters from becoming nuns since, compared to a monk who has a fair chance 

of moving upwards on the social scale, joining the nunnery does not guarantee 
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a nun security or prestige. It is more likely that she will confront hardship and dis¬ 

crimination in society; within the nunnery, moreover, she will find it harder to suc¬ 

ceed in the hierarchy of the monastic institution itself unless she has the 

determination and commitment to persevere. When asked why they have become 

Buddhist nuns, women monastics usually have a standard answer: “In order to 

accumulate spiritual merit.” This may be an appropriate religious answer, but 

it allows them to disguise the real motives, which may be private and delicate 

in nature. 

The most common motivations for women becoming nuns are the experiences 

of suffering preached about by Buddhism: ill health, old age, and the death of 

close family members. Grief and frustration over social or economic misfortune can 

also bring the realization of dukkha “suffering” and can, likewise, be a direct or 

indirect incentive to renunciation. A few women I interviewed said that they 

became nuns in order to avoid being forced into an arranged marriage by their par¬ 

ents. The notion of marriage elicits strong reactions among Burmese women, who 

perceive it as an obligatory undertaking requiring much mental and physical 

strength. In a country where infant mortality is high and contraceptives expensive, 

marriage for women may imply frequent pregnancies, painful childbirth, infant 

deaths, and the burden of raising many children. They also talk about philan¬ 

dering husbands, bad relationships with mothers-in-law, exhaustion, illnesses, 

and becoming confined to the family arena with no time for their own spiritual 

development. Thus, bolstered by Buddhist ideology, which teaches that repro¬ 

duction is the beginning of samsdra and the perpetuation of suffering on into the 

next generation, fear of marriage has become a strong underlying motive for many 

teenage girls. 

One nun I interviewed, Daw P. (b. 1952), said she had been scared of getting mar¬ 

ried from a very young age, as she had heard many horrible stories about it. She 

heard that husbands beat their wives, drink, and are not faithful. She also didn’t 

want to become pregnant because she had seen how terribly painful childbirth was 

when she held her sister’s knees in the middle of a difficult labor at home. She was 

so shaken to see her sister screaming out in pain that she made up her mind on the 

spot to become a nun. She had also seen her uncle cry out in agony due to kidney 

stones. This was enough to confirm her decision. When she was seventeen, her 

father died, so it was finally possible for her to leave home and become a nun. 

In recent years, an increasing number of nuns are joining the order for a reason 

that was relatively unknown in the past, that is, to join their relatives already estab¬ 

lished in the Buddhist community. This tendency has become more prevalent in 

the last twenty years as government restrictions and regulations governing entrance 

into the monastic community have become increasingly rigid in order to keep 

insurgents and anti-government elements out. It is easier for those who already 
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have contacts in the monastic community to obtain relevant documents and ref¬ 

erence letters required for entry. Moreover, due to the unstable political situation 

in recent years, people are generally more wary of accepting complete strangers. 

More than a quarter of those who recently entered monastic communities may 

have used the reason of joining their kin to enter, though prior to the 1980s this 

proportion was much smaller. 

Another tendency, also more popular in the last twenty years, is the rising num¬ 

ber of girls who enter the nunnery temporarily. They spend a certain amount of 

time in the nunnery as designated by their vows, and then go back to secular life 

after fulfilling their promise. This trend is, interestingly, an urban phenomenon 

that was uncommon in the past. Interviews with temporary nuns indicate that 

some of them have taken the precepts for a specific reason, for example, to recov¬ 

er from illness, to pass exams, to regain their husbands from a mistress, or to recov¬ 

er from financial problems. Others have become temporary nuns to accumulate 

spiritual merit or to learn the Buddhist prayers, or simply because “my friends 

have done it too.” Some girls become temporary nuns not only for their own sake 

but also to accumulate merit on behalf of their parents. Furthermore, many tem¬ 

porary nuns, who are usually girls from middle-class educated families, have spo¬ 

ken about their admiration for professional nuns who do well in the Buddhist 

exams. Learned nuns in their colorful pink robes seem to have caught the imagi¬ 

nation of the urban population, providing the younger generation of girls with a 

new type of role model. This, in itself, indicates the changing position of Buddhist 

nuns in Burmese society today. 

Old Women, Widows, and Social Prejudice 

It was more common in the past for older women to become nuns in Myanmar. 

These were women who had left their domestic roles as wives and mothers in order 

to spend their remaining lives in solitude and quiet retrospection. Since a woman’s 

management of the household and any spiritual development she might aspire to 

were considered to be incompatible, leaving home implied her actual retirement 

from domestic duties and the delegation of any authority she had to her daughter 

or daughter-in-law. 

We also need to note that traditional renunciation for women was not always 

based on personal aspiration and private faith. Unattached women such as virgins 

and widows were a social liability and, in most cases, it was family pressure that 

encouraged a young widow to shave off her hair and retire into an ascetic life lest 

she attract men and bring disgrace upon a family’s honor. It may have been that, 

traditionally, widows found solace as nuns, for otherwise their status was practi¬ 

cally one of “social death.” This is very different from the present-day situation of 
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Burmese nuns, who are actively involved in society and are becoming more and 

more indispensable in the monastic community. 

A well-known Burmese proverb states, “Buddhist nuns are those women whose 

sons are dead, who are widowed, bankrupt, in debt, and broken-hearted.” These 

stereotypes depict women who have left their ordinary, secular roles as those who 

are either disgraced or have some reproachable quality. Careful observation of 

social reality, nevertheless, shows that such images are not based on current facts, 

and do not coincide with the actual life of contemporary nuns. Furthermore, tak¬ 

ing sanctuary as a nun does not necessarily guarantee a woman a quiet retreat 

where she can escape her problems or retire peacefully in old age. Once a woman 

becomes a nun, the expectations placed upon her and the actual roles she is 

required to play in the monastic community are demanding and strenuous. So, 

unless she considers it a full-time commitment, it is difficult to live as a nun. More¬ 

over, since there is no stigma attached to those who leave the order, a nun can leave 

at any time and go back to her previous life. In most instances, those who have 

become a nun in order to escape their problems do not stay for more than a few 

months at most. Therefore, as the social and religious positions of nuns rise in 

contemporary times, nunhood has become equated less and less with lonely wid¬ 

owhood and dysfunctionality, and more and more with fulfilling personal poten¬ 

tials and making active contributions to society. 

Daw Z., in her later forties, and her thirty-year-old daughter Ma K. are two 

nuns who exemplify the distinction between generationally different monastic 

adepts. The mother, Daw Z., became a nun when she was twenty-seven years old, 

taking her young daughter with her after having confronted the hardships and 

miseries of a householder life. She had been very religious, and became a nun in a 

Buddhist community near the ancient capital of Mandalay. Daw Z. first lived with 

an old nun friend who took her and her young daughter into her home. Howev¬ 

er, Daw Z. was ambitious for the future of her daughter and wanted her to receive 

a good education in Buddhist scriptures. In order to do this, she affiliated her 

daughter with a nunnery in Rangoon, famous for its teachers and the academic 

results of its students in the state Buddhist exams. Entry into the school at this nun¬ 

nery was strictly limited to virgins, which permitted only her daughter to join. 

Wanting the best for her daughter, the mother nun sent her daughter to this nun¬ 

nery school, but she was not able to continue to live with her. However, the daugh¬ 

ter’s health was often poor, and the mother became extremely concerned. She 

pleaded with the head nun of the nunnery school to allow her to stay and look after 

her daughter until she regained health. Although this was against regulations, the 

mother was allowed to stay with her daughter, since Ma K. was a very bright stu¬ 

dent and the teachers didn’t want to lose her. 

The mother nun then took on various responsibilities around the complex, 
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helping to run the nunnery administration and look after the medical dispensary. 

She didn’t neglect her studies, however, and having memorized Buddhist scriptures 

at night while her daughter slept, she successfully sat for the state exams. In spite 

of the rules, Daw Z. stayed at the nunnery school for the next twenty years. The 

mother nun would occasionally mention that she felt embarrassed for once being 

married, but she was treated by all there as an exception. In time, she made her¬ 

self indispensable to the running of the nunnery, and she was especially welcome 

since her daughter continued to be recognized as an outstanding student. However, 

when the daughter passed the final level of state exams and was awarded the title 

of Dhammasariyd (“teacher of the Dhamma”), the mother nun finally decided to 

leave. Her daughter’s qualification allowed them to branch out and start their own 

nunnery school. Currently, they have been donated a plot of land and are in the 

process of starting their own nunnery school. When asked about her new nunnery’s 

entry qualifications, the mother nun says that she only wants to accept young 

girls who are ngebyu because they are easier to discipline. She says, “Their brains 

are still young and fresh” and they have a better chance of becoming trained as 

vocational nuns. 

Religious Roles for Nuns in Myanmar 

Certain religious roles and functions have traditionally been closed to women. 

Officiating at a public ceremony is one of them. It is taken for granted that monks 

officiate at religious ceremonies because of their superior religious status in the 

Sangha. However, it is not technically impossible for a nun to officiate at a cere¬ 

mony, such as one that involves the giving out of the five and eight precepts and 

the recitation of major prayers. It is conceded that those who keep a large number 

of precepts are able to confer precepts on those who keep fewer precepts, but it is 

not socially acceptable for a nun to take up such a significant religious role that puts 

her in so public a domain. In theory, the problem does not concern the ability of 

the officiant, but her religious status and qualifications. 

I have witnessed, for example, a young male novice who observes ten precepts 

officiate and confer the five precepts upon a lay congregation. If such a procedure 

is acceptable, then it should be possible for a nun who observes eight precepts to 

perform the same role. However, because the issue concerns social approval for 

granting religious authority to women, its acceptance depends on whether the 

monks, the laity, and even the nuns themselves are willing to abide by such a 

precedent. When asked, Burmese people expressed apprehension about allowing 

important ceremonies to be handled by nuns who observe only eight precepts. 

Monks displayed obvious displeasure at such a suggestion, and nuns themselves 

seemed rather hesitant about such a possibility, although among them were very 
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competent ritual specialists who were equipped with knowledge in regard to every 

ritual procedure. 

Preaching is another area of religious importance that is exclusively monopolized 

by monks in contemporary Myanmar. In spite of the presence of famous female 

preachers in ancient Buddhism,6 Burmese nuns have not continued this legacy. In 

a country where mass media are not highly developed, preaching is a powerful 

method of communication, and eloquent preachers attract thousands of devotees 

far and wide. There are even monk preachers who are more popular than film 

stars or politicians, for example, and they are often feared for their ability to easi¬ 

ly mobilize the populace. Buddhist nuns seem to be obstructed from preaching 

because of social pressure, and incidents of them preaching in public are rare. In 

Sri Lanka, however, it is reported that there are many nuns who are acknowledged 

preachers, and an increasing numbers of nuns in many places have taken up the 

role of public speaking.7 

In practice, Burmese nuns do preach and teach people about Buddhist ideas 

and philosophy, but mostly in informal and private settings. They preach inside 

nunneries, for example, as well as in peoples’ houses. They preach to villagers 

whenever they visit for alms and, as a consequence of these Dhamma talks, village 

girls are persuaded to join the nunnery. Nun preachers also visit prisons and preach 

to female inmates or go to hospitals to console the patients, but these are limited 

activities performed in restricted circumstances. Learned nuns are experienced at 

public speaking since oration is part of their education and, being enthusiastic 

audiences at the monks’ sermons, they usually have a good number of Buddhist 

anecdotes in their repertoires. 

However, most of my learned nun informants visibly shrank from the idea of 

preaching in public. They were worried about what their prospective donors would 

think and what their public image might be. Some said, “Nuns should be modest 

and reserved. It is bad to do things that are too bold, such as preaching in public.” 

Others said, “It is the role of monks to preach, not nuns.” They anticipated that 

audiences would not like them to talk in public; besides, they explained there was 

no tradition for them to preach. Daw Yusanda, however, one of the few to break 

out of the customary pattern, preaches regularly during the rain retreat (July to 

October) at one of the most important pagodas in Rangoon. Most of her themes 

concern ethics and moral behavior for Buddhist women, and for that reason she 

may be tolerated. Nevertheless, it still requires much courage on the part of nuns 

to break out of the traditional mold and to have the confidence to speak out in 

public at all. In this context, it is significant that Daw Yusanda has set such a 

precedent. 

Daw Yusanda was born in 1943 in a small village in Pandaong township. She 

accompanied her renunciant mother into the nunnery and became a nun herself 
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at the age of seven. She received a formal Buddhist education at Daw Nyanasari’s 

nunnery school in Rangoon and passed the state Buddhist exams up to the fourth 

level. When I met her, she had passed two subjects of the Dhammasariya exam and 

was studying for the third. She was also a keen meditator and had been practicing 

meditation for six years. Influenced by a senior monk who taught her how to deliv¬ 

er sermons, she started preaching at the main Shweidagon pagoda in 1976 on every 

full and new moon day during the Buddhist Lent. She also traveled around the 

country delivering sermons and preaching in a variety of public venues. Her top¬ 

ics concerned the social behavior of women, the moral deterioration of society, and 

other ethical and religious topics. Today, she continues to administer and teach at 

her nunnery school in Rangoon, which has more than sixty students and five 

teacher-nuns. In spite of general worries on the part of the nuns for their director, 

Daw Yusanda has been fairly well accepted by the general public, and a large audi¬ 

ence, composed mostly of women, goes to listen to her sermons. Daw Yusanda 

manifests confidence and humor, and is beautifully eloquent. Her popularity 

derives, in part, from her sermon topics, which support the traditional values and 

morality of Buddhist women; in this way neither the general audience nor the 

monks are threatened by her presence. She is not a radical or a liberal but, on the 

contrary, is a suitable conveyer of conservative values as transmitted to lay women. 

And this task is clearly regarded as more easily done by a nun than by a monk. 

Finally, one of the essential religious roles expected of monks in Myanmar is to 

chant magical prayers called paritta. Traditionally, people invite monks to their 

homes on special occasions to chant one or two of the eleven paritta believed to 

bring them protection from evil spirits. Such ritual chantings are conducted for 

newborn babies at the time of childbirth, or at a son’s initiation ceremony. Other 

occasions for recitation are certain life crises and life transitions such as at weddings, 

funerals, and serious illnesses or injuries, as well as during the Burmese New Year 

in April. These days, nuns are increasingly invited to peoples’ homes to chant 

paritta prayers because of the growing reputation of their beautiful recitation and 

their increasingly strong voices. They are also popular for their accessibility and 

friendly, easy manners. Nuns are invited to Buddhist functions such as funerals and 

boys’ initiations to assist and complement the monks. Their presence as ritual spe¬ 

cialists has come to be acknowledged and supported because of their intricate 

knowledge of the details of all manner of ceremonial procedure. Moreover, they 

give practical advice to lay donors on such things as how to conduct a ceremony 

according to the donor’s budget, what to buy and prepare, which monks to invite, 

and how to address them. In such roles they have come to be indispensable for the 

lay donors who no longer have the expertise traditionally associated with village 

elders. These events and religious occasions also provide the nuns with important 

donation income, which is essential for their daily upkeep. 
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Buddhist Precepts and the Position of Women in Myanmar 

Since Burmese nuns observe only eight precepts, they are not subject to, for exam¬ 

ple, prohibitions against cash transactions. In contrast, however, monks and 

novices have achieved a state of detachment in this regard, the result of tradition¬ 

al canonical rules and regulations prohibiting them from handling money. Nuns, 

who often find themselves in a position to handle money on behalf of the monks, 

are routinely needed as treasurers or caretakers of monastery administrations. In 

recent times, nevertheless, more nuns have aspired to ten-precept status, which 

allows them renunciation of money. This position is regarded as akin to that of 

novice monks, and would allow them to spend more time on meditation and their 

spiritual development. 

Some nuns have attempted to become part-time ten-precept observers—on 

abstinence days or even for half-days in the afternoons. They often combine this 

state of tranquil purity with vegetarianism or eating one meal a day in order to fur¬ 

ther enhance their perceived religious position. The move towards a purer, more 

enhanced practice of Buddhist precepts, although still within the limited confines 

of their current religious setting, reveals the strong aspiration on the part of nuns 

for whatever higher spiritual life is available to them. Burmese nuns may consid¬ 

er it infeasible to become a bhikkhuni under present circumstances, but even with¬ 

out the security of such religious status, their yearning for higher spirituality has 

never been thwarted. Becoming a ten-precept observer provides them with an ideal 

environment to concentrate fully on their own spiritual progress. 

There are several nuns who observe the ten precept rules in Myanmar. Daw 

N. is one of them. For a scholarly nun, she became a nun fairly late—after grad¬ 

uating from Rangoon University—although previously she had been very reli¬ 

gious and had meditated during the holidays for many years. She was determined 

to become a nun, but her family was very much against it. Her father was very 

angry at first, but because of her determination he gave her his consent on the 

condition that she not go out on alms-round. He was a very wealthy gold mer¬ 

chant and, in order to provide her with a comfortable lifestyle as a nun, he decid¬ 

ed to give her full material backing. Her mother and six brothers and sisters also 

gave her much support, and, because of their efforts, she was able to take her 

vocation very seriously, studying the Buddhist scriptures earnestly and passing 

all the state exams with high marks. By the time she completed her studies and 

became qualified as a Buddhist teacher, her scholarly reputation was well estab¬ 

lished. She became known as a skilled meditator, and her reputation was fur¬ 

ther enhanced when she became known as a rare ten-precept nun who did not 

receive any cash from her donors. People spoke of her good kamma to have 

such a wealthy and supportive family. Ironically, her reputation of purity and 
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detachment intensified the fervor of donors wanting to give to her through her 

lay assistants. 

As noted, however, in order to become and stay a ten-precept nun, a nun must 

have either a wealthy family background, or a highly successful academic career so 

as to be able to attract numerous benefactors who can give her solid financial back¬ 

ing. It may be paradoxical, but in order to maintain the position of detachment 

suitable to following the ten precepts, a nun must have sufficient resources and sta¬ 

ble material support to be able to afford the luxury of this high status. Such a nun 

must also have a reliable secretary or a nun-assistant to attend to her daily needs, 

especially when money is donated. But nuns of such high status are rarely in a 

position to be looked after as much as monks are, since they usually cannot attract 

sufficient attention from the laity to be attended to on a full-time basis. Further¬ 

more, such nuns themselves frequently act as financial and treasury assistants to 

ten-precept monks, and having assistants of their own would be an odd fit in nor¬ 

mative Burmese monastic structure. 

In contemporary Myanmar, there is another useful category for women who 

wish to leave the householder’s life without becoming fully committed to a life as 

a monastic, and that is to become a yogi. The position of yogi is normally for a lay 

practitioner, male or female, who observes the eight precepts and practices medita¬ 

tion in a religious compound, a meditation center, or a monastery or nunnery, for 

a temporary or semi-temporary period. Becoming a yogi provides one with a quiet 

religious life that affords more time and freedom to concentrate on personal spiri¬ 

tual advancement. Old women in Burma who become freed from their responsi¬ 

bilities as mothers and wives generally choose to spend their time as yogis rather than 

become nuns. In this respect, the old stereotype of Buddhist nuns being “widowed 

old ladies” is less and less based on fact. The appeal of the yogi lifestyle is due, 

firstly, to the fact that, as the educational standards of nuns continue to rise, being 

a nun is increasingly regarded as a “professional” religious career, something older 

women may be less inclined to pursue. It is due, secondly, to the difficulty women 

have in deciding to renounce fully so late in their lives, and to adapt to the lifestyle 

of full-time alms-women. Thirdly, some of the older yogis find fasting in the after¬ 

noon strenuous, as they cannot consume the large amounts of food in the morn¬ 

ing that professional nuns are used to consuming from an early age. And finally, 

being a yogi allows a woman to maintain her normal relationships with her family 

and, at the same time, gives her a pretext to stay away from family conflicts, as she 

routinely moves between meditation centers and home, meditating for certain peri¬ 

ods of time and then returning home to rest. Theoretically, the religious status of 

a yogi is equivalent to that of a nun who observes the same eight precepts, for exam¬ 

ple, refraining from sex, food after midday, and worldly pleasures and secular mat¬ 

ters. Nuns, however, regard yogis as mere lay women, not as proper renouncers 

170 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



like themselves, since “yogis are still attached to their hair.” Nuns regard the hair as 

an important symbolic demarcation between themselves and yogis, between those 

who are true members of the monastic community and those who are not. Having 

said that, many monasteries and nunneries accommodate old and infirm parents of 

monks and nuns who live as yogis. Nuns also acknowledge that this provides a lee¬ 

way for those who cannot endure in old age the rigorous religious commitment 

expected of mendicants. The yogis expressed a totally different point of view. The 

majority of those interviewed said that they never considered becoming a nun 

because the business of a nun’s life detracted from the time and energy needed for 

meditation and spiritual training. From their point of view, nuns were too occupied 

with cooking and looking after the monks and monastic community, and, as a con¬ 

sequence, neglected their own spiritual growth. One yogi said she never considered 

becoming a nun because she enjoyed her financial independence and wanted to 

keep her resources in order to be able to give to the monks. In fact, this notion of 

becoming materially dependent upon others seems to have ultimately discouraged 

many yogis from becoming nuns. 

In spite of these positions, however, the majority admitted that the religious 

position of a nun is spiritually higher than that of a yogi. Perhaps it can be said that 

the distinction between yogis and nuns was less clear in the past, but as the reli¬ 

gious importance, ritual skills, and educational standards of nuns have become 

more appreciated today, differences in motives and lifestyle have become increas¬ 

ingly emphasized. 
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AN AMERICAN ZEN TEACHER 

Trudy Goodman 

A priest is chosen by a bureaucracy in a dominant city, but a mystic, 

a shaman, is chosen by spirits in the wilderness. 

William Irwin Thompson, Annals, vol. XV, no. 2,1997 

I was “made” a teacher by the experiences of my life each time life pulled me 

toward an initiation into the mystery of who we really are. Several powerful expe¬ 

riences occurred before I ever practiced the way or Dharma. I figured everyone was 

like this and never spoke of it. Yet I began to seek a teacher and a path to follow, 

a path that would express and reveal the truth and show me how to live from a 

truthful place. For me, the fact that these experiences happened in the course of 

ordinary embodied mother-life—conception, childbirth, tending a critically ill lit¬ 

tle daughter—gave me great reverence, huge awe, for being female, for female 

being. This is my understanding of feminism. 

I also learned trust in our ever-present buddha nature, the unborn, the innate 

great perfection. For I did nothing to induce or deserve what was revealed. We see 

simply because it is so. My life and teaching are informed by these two things: an 

immense love for life in female form as well as male, and knowledge that this 

sacred, mystical life is already here. 

My first conscious sense of clear, bright awareness came as a very young woman, 

moments after the conception of my daughter. My mind and the whole world fell 

silent. Luminous presence glowed through everything, with a peace I had never 

known before. I lay wide awake, present, open, complete, knowing without know¬ 

ing anything, while my young husband slept soundly. Nine months later, giving 

birth at twenty-one, I labored in a white-tiled hospital room, alone and unprepared 

for the immensity and intensity of giving birth. As the tiles turned blue at twilight, 

my suffering and fear suddenly gave way to a great amazement, my awareness 

merging with all women, all female creatures, birthing, being born this way—a 

beginningless, endless chain of beings, infinite, universal life in all directions, past, 

present, future. And I was no longer separate, or alone. 

A couple of years later I was living overseas. My little two-and-a-half-year-old 
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girl lay in a coma between life and death for a week, followed by months of 

uncertainty in the hospital. Standing behind a glass door during one emergency, 

while six doctors and nurses worked to save her life, I saw god. And god was all of 

us, in the form of this living moment, this place, this very activity of pure, empty 

compassion. 

Buddhist meditation practices offered a way to let go and make room for these 

moments of presence, of grace. These early experiences cultivated faith and respect 

for the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha. By consciously, mindfully offering 

the heart of attention to what actually is, trust and confidence in our power of pres¬ 

ence grows, as does gratitude for the teachings and teachers that recognize and 

point the way. This is my refuge. 

There is a longing in each one of us to turn to another to find answers in our life. 

Many of us women have been specially conditioned to the old tropism of a female 

sunflower facing east towards a male sun. One recent summer I saw that sunflowers 

do in fact turn east, and then bloom, and go to seed still facing the sunrise. This 

turning shapes my own relationship to authority, to teachers and students. As 

experienced women practitioners and teachers, we express inner authority by work¬ 

ing to change the ways of power and leadership in the Buddhist world; we sit and 

stand and walk at each other’s backs, offering support and solidarity. 

The reticence I battle within myself about assuming a leadership role may be 

rooted in simple unfamiliarity or in old self-doubts. It is not a bad thing, this ret¬ 

icence. It brings more level communication and dialogue, more circles and coun¬ 

cils. There is more truth-telling of the kind girls are bolder at. I try to find a balance 

in my own work between wise voicing of truth, of inner authority, and genuine 

openness, unapologetic, strong vulnerability. This combination feels like an 

authentic female voice. As women we need to feel our own power and mastery, not 

power over something, but the surge of trust and confidence in our own inner 

authority, in the wisdom of practice and experience. We also need to acknowledge 

our particularly female vulnerability, in sexuality, in mothering, and in aging. I cel¬ 

ebrate women’s lives and perceptions so that we can inhabit our rightful place as 

leaders, as buddhas and bodhisattvas in the practice lineages of our traditions. And 

if any of those lineages are not able to include and accept the particularly female 

expression of life, then we need to find a way to work outside of such structures 

while respecting and protecting the essence, the core of the spiritual practice. 

AN AMERICAN ZEN TEACHER 173 



. 



TEACHING LINEAGES AND LAND: 

Renunciation and Domestication 

Among Buddhist Nuns in Sri Lanka1 

Nirmala S. Salgado 

Introduction 

The tension between Buddhist monasticism’s ascetic ideal of “renunciation” and 

its practical accommodation with the world or “domestication”2 has been explored 

in both ancient and more contemporary monastic contexts.3 Most studies of this 

tension in Buddhism, however, have centered on male monastics.4 While recent 

investigations of Buddhist nuns have focused on how renunciation factors in the 

lifestyles of Buddhist women,5 these studies do not fully explore the concomitant 

process of routinization and domestication whose dynamics can radically redefine 

the lives of female renouncers. 

As evidenced in these studies, female renunciants in the Theravada Buddhist tra¬ 

dition, unlike their male counterparts, rarely own the land on which they live. 

This lack of land entitlement reflects a necessarily transient lifestyle—there is the 

soteriological notion that land ownership represents an expendable attachment 

and encumbrance to the pursuit of the renunciant life—but is also attributable to 

a reluctance of women to own land. The nuns’ hesitation to own land might be 

traced to the fact that women in Sri Lanka are generally not accustomed to doing 

so. Further, as I will demonstrate, the attitude of nuns to land ownership is relat¬ 

ed to particular definitions of “lineage” among contemporary nuns.6 Overall, I 

show how the lives of contemporary Buddhist nuns in Sri Lanka entail an ongo¬ 

ing process of domestication, thereby bringing into question the notion that 

domestication, ipso facto, represents an aberration from the monastic ideal. 

Renunciation and Domestication Among Male Monastics 

According to Strenski, “domestication of the sangha occurs whenever certain relations 
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are established between the sangha and laity. 7 Domestication includes five main 

areas: the residential, ritual, social, political, and economic areas8 in which “the san¬ 

gha and laity enter into a complex variety of relationships.”9 Strenski, following 

Weber, defines residential domestication as a process whereby the Sangha takes up 

a common residence instead of leading a life of homeless wandering.10 He refers to 

social domestication as the Sangha’s “social relations with the outside world—kin¬ 

ship, status, caste,” which have a direct impact on the male renouncer living with¬ 

in the monastery who also maintains an identity or special relationship to caste and 

kin.11 He demonstrates that the most evident element of domestication is “the eco¬ 

nomic relations between sangha and society— Domesticated sangha... often pos¬ 

sess property, the most problematic of which is land.”12 While maintaining the 

importance of all five areas mentioned, in this paper I focus specifically on the dif¬ 

ferential effects of residential, economic, and social factors on monks and nuns in 

Sri Lanka. 

Strenski views domestication as an inevitable and natural process. However, 

some scholars consider the ownership of property by monks and the process of 

domestication itself as a deviation from the ideal of Buddhist monasticism.13 More 

recently, Schopen has shown that such a conclusion represents a “reading” attrib¬ 

utable to mistaking the living tradition of Buddhism for the world represented by 

its texts.14 

While notions of monastic lineage in Theravada Buddhism have been condi¬ 

tioned either by ordination practices15 or by pupillary succession,16 or both,17 it is 

clear that caste and kinship have often become central in determining rights over 

temple lands among the more established male monastic institutions in Sri Lanka.18 

In fact, in the Theravada tradition, the “success” of the establishment of a her¬ 

mitage has often been gauged by the amount of land that accrues to the hermitage 

and its branches, as well as by the number of junior monks who owe allegiance to 

a particular preceptor.19 

Incidences of land ownership by monasteries are legitimate with reference to the 

line of pupillary succession among Buddhist monks. The monastic land ownership 

system, originally referred to as “monastic landlordism,”20 validated the “appro¬ 

priation of monastic property by individual monks and the transmission of prop¬ 

erty from pupil to pupil within the same family along the ordination lineage.”21 

This system is still in place among many monastic lineages in Sri Lanka. Interest¬ 

ingly, a close relationship between lineage traditions and land ownership holds 

true for both the older temples in Sri Lanka that have been associated with “monas¬ 

tic landlordism,”22 as well as more recent forest reform movements in Theravada 

societies.23 
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Renunciation and Domestication among Female Monastics 

Social, historical, and cultural factors contribute to nuns’ tenuous hold on her¬ 

mitage lands. Unlike most male Buddhist monastics, nuns in Sri Lanka, whose lin¬ 

eages date to the late nineteenth century at the earliest,24 have fewer historical 

precedents on which to draw, and are still often struggling to establish themselves. 

Moreover, nuns tend to view renunciation differently from monks. Sri Lankan 

nuns state that their purpose in becoming nuns is to achieve the goal of nibbdna 

or shorten the suffering in samsdraF For women, renunciation also entails a cer¬ 

tain freedom that is associated with leaving the traditional life in a family, for 

example, marriage and children.26 A man who renounces is implicitly more likely 

to leave the household life because of the benefits provided by well-established 

monasteries and the state. Further, as Carrithers mentions, a monk joining the 

established Sangha associates himself with “a professional class of land-owning 

clerics.”2' Because educational privileges, inheritance, and land rights favor males, 

men, whether lay or ordained, are socially and culturally better prepared to han¬ 

dle real estate issues than are women. 

Kinship studies have shown the close relationship between patterns of land 

inheritance and the clustering of male kin in a particular area.28 In the traditional 

patriarchal and patrilineal family, the share of land controlled by women, if any, 

is comparatively restricted.29 Furthermore, female kin are generally more dispersed 

than male kin who belong to a clearly defined network over successive genera¬ 

tions.30 Changes wrought during and since colonial times have been ineffective in 

bringing increased landownership and control to women.31 

I suggest that the gender-differentiated kinship patterns evidenced among lay 

inheritance lineages have implications for female monastic systems. Clearly, suc¬ 

cession within established male monastic lineages is not uninfluenced by caste and 

kinship patterns outside the monastery. Since inheritance and succession lineages 

among laity favor males, it is perhaps not surprising that nuns express more 

ambivalent attitudes to land ownership and control than monks. 

Women entering the renunciant life often have not graduated from high 

school.32 Even those from a farming background would generally not be trained in 

supervising work on farms or in the management of land. Their renunciation of 

the household has implications for their attitude to domestication, as they consider 

land ownership an obstruction to their lives as religious persons. The nuns are 

generally unfamiliar with role models of lay women who control land,33 as they are 

with female renunciants who might do so. The physical and social confinement of 

women in South Asia also discourages them from entering a traditional male sphere 

in addressing land issues.34 While nuns might explain their hesitation to accept 

ownership of land with reference to the ideal of Buddhist renunciation, there are 
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probably, in fact, a variety of interrelated factors that determine their attitude. 

Most nuns I have interviewed characteristically take up residence in places which 

male monastics and laity consider uninhabitable. When nuns are in a position to 

improve their dwellings over time, male monastics or laity often lay claim to their 

residences, which in turn prompts the nuns and their supporters to assert their 

rights. Since most nuns lack land deeds, they usually fail in defending their claims. 

Another issue confronting a typical head nun is the problem of establishing and 

preserving the lineage of a nunnery. In Sri Lanka the definitions of male monastic 

lineages, while not always clearly demarcated, are usually determined by the char¬ 

acter of the higher ordination, which might in turn overlap with a pupillage tradi¬ 

tion (sisydnusisyaparampardva) and a kinship tradition (ndtisisyaparampardva)P In 

contrast, among nuns, higher ordination or upasampada is not widely established 

or recognized in Sri Lanka, and women may be ordained in a variety of ways.36 In 

recent years, there have been efforts to reintroduce higher ordination for Ther- 

avada Buddhist women in Sri Lanka. The first such ordination took place in March 

1998, when Sri Lankan women who had received full ordination in a ceremony con¬ 

ducted in India conferred the upasampada on ten-precept mothers in Sri Lanka. 

Despite the recent introduction of the upasampada for women in Sri Lanka, 

currently ordination lineages are not as clearly demarcated among female renun- 

ciants as they are among Buddhist monks, who have an established ordination tra¬ 

dition and can trace their lineages back several generations. Additionally, the 

paucity of educational facilities and the absence of an established tradition of edu¬ 

cation (whether meditational or textual) among the nuns,37 as well as the lack of 

normatively strong female kinship ties, characteristically inhibit nuns from form¬ 

ing the lineage traditions comparable to those created by monks. 

Nuns’ tenuous hold on their hermitage lands has further contributed to the 

weakness of their lineages. Temple land ownership, monastic lineage, and inheri¬ 

tance rights are closely linked for male monastics,38 a state of affairs seldom obtain¬ 

ing among female renunciants. While a direct causal connection between weak 

lineages and lack of land ownership has yet to be confirmed, a nunnery with a 

secure title deed cannot endure in the absence of young nuns who will assume the 

mantle of leadership. In 1997, I interviewed a government official who had twen¬ 

ty years of experience working among Buddhist nuns. She maintained that the 

main issue facing the nuns was “the problem of a dwelling place (nevasika pras- 

nayak) and leading their lives in a suitable environment without troubles.”39 Con¬ 

firming the putative relationship of residence to lineage, she further explained that 

this problem was a consequence of junior nuns being ordained in different places 

and by more than one head nun. The problem of residence and land ownership is 

exacerbated in a predominantly agricultural country such as Sri Lanka, where the 

rapid rise in population has increased the competition for land.40 
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Currently, a junior nun who is ordained in the ten precepts and lives under the 

tutelage of a senior nun is expected to abide by the rules laid down by the senior 

nun in addition to the ten precepts. These rules may vary from one hermitage to 

another, as may the interpretation of the ten precepts themselves. Further, in the 

absence of universally established regulations, the relationship of the junior nun 

and her guru mdniyo (teacher-nun, preceptor) is determined to a large extent by the 

individual personalities of the two nuns. It is not uncommon for junior nuns who 

cannot adapt to a particular hermitage to leave that hermitage in search of anoth¬ 

er where the expectations and personality of a head nun might be more amenable 

to them. This would not be possible if the female renunciants received the tradi¬ 

tional upasampada of the Pali canon. In the canonical ordination, the junior renun- 

ciant accepts a particular senior bhikkbuni as a mentor and also agrees to accept 311 

rules that are recognized by all bhikkhunis. Arbitrarily rejecting the mentorship of 

her assigned preceptor and hermitage would entail her abandonment of her status 

as a bhikkhunl. She could not choose to reassume her renunciant status uncondi¬ 

tionally. Flence, the strength of the canonical lineage tradition can be traced to the 

nature of the upasampada ritual itself. 

Another factor that accounts for the weak lineages among nuns is that junior 

nuns often refuse to remain with their guru mdniyo, preferring instead to found 

their own hermitages. The government official explained that after the age of 

thirty or forty, most nuns had difficulties in subordinating themselves to a pre¬ 

ceptor. This did not surprise me. The nuns I know, many of whom tend to be 

very independent individuals, have made a conscious decision to question cer¬ 

tain cultural norms by renouncing. In her 1987 thesis, Kusuma Devendra also 

underscores the connection between a stable residence and the preceptor and 

lineage: 

The average DSM [ten-precept mother, nun] comes under the tutelage 

of the DSM who initiated her, but there is no binding rule that the 

teacher should hold responsibility or that the pupil should continue to 

live with the teacher. Therefore the community [of nuns] functions for 

the most part as fissiparous autonomous groups of individuals.41 

Interestingly, in leaving the tutelage of their head nun, junior nuns often renounce 

a potentially secure residence for a more uncertain future. 

In my case studies, I will demonstrate how attitudes to renunciation, land, and 

lineage are inevitably intertwined. While a hermitage that owns its land might be 

in a better position to establish and maintain a recognizable lineage, the renunciant 

attitude of the nuns living there and the lack of a good training facility can inter¬ 

fere with the process of routinization and domestication. 
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The Story of Nanda Maniyo42 

Nanda Maniyo’s story is inseparable from her many peregrinations. Ordained in 

1957, at age twenty-two, Nanda Maniyo has experienced a rather nomadic exis¬ 

tence, living in five different residences. During this time she has provided guid¬ 

ance to twenty-seven junior nuns, sixteen of whom she ordained, and has also 

started a Buddhist Sunday school, which was at one time attended by some one 

hundred children. Although she confronted several problems in establishing and 

maintaining her various abodes, she eventually succeeded in obtaining the title to 

a piece of land that now houses a spacious hermitage as well as a caitya (stupa, relic 

house). However, since none of her junior nuns remained with her, she currently 

lives alone and is considering donating her present hermitage to a Buddhist monk. 

Below is a brief chronological sketch of select events of importance in Nanda 

Maniyo’s life. 

1952-1957: underwent probation in rented place with teacher 

1:957: was ordained, age 22 

i957_i958: lived with guru maniyo and three other junior nuns 

in same rented dwelling place as before 

1958-1962: lived in Uduwa 

1962-1964: lived in Digalla with two of her junior nuns 

1965-1967: lived with a woman doctor and took classes in the city 

1967: moved to Lonuwara (lived there till 1988) 

1980: refused government offer of land at Sinipitiya 

1980: founded a Sunday school in Lonuwara 

1983: began negotiations to accept land offer at Sinipitiya 

1988: moved to Sinipitiya 

1992: obtained title deed for Sinipitiya 

(At the time of our last interview in 1997, she was still living in Sinipitiya.) 

Relocating 

Between 1957 and 1967 Nanda Maniyo lived in three different dwelling places. At 

the first two residences, she lived under the tutelage of her head nun. Some years 

after her own ordination, Nanda Maniyo moved to a residence in Uduwa. This 

relocation turned out to be unsatisfactory because some of the owners disagreed 

over how the land should be used and were unwilling to allow the nuns to live 

there. Further, relations with local monks had posed difficulties. After her guru 

maniyo died in 1964, a monk offered some land and buildings to Nanda Maniyo 

and the junior nuns she was then training. The buildings had been inhabited pre- 
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viously by monks, but the absence of running water encouraged the monks to 

move elsewhere. However, a problem arose after the nuns’ relocation. A neigh¬ 

boring monk with a bad reputation” insisted on visiting the nuns frequently and 

began sending his junior monks to the nuns, despite the objections of the head 

nun. The nuns continued to live there for about four years. Nanda Maniyo even¬ 

tually refused the offer of the deed, partly because the monks’ visitations disturbed 

her but also because of the lack of access to water. Moreover, she expressed reluc¬ 

tance in accepting sanghika land.43 She made plans to relocate. 

For a few years Nanda Maniyo was sponsored by a woman doctor with whom 

she lived while attending classes in the city. Later, in 1967, Nanda Maniyo relocated 

again. This time the government offered her a piece of land in Lonuwara, not far 

from Uduwa. This land was augmented by the acquisition of some adjoining land 

whose purchase was made possible by pooling her own resources with those of the 

junior nuns. Nanda Maniyo ensured that the deed was written to the six nuns 

then under her tutelage. When I asked her why she refused to have the title deed 

written in her name she responded: “I have no use for land, my intention is to 

remove the suffering of samsara and realize nibbana.” She continued to develop the 

Lonuwara hermitage, relying upon her own funds and the assistance volunteered 

by lay people in the area. She opened a Sunday school, which was eventually 

attended by over one hundred children. However, after a neighboring monk began 

complaining to lay people for sending their children to her Sunday school rather 

than his, the Lonuwara hermitage suffered a drop in attendance. There were other 

difficulties. For example, the nunnery, was located on top of a steep hill and lacked 

access to water; this entailed fetching water in buckets from the bottom of the hill. 

Nanda Maniyo was willing to remain there regardless of such difficulties. When 

a more suitable piece of land nearby became vacant, the government offered it to 

Nanda Maniyo. Despite the protests of her junior nuns, she initially refused. “Why 

does one want so much land and property? ...what we have here is enough” was 

her response to her junior nuns. The junior nuns, considering her attitude “crazy,” 

urged her to accept the new offer. She eventually did so, resolving to donate the 

land they had bought collectively at Lonuwara to a monk who had previously 

made several requests for it.44 When asked why she did not sell the land that she 

had developed with considerable difficulty, she responded that doing this would 

“then mean that 1 would be selling the sasana [Buddhist dispensation].” 

In 1988, Nanda Maniyo, who by now had accepted the government offer, found¬ 

ed a new hermitage at Sinipitiya. Since her relocation to Sinipitiya in 1988, she has 

worked hard to renovate and improve the buildings there, a task which has required 

considerable work. In addition to making the building habitable, Nanda Maniyo 

had also raised funds for a fine caitya and separate shrines for the Buddha and the 

gods to be built. Yet, several rooms, which could be used to house junior nuns, 
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remain empty. However, just as the land in Sinipitiya was being deeded to her, a 

monk requested Nanda Maniyo’s permission to use it as a center for social and reli¬ 

gious programs, while she continued to dwell there. Acceding to his request, she 

signed a document the monk gave her thereby effectively transferring her land to 

him.45 In 1989, she was surprised to receive notification from the prime minister’s 

office stating the government’s intentions to deed the land to the monk in ques¬ 

tion.46 However, the monk was forestalled in his actions by Nanda Maniyo, who by 

then had asserted her proprietary rights over the land and buildings at Sinipitiya.'*7 

Lineage 

Nanda Maniyo, one of four nuns ordained by her guru maniyo, was unable to give 

me the name of the teacher-nun of her own guru maniyo. Of the three other sis¬ 

ters ordained by her own teacher, one disrobed, one died, and only one remains 

in robes. Today the latter lives in another district and contacts Nanda Maniyo 

intermittently, about once in two years. She has ordained some ten junior nuns, 

but few of them remain with her at the hermitage because, according to Nanda 

Maniyo, she is too strict. Nanda Maniyo has ordained sixteen junior nuns, two of 

whom have subsequently disrobed. She is in touch with nine of them, several of 

whom visit her about twice a year, either on special ritual occasions or when she 

falls ill. Five of the nuns she ordained teach at Sunday schools in the region, while 

two others assist at meditation centers attached to their hermitages. 

Considering the relatively spacious two-and-a-half-acre area of land and the 

respect enjoyed by Nanda Maniyo, I was puzzled as to why no junior nuns still 

lived with her. She maintained that the parents of her junior nuns encouraged 

them to establish their own hermitages, for junior nuns too, after all, “wish to 

establish hermitages and be the head.. .rather than be under someone.” She added 

that the nine nuns with whom she is still in touch have founded hermitages. These 

nuns, in turn, have themselves ordained about twelve junior nuns, none of whom 

tends to visit or even know her. 

Domestication and Lineage 

Although Nanda Maniyo has trained twenty-seven junior nuns and ordained sev¬ 

eral nuns in the past forty years in her vocation as a nun, she now lives alone and 

without a suitable junior nun to whom she might eventually leave the hermitage. 

Nanda Maniyo’s predicament typifies that of the nun who reluctantly comes into 

possession of an abandoned piece of property, develops it, and then is inclined to 

renounce it once again. 

Currently, several monks from temples in the area have requested that she even¬ 

tually deed them the land on which she lives. When asked why she does not con¬ 

sider leaving the land to a nun, she hints that nuns “would not be able to live 
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here... because of the surroundings.” Lowering her voice, she adds that the house 

adjoining the hermitage is the home of a rapist and murderer who has not been 

convicted. Young nuns are reluctant to stay there because of him. 

Still puzzled by her apparent inability to attract a more permanent following of 

junior nuns, I chanced upon two young junior nuns whom she had ordained. One 

of them was living and training at a government study center for nuns not far 

from Sinipitiya. In the presence of other junior nuns, she mentioned that she had 

no desire to live at Sinipitiya because she felt that the hermitage was too close to 

the village and lacked privacy. Moreover, her family lived closer to the hermitage 

than was desirable. The second nun I met lived at a different training center, in a 

more remote area. When I spoke with her privately, she informed me that the real 

problem for Nanda Maniyo centered upon considerations of caste. In a lowered 

voice she explained that the villagers in the areas of Lonuwara as well as Sinipitiya 

were dominated by members of a caste “higher” than that of the head nun. Most 

of the junior nuns under the tutelage of Nanda Maniyo belonged to this “higher” 

caste. The lay people who gave donations to the hermitage objected to their caste 

members, the junior nuns (who in some cases were their own relatives), paying 

their respects to the head nun in a gesture of worshipful prostration. The relatives 

of the junior nuns felt this was inappropriate, especially as the head nun belonged 

to a caste that traditionally provided services to the “higher” caste from which the 

junior nuns came. It was evident that the establishment of Nanda Maniyo and her 

nuns in their new location at Lonuwara led to a domestication of the nuns that 

eventually augured the disintegration of the hermitage as an institution. I recalled 

that Nanda Maniyo, while omitting the caste issue, had indeed mentioned that the 

parents of the nuns wanted them to seek a higher status and become head nuns at 

their own hermitages. The inter-caste tension was undoubtedly a major factor in 

Nanda Maniyo’s current isolation. 

Caste was not an issue at the next two hermitages I surveyed, perhaps because 

all the nuns there were of a single caste. (The head nuns of both hermitages did 

assure me that women of all castes were welcome to join them.) These two her¬ 

mitages faced similar problems in coming to terms with the interrelated issues of 

land ownership and lineage. 

The Story of Mettika Maniyo48 

Mettika Maniyo, like Nanda Maniyo, belongs to an attenuated lineage, a devel¬ 

opment exacerbated by problematic land issues and competition from monks in 

the area. Mettika Maniyo however, can trace her lineage back five generations of 

nuns, to the time when one of the earliest hermitages for women was founded on 

the island. Today, Mettika Maniyo (unlike Nanda Maniyo) continues to live with 
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other sister nuns who were ordained by her own teacher. In exploring the rela¬ 

tionship between land and lineage at Mettika Maniyo’s hermitage, I trace the lin¬ 

eage to which Mettika Maniyo belongs and examine how attitudes to land have 

influenced her current situation. 

Lineage 

In the diagram below I indicate the lineage of nuns to which Mettika Maniyo 

belongs. It is noteworthy, and indeed rare among nuns, that the identities of indi¬ 

vidual head nuns can be traced back several generations. 

Sela Maniyo 

Talwatta Maniyo (age 83 in 1953) 

I 
Randeniya Maniyo (age 67 in 1953) 

Kirigama Maniyo (age about 37 in 1953) 

Nuwara Maniyo (age 58 in 1953) 

Ordained fourteen nuns including Mettika Maniyo (one of whom has 

disrobed, and several of whom have died) 

Mettika Maniyo, who was ordained in the fifties, has a vague recollection of 

Talwatta Maniyo. Although Talwatta Maniyo ordained other nuns, Mettika 

Maniyo does not know them. Although knowledgeable of her direct lineage and 

the sister nuns ordained by Nuwara Maniyo, Mettika Maniyo was unable to pro¬ 

vide information on other nuns ordained by members of this lineage. Nuwara 

Maniyo ordained several nuns. All but one of these nuns have remained in robes 

permanently and have chosen to live at the Gedige hermitage she founded. Of 

these two have gone on to ordain a total of five other nuns. Of the five, one sev- 

enteen-year-old nun continues to live at the Gedige hermitage with her preceptor. 

The other four were all ordained by the same nun (who chose to move away from 

Gedige), but only two of them continue to live with their preceptor (one disrobed 

and the other left for another hermitage). Mettika Maniyo, the current head nun 

of the hermitage, has neither trained nor ordained any junior nuns. Currently, the 

five surviving golayas (junior nuns) of the late Nuwara Maniyo who still live at this 

hermitage are all in their forties or older. Consequently the only young nun at this 

hermitage is a third-generation seventeen-year-old. This is a cause of some concern 

for Mettika Maniyo, who realizes that the nuns at the hermitage might have to 
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endure the hardships of old age with little assistance from within the hermitage. 

The fact that nuns can identify several generations of their forbears suggests 

that there is a loose sense of lineage at this hermitage. Since Nuwara Maniyo’s 

move to Gedige, these nuns have for the most part shared a communal residence. 

However, their lineage appears to be threatened. This is partly because of the prob¬ 

lems relating to residence and land issues, to which I now turn. 

Establishing and Maintaining a Hermitage 

When Nuwara Maniyo was invited to found a hermitage at Gedige in 1953, there 

were only two kutis (huts, cells) there, used by lay people for meditation on pdya 

(full-moon holy days). The Perera family that invited her was socially prominent 

and also distantly related to her. Mettika Maniyo (also a distant relation of Nuwara 

Maniyo) was ordained at the Gedige hermitage in 1955 when she was still in her 

teens and has lived there since. The hermitage is located on a steep hill, where the 

water required for drinking, bathing, and washing robes is difficult to obtain. 

Water is currently conveyed to the hermitage in large vats by helpful lay people. 

Sometimes the closest well, located about ten minutes walk away, supplies water. 

However, in times of drought this well is often dry, prompting the nuns to trudge 

for half an hour (one way) to another remote well. 

According to Mettika Maniyo, when Nuwara Maniyo moved to Gedige, Per¬ 

era senior offered a deed of four acres to the hermitage. This land included about 

half an acre on a hill and a flatter expanse suitable for growing fruit and vegetables. 

Nuwara Maniyo, however, did not see any point in such a formalized transaction. 

Mettika Maniyo mentioned that Nuwara Maniyo had said to Perera senior, “If it 

is donated land, just donate it.” Contemplating this view, Nuwara Maniyo added, 

“Our guru maniyo did not think ahead, then, did she?” When Perera senior died, 

his son, Perera junior, inherited the land. Initially he offered to give Nuwara 

Maniyo a deed of three acres of land, and she reluctantly agreed to accept this. 

However, Perera junior changed his mind and decided to sell off all but half an acre 

of the most inhospitable land on the hill that was included in the land originally 

offered to the nunnery. This sale contributed towards the dowries of his two 

daughters. Currently the half-acre of land used by the nunnery forms about two- 

thirds of the total land at the Gedige hermitage, the remainder (upon which a 

small school has been erected) belonging to a temple that was abandoned in the 

eighties. The hermitage still has no title deed to its name and effectively remains 

in the hands of Kanthi (a daughter of Perera junior) and her husband who live in 

the area. 

Mettika Maniyo mentioned that the Perera family descendants had initially want¬ 

ed to write the deed in her name. However, Mettika Maniyo felt uncomfortable 

accepting property in her name and suggested that the deed be written to another 
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nun—“I refused partly because I had not trained any go lay as,” she explains. The 

Pereras, not favoring Mettika Maniyo’s choice, were prepared to compromise by 

giving it to another nun, but there was never any further discussion on the topic. 

When I asked Mettika Maniyo why she did not probe further into the matter, she 

said, “ We do not encourage them after all [to write the deed], but really...I am 

not happy to ask them. If they are giving [the land], they should just give it.” In 

1995, I asked about the possibility of problems arising with the land since it had 

no deed, and she responded, “No, this [land] will not be sold to anyone.... [Kan- 

thi’s family] is a respectable family in the area, they are all relatives of mine and of 

Nuwara Maniyo.” Possibly, Mettika Maniyo feared that insistence on a legal con¬ 

tract could compromise relations of trust between nuns and their lay supporters. 

When Mettika Maniyo and I visited Kanthi and her husband in 1997, they both 

assured us (much to the surprise of Mettika Maniyo) that a deed for half an acre 

of land had already been prepared. On our return, Mettika Maniyo expressed mis¬ 

givings that a deed had ever been written. Despite their promises to show us copies 

of the deed, no evidence of its existence was forthcoming, corroborating the nun’s 

suspicion that they had probably not written out a deed at all.49 

An ongoing “feud” with a nearby temple has exacerbated the predicament of the 

Gedige hermitage. The temple owned several acres of land and at one time had two 

water tanks and a well that supplied it with adequate water. Earlier, a dirt road lead¬ 

ing up the hill to the temple had been graded and fortuitously led most of the way 

to the hermitage. However, as the elderly head monk at the temple viewed the nuns 

as competitors for lay support, he closed a section of the road leading to the her¬ 

mitage, thus forcing the nuns and their supporters to build and use another, much 

steeper dirt road to their hermitage. (This road, which is still in use by the nuns, 

was not improved until 1996.) Later, when a younger monk assumed leadership of 

the temple in 1976, relations with the hermitage improved. However, an increas¬ 

ing scarcity of water at the temple would ultimately leave it defunct and aban¬ 

doned by 1980. Before leaving the temple, the new head monk invited the nuns to 

manage and continue the Sunday school that had begun at the temple. The Sun¬ 

day school moved to a building that was erected by the hermitage. However, due 

to a lack of water and toilet facilities at the hermitage, school attendance dropped 

by about two-thirds. 

Since the land on which the Gedige hermitage is built is private and not part of 

a puja oppuwa or “deed of gift,” the state is under no obligation to assist in reno¬ 

vating the hermitage.50 The abandoned temple is accorded a puja oppuwa. If the 

temple land was transferred to the nuns, they would acquire a water supply and a 

more habitable dwelling place. Since the temple occupies lower ground, it would 

allow the nuns easier access to water than the hermitage. When I suggested that the 

nuns consider using the temple lands, Mettika Maniyo agreed, “Either they [the 
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government] should make arrangements to give the temple to the monks or they 

should make the decision to give it to a nun. This land, this property should be 

given in a suitable manner, is that not so?” 

Domestication and Lineage 

Unlike Nanda Maniyo, the nuns at the Gedige hermitage can readily trace their 

lineage back several generations. This might be attributed to a few different factors. 

First, the ordination of several preceptor nuns occurred within a short span of 

time (Nuwara Maniyo was ordained at the age of fifty-eight, only two years before 

Mettika Maniyo was ordained). Second, since these nuns placed an emphasis on 

education within their community, the importance of pupillage, and hence lineage, 

was probably enhanced. Finally, most of the nuns ordained by Nuwara Maniyo 

continue to live together, thus consolidating their identity as golayas of a single head 

nun. When I visited the hermitage in 1997, there were six nuns living there, five 

of whom had been ordained by Nuwara Maniyo. Of three of her ordinands not 

dwelling there, one lives in the vicinity, another disrobed, and a third, who was 

sickly, left the Gedige hermitage because she was unable to tolerate the hardship 

of not having adequate water. 

Today, Mettika Maniyo appears to belong to a dying lineage. I asked her why 

she had not trained or ordained junior nuns. She responded, “It is like this: if I were 

to train golayas...I would be very sad. Here I am, a golaya of [my] loku maniyo 

[ordaining nun] and I have suffered so much. If I were to have golayas, I would 

want a place with water and a good place to live.... So I don’t have the inclination 

to train golayas.” She explained that there was no dearth of nuns awaiting the ordi¬ 

nation: “There are nuns who are waiting to be ordained here, but because of the 

water problem, they went to find another place.” I suggested that the hermitage 

where they had been living might be appropriated by others, simply because of a 

lack of junior nuns to continue the lineage. She agreed: “If, for example, the nuns 

who are here trained young golayas.. .if a young maniyo came here to learn.. .we 

could continue in the future....Once the nuns are no more, then even a monk 

could take over...one cannot say [what will happen].” Here she has clearly 

expressed how the integrity of her lineage may be undercut by her inability to 

acquire a more amenable dwelling place. She obviously believed the predicament 

to be irremediable. 

While the nuns at the Gedige hermitage share difficulties similar to those 

endured by Nanda Maniyo (lack of access to water, competition from monks, a 

weak lineage), they have succeeded in living together and maintaining a commu¬ 

nal identity and a stable residence for several decades. However, their success is only 

partial, since the nuns cannot effectively exert control and demonstrate full legal 

ownership over the land on which they live. 
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The Aligoda Hermitage51 

Like the Gedige hermitage, the Aligoda hermitage was founded in the mid-1950s. 

Since then, the hermitage has expanded and now consists of a total of five plots of 

land, only two of which have secure title deeds. In the following account I briefly 

discuss the history of this hermitage and identify the various plots of land associ¬ 

ated with it as well as their legal owners. I then elaborate on the interrelationship 

of land and lineage. 

Land Ownership and Land Issues 

The hermitage has the use of five pieces of land. Barring one, all of these adjoin 

each other. 

a) Plot no. 1: A small paddy field. (In 1997 this was filled, and a caitya was built 

here.) Twenty members of the extended Silva family legally own this land. 

b) Plot no. 2: One lot of land and a house, which were given as a puja oppuwa, or 

“deed of offering,” to the founding nun and her successors in office in 1974 for 

the purpose of educating the junior nuns. At that time, the land was worth two 

thousand rupees. 

c) Plot no. 3: A parcel of land on which were erected a bodhi tree (tree of enlight¬ 

enment), a buduge (shrine for the Buddha statue), salava (hall; demolished in 

1997), and a living area for the junior nuns. The latter includes about four indi¬ 

vidual kutis as well as a kitchen and eating area. Originally this land consisted 

of a family cemetery as well as a billdvaA Currently the land is legally owned by 

several descendants of the Silva family. 

d) Plot no. 4: A smaller piece of land adjoining plot no. 3, which includes about 

seven coconut trees and a separate two-room hut in which the senior nuns 

reside. This land had no deed and is owned by neighbors. 

e) Plot no. 5: A spacious piece of land that makes up about half the area of the 

entire hermitage (excluding the land mentioned in 2 above), which has been 

written over to the current head nun and her successors. The title for this land, 

which was made to the nuns in the early 1990s, valued it at nine thousand rupees. 

A large meditation hall, which includes about fifteen kutis, was erected here in 

1994. In 1997, when the old salava was demolished, a new one was built adjacent 

to the meditation hall and is now used by nuns for such purposes as teaching 

children at the Sunday school and conducting meditation classes for the laity. 

I visited the son (Silva senior) and grandson (Silva junior) of the lay founder of 

the family that currently owns most of the land used by the hermitage. They 

explained that in the mid-fifties, a clearing was made in the jungle (on plot no.3) 
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on which a kuti of coconut palm leaves and thatch was erected. Different groups 

of monks temporarily made use of the kuti as they passed through the area. Accord¬ 

ing to Silva senior, The first monks werepindapata [mendicant monks], but that 

did not last long.” Eventually laity brought alms to the monks. 

The father of Silva senior built a more enduring structure, hoping the monks 

would live there permanently. However, the resident monks of the area, fearing 

competition, objected. “Monks are against monks, not just the nuns,” said Silva 

senior. Much to the disappointment of the father of Silva senior, the monks were 

reluctant to remain there permanently. They would say the dwelling was “not 

appropriate” and leave. Silva senior explained that the facilities for the monks were 

inadequate; they could not be guaranteed lay support or assistance in case of sick¬ 

ness. According to him: “We did our best, but it was not good enough for the hon¬ 

orable monks. We could not give them the facilities that a temple would provide.” 

Eventually the father of Silva senior, identifying a nun who could be persuad¬ 

ed to live there, promised to construct new and better buildings if she agreed to 

relocate. Yet, before the nun, Uttera Maniyo, could settle there, the Silva family 

had to ensure that the monks would vacate the premises. One monk (who had 

been alienated from his home temple) kept returning. Silva senior explained: “We 

told him that he could not have the land. Years after he left it, he came back 

.. .because this place was being improved. We explained that we wanted the nuns 

to stay here permanently.... We reminded him that we had not given the place to 

him...we wanted someone who would stay here permanently.” The monk left 

reluctantly, and Uttera Maniyo moved in together with another nun, Vimala 

Maniyo. When I interviewed her in 1985, Uttera Maniyo explained that she was 

initially hesitant to move there, especially when apprised of the villagers’ expecta¬ 

tion that she found a Sunday school. She felt that such a social involvement might 

compromise her commitment to renunciant life. 

Although Vimala Maniyo left, Uttera Maniyo eventually established a very suc¬ 

cessful Sunday school by the late sixties. At the time of my first visit to the her¬ 

mitage in 1985, there were about three hundred students attending this school, and 

the attendance has since remained stable. I learned that monks had contributed 

towards the construction of the hermitage (for example, the Buddha statue, and 

more recently the caitya and the new sdlavd). Land that was gradually acquired 

during the tenure of Uttera Maniyo as head nun was, during the next three 

decades, generally “given” informally except for plot no. 2. Uttera Maniyo spoke 

to me of her plans to build a study center for her junior nuns and other female 

renunciants in the area. At that time, a title for the land intended for this use had 

not yet been deeded to the nuns. Uttera Maniyo was unable to complete her pro¬ 

ject before she died in 1985. Lay people later invited Vimala Maniyo to take her 

place as head nun. 
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The Silva family and other supportive lay people assisted in arranging the deed 

for plot no. 2, but not without some difficulty. The lay people who owned that 

land agreed to donate it to the nuns after the government had consented to con¬ 

fer on them land of equivalent value in the area. However, after the government 

deeded them this land, the lay people, reneging on their promise, continued to 

occupy the land promised to the nuns. Only after considerable persuasion did 

they agree to abide by their part of the bargain. Although a school for nuns was not 

established on the land (despite the hopes of Uttera Maniyo), the new buildings 

erected there are now used primarily for meditation. The junior nuns lead the 

meditation for a handful of lay women during most of the month. Once a month 

on poya days, about two hundred lay people visit the hermitage to attend medita¬ 

tion classes conducted by monks. 

Today the Sunday school and the meditation center continue to attract the sup¬ 

port and attention of lay people. The building on plot no. 2, which was temporar¬ 

ily rented for a minimal amount to enable the government to conduct sewing 

classes there, has now fallen into disuse. Interestingly, the plots on which the nuns 

themselves live (plot nos. i and 3) are owned by others, while the lands with title 

deeds are either neglected or are used both by monks and lay people. Silva senior 

mentioned that it would be too difficult to draw up a title deed for plots nos. 1 and 

3 for the nuns at this point. Since his own father did not draft a will, the land that 

the latter owned reverted automatically to his three sons and their descendants, 

who are now widely dispersed. The brothers of Silva senior are now deceased, so 

their share of the land has been inherited by their children. Now the land is joint¬ 

ly owned by about fifteen or twenty members of the Silva family, many of whom 

are difficult to locate and contact. In the mid-eighties, Silva senior had attempted 

to contact these relatives and make arrangements for a deed to be written donat¬ 

ing the land to the nuns, but the undertaking did not prove feasible since the total 

expenses incurred in obtaining the approval of all parties involved would have far 

exceeded the value of the land itself. 

During my visits in 1995 and 1997, I asked Vimala Maniyo, the current head 

nun, about the recent changes at the hermitage and the possibility of writing a deed 

for the hermitage. She seemed to know little about the land to which the her¬ 

mitage was legally entitled. When I queried her about the only paddy field that the 

nuns “owned” (plot no. 1.), which enabled the Silvas to provide rice for the nuns, 

she responded, “Since people give alms, what is the point of [owning] paddy?” 

She seemed confident of the continued support of the lay people. In discussing the 

rationale for acquiring a title deed, I explained that I was acquainted with nuns who 

often had to fight for their land once they had established themselves, and that the 

Aligoda hermitage could potentially be taken over by others. Her response was, 

“Who would take [this land}?.. .When one dies.. .this land, the coconut trees, the 

190 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



buildings.. .whatever there is here.. .there is no one who would take it, is there? ... 

One leaves everything behind and dies and is reborn elsewhere.” However, when 

I raised land issues with Silva senior and the junior nuns, they expressed misgiv¬ 

ings about the nuns’ prospects for remaining at the Aligoda hermitage. 

Lineage 

Uttera Maniyo, who was ordained in 1942 when she was thirteen years old, 

ordained and trained nine junior nuns, four of whom were residing at the Aligo¬ 

da hermitage when I last visited in 1997. Of the five others, two live together at 

another hermitage, one resided at still another hermitage until her death in 1988, 

a fourth teaches at a Sunday school, while the fifth lives in a kuti, rather than a her¬ 

mitage. Some of these nuns are not head nuns at their hermitages, thus indicating 

a possible discontinuation of lineage. They would visit Uttera Maniyo about four 

times a year before she died. Now they visit the Aligoda hermitage only once every 

year or two, showing a further weakening of any sense of lineage they may have 

had. I was unable to obtain information concerning the guru maniyo of Uttera 

Maniyo’s own preceptor, or of the nuns the latter had ordained. Vimala Maniyo 

and Uttera Maniyo were not ordained by the same nun. Vimala Maniyo could not 

identify the teacher of her own guru maniyo. She herself became a nun in 1939 

when she was fifteen years old, and later ordained two junior nuns. One of these 

is a head nun and has in turn conferred ordination on three nuns. Although the 

two golayas of Vimala Maniyo visit her once or twice a year, the ties between them 

are not strong. All four junior nuns currently living at Aligoda were ordained in 

the early 1980s, since which time no young junior nuns have received the ordina¬ 

tion here. Although Uttera Maniyo and Vimala Maniyo had lived together for 

several years both before and after moving to Aligoda, the junior nuns mentioned 

that there had been a disagreement between the two, whereupon Vimala Maniyo 

had left Aligoda. After Uttera Maniyo’s death, Vimala Maniyo was invited by lay 

people to take the place of head nun at Aligoda. Initially, there was some dissen¬ 

sion between Vimala Maniyo and the four junior nuns, still fiercely loyal to Uttera 

Maniyo. However, over time their relations apparently became more amiable. It 

is clear that if no new ordinations occur or if no young nuns join the hermitage, 

it will be in a position similar to that of the Gedige hermitage, where an aging pop¬ 

ulation of nuns faces the prospect of an insecure future. 

Land and Lineage 

At this moment, the Aligoda hermitage is thriving and well supported. However, the 

long-term prospects of this nunnery are far from certain. The only secure parcels 

of land that have pujd oppuwas and belong to the hermitage are where the medi¬ 

tation classes and the Sunday school classes are held. The nuns do not exercise full 
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control of this land, since a monk leads the most popular meditation sessions held 

on poya days, and since the assistance of volunteer lay teachers is indispensable for 

the continuance of the Sunday school. Given their apparently moribund lineage, 

this hermitage may either come under the control of others or fall into disuse. It 

is possible that the meditation classes and the Sunday school will endure whether 

or not nuns continue to reside at Aligoda. It is not unlikely that the story of the 

Aligoda hermitage will come full circle, since the secure land with the pu]a oppmuas 

will necessarily at some point legally revert to monastics of some sort, most prob¬ 

ably monks. 

Comments 

The three case studies all relate to nuns who were ordained in the 1940s and 1950s 

and established and maintained religious institutions whose roots date back about 

four decades. All the three “founding” nuns (Nanda Maniyo, Nuwara Maniyo, and 

Uttera Maniyo) were invited to take up residence in various dwelling places either 

by laity or, as was evident in one instance for Nanda Maniyo, by monks. Initially 

they engaged in a “residential” domestication53 by agreeing to live together with 

other monastics. They resided in places or on land considered inhospitable or 

undesirable by others. They persevered, and eventually succeeded in gaining the 

support that enabled them to improve their hermitages, thereby maintaining the 

ritual area of domestication in which they become the “ritual receiver of gifts”54 

while also providing “preachers, teachers [and] scholars.”55 Nevertheless, all the 

nuns have shown some initial reluctance to own and manage the land on which 

they live. Both Nanda Maniyo (initially) and Mettika Maniyo balked at having tide 

deeds made in their name. Interestingly, Mettika Maniyo, in stating, “We do not 

encourage them [the lay people] after all [to write the deed].... If they are giving 

[the land], they should just give it,” echoes the words of her own head nun, despite 

Mettika Maniyo’s recognition that this nun had made a mistake in refusing the 

offer of a title deed in the first place. 

All the head nuns I have interviewed appeared indifferent, or at best ambivalent, 

with respect to seriously addressing land issues. Mettika Maniyo is still uncertain 

about who actually owns the land on which her hermitage is built. The current 

head nun at Aligoda, apparently oblivious to the intricacies of land issues, seems 

proud to point out a caitya rising from a plot of land that was once a paddy field. 

Nanda Maniyo, who was initially reluctant to accept a title deed in her name, 

eventually acquiesced. However, unversed in handling land issues, she almost lost 

the deed to a monk. Perhaps one source of the nuns’ resistance to ownership of 

land is related to the doctrinal view of anatta (no self). Ontologically, this notion 

has philosophical implications for interpreting the uniquely Buddhist under- 
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standing of human existence. From a soteriological perspective, notions of self 

might be interpreted as a “conceptual manifestation of desire and attachment, 

[which] as such need not so much philosophical refutation as a change of charac¬ 

ter in those who hold them. This change of character will issue ultimately in the 

attainment of enlightened status,” a status the nuns clearly strive to achieve.56 

As improvements were made to their hermitages, all the nuns had to confront 

problems threatening their livelihood and their title to land. Monks living near 

Nanda Maniyo undermined the success of her Sunday school. Additionally, neigh¬ 

boring monks attempted to acquire the land on which she resided at various points 

in her career. Initially, certain monks who were reluctant to leave Aligoda posed a 

problem for the Silvas. However, after Uttera Maniyo took up residence there, 

she was assisted by other neighboring monks (one of whom was her younger broth¬ 

er). However, plot no. 5 at Aligoda was threatened by lay people, which in turn 

impeded the expansion of the hermitage. The land associated with the Gedige 

hermitage might have been larger, had the family that originally offered it not 

divided and sold off a section. Like Nanda Maniyo, the nuns at the Gedige her¬ 

mitage faced some difficulties caused by neighboring monks. These monks refused 

to share a road and valuable well water with the nuns. Yet when the monks decid¬ 

ed to leave the area, they appealed to the nuns for assistance in continuing the 

Sunday school they had begun. Given the growing scarcity of land as well as the 

monks’ resistance to new monastics (male or female) who set up residence in their 

godurugama (neighborhood that supports them), it is not surprising that monks 

feared competition from nuns. Traditionally, monastics are not allowed to partic¬ 

ipate in religious activities in the godurugama of another temple without the per¬ 

mission of the head monk of that temple.57 The nuns’ acceptance of their 

domestication in the face of their continued renunciatory attitude toward land 

ownership indicates an interesting tension among Buddhist monastics, which has 

often been inappropriately dichotomized and romanticized by scholars.58 

It is likely that the founders of the hermitages I discuss have been more suc¬ 

cessful than several in their generation in establishing themselves because of their 

religiosity, individual charisma, and interpersonal skills. Nanda Maniyo and Uttera 

Maniyo were recognized by the laity for the services they offered in educating chil¬ 

dren at a Sunday school. Also, both were given recognition by the state in the 

form of assistance in contributing title deeds to their hermitages: Nanda Maniyo’s 

title deed has provided her with a place to live, whereas the deed offered to Uttera 

Maniyo (plot no. 5) is now a facility used for training lay meditators. Although the 

state has given some help to Mettika Maniyo in installing electricity in the Gedi¬ 

ge hermitage, most of the assistance to her hermitage has come from neighboring 

lay people. 

Another thing these three hermitages have in common is the moribund status 
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of their lineages. The current head nuns in this study do not maintain strong links 

with the junior nuns they ordained. Nanda Maniyo lives alone and is seldom vis¬ 

ited by her junior nuns, some of whom wished to avoid conflicts with neighbor¬ 

ing kin over the caste issue, and some of whom desired to strike out on their own. 

Vimala Maniyo at Aligoda maintains some contact with the nuns she ordained, but 

no young junior nuns have been ordained at Aligoda since the early eighties. The 

Gedige hermitage similarly lacks young junior nuns to perpetuate the lineage. 

Today, all but one of the nuns there are over forty years of age. It is likely that the 

strength of the training programs for junior nuns at the three hermitages were an 

initial attraction for them. Nanda Maniyo and Nuwara Maniyo focused on famil¬ 

iarizing their junior nuns with Buddhist texts and encouraged them to teach chil¬ 

dren. However, Nanda Maniyo is now too old to mentor junior nuns and has no 

one to replace her. Nuwara Maniyo is deceased, but some of the nuns at the Gedi¬ 

ge hermitage continue their education at state-sponsored classes in the area. Uttera 

Maniyo, who is now also deceased, provided textual training for her junior nuns. 

After her death, her junior nuns either chose to train at a government-sponsored 

class or attended meditation classes at various meditation centers where they were 

instructed by monks. 

While a tradition of pupillage is one means of determining monastic lineage 

among Buddhist monks, the lack of clear notions of such a tradition at the three 

hermitages I discuss has led to a weakened definition of their respective lineages. 

It is probable that just as a landed temple attracts and contributes to the identifi¬ 

cation of lineage that might be based on pupillage or kinship, nuns who resist 

owning land have less incentive for recognizing, let alone respecting, lineage pat¬ 

terns. Evidently, the most junior nuns associated with the three hermitages who 

have chosen to leave those hermitages will be in situations similar to those of their 

preceptors. They too will, in all likelihood, encounter land problems and conflicts 

with monks or lay people and, like their preceptors, might not know how best to 

address them, thus perpetuating the cycle of renunciation and domestication that 

began generations ago. The case studies I have examined confirm that while a 

charismatic figure may contribute initially towards creating a monastic community, 

“for charisma to be transformed into a permanent routine structure, it is necessary 

that its anti-economic character should be altered.”59 

Overall, I have demonstrated that in regard to renunciation and the process of 

domestication, communities of nuns are very different from those of most Bud¬ 

dhist monks in Sri Lanka. Monks, whose roles are defined in terms of adherence 

to patrilineal kinship patterns and caste affiliations, often participate in lineage 

networks that enable them to inherit and control land more easily than nuns. 

Additionally, their lineages, which are also based on a well-established system of 

ordination and education, help consolidate their relationships with senior monks. 
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Nuns, whose leadership tends to be more charismatic and less institutionalized, 

currently do not observe these lineage patterns and consequently form communi¬ 

ties that are significantly different from those of Buddhist monks. 

The type of hermitage that I have chosen to study here may represent a dying 

breed in more ways than one. Since the 1980s there have been several attempts to 

provide nuns with an education comparable to that of monks.60 Increasing num¬ 

bers of female Buddhist renunciants from Sri Lanka are finding opportunities for 

advanced education in local universities and in study and monastic centers abroad 

in Taiwan and in India. It is likely that the new generation of female renunciants 

who seek initiation today are attracted to centers with strong programs rather than 

to a charismatic head nun alone. Additionally, since the late eighties there have 

been attempts to confer higher ordination on Sri Lankan women, both within and 

outside the country. The educational centers for female renunciants and the train¬ 

ing women receive for higher ordination are now primarily in the hands of monks 

and lay people, a development that de facto precludes the foundation of a female 

religious lineage per se. While it is possible that enduring lineages of female renun¬ 

ciants will eventually form, it is still too early to assess fully the implications for lin¬ 

eage formation of the study centers that were initiated in the eighties and the 

recent higher ordinations. 

Conclusion 

In the past fifteen years, discussions on the prospects of Buddhist nuns have 

become increasingly prominent in the public discourse in Sri Lanka.61 During this 

time both governmental and non-governmental organizations have taken a special 

interest in addressing the perceived needs of female renunciants. Endeavors to 

meet these needs have focused on education and ordination,62 rather than land 

issues. Agarwal, in her study of land rights among South Asian women, has demon¬ 

strated that a major oversight among developmental theorists and scholars study¬ 

ing women’s needs is their focus on employment, education, and health, in which 

gender is treated as an “additive category”63 rather than “as a lens through which 

the approach to development should be examined.”64 She argues that the exami¬ 

nation of land issues in relation to gender is central, as is the importance of 

women’s ownership and effective control of land.65 I suggest that it is possible to 

make a similar argument for female renunciants. While facilities for education, 

health, and higher ordination might enhance their status, their exclusion from 

land ownership and control will preclude their long-term social sanction and 

empowerment. 

Although one should not derive generalizations about all Sri Lankan nuns 

from an investigation of three case studies, I suggest that the case studies I have 
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examined are probably fairly representative of a type of hermitage that arose in Sri 

Lanka in the 1940s and 1950s. Some such hermitages may cease to exist because of 

the demise of the head nun, the loss of lay support, or the lack of junior nuns will¬ 

ing to reside there and train others. The findings of my case studies indicate the 

reasons nuns are reluctant to lay claim to the land on which they live and the con¬ 

sequences of their attitudes, which lead to various hardships and a possibly tran¬ 

sient lifestyle. The lack of secure land is one factor in the weak lineages among 

Buddhist nuns. The junior nuns who continue to live at their preceptors’ her¬ 

mitages may continue to endure the hardships freed by latter (as is well illustrat¬ 

ed at the Gedige hermitage). Those junior nuns who leave to found their own 

hermitages in the same manner as their preceptors may also be forced to confront 

land problems similar to those of their preceptors. In either case, it is clear that this 

type of nun, unlike the typical Buddhist monk, does not belong to a strong lin¬ 

eage and cannot inherit land easily. She continues to perpetuate a cycle whereby 

her ambivalence to land ownership entails a continued tension between renunci¬ 

ation and accommodation with the powers that be. This results in an ascetic liveli¬ 

hood that contrasts sharply with that of most monks. 
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RANS FORMATION 
OF A HOUSEWIFE: 
Dipa Ma Barua and Her Teachings 

to Theravada Women 

Amy Schmidt 

As a practicing Buddhist, I have often wondered how much transformation is possible 

within this life. Am Ifooling myself to hope that my deepest habits can be eradicated, 

especially in me, a lay person? Could my daily experiences of fear, anger, frustration, 

and envy really begin to dissipate? 

The story to follow, of a formerly anxious, pudgy, middle-aged housewife named 

Dipa Ma, is about a woman who cracked open under the blows of repeated loss and 

grief. It is about a woman who in some ways was not so different than me, a woman 

who began as a lay person and made it her mission to teach ordinary people. She became 

a Buddhist saint who influenced the future o/Vipassana meditation by touching the 

hearts of the foremost American teachers. She became a living example that “anything 

is possible. ” 

Dipa Ma’s story has inspired me to keep practicing moment after moment, year after 

year, with the ember of hope that I, too, can find such peace and loving-kindness. 

Dipa Ma was born as Nani Bala Barua in a tiny village in the plains district of Chit¬ 

tagong, Pakistan, now Bangladesh. The year was 1911, and she was the first child 

born into Purnachandra Barua’s family, part of a Bengali clan whose members 

trace their lineage back to the time of the Buddha.1 

Nani was close to her parents and the six siblings who followed. Her parents found 

her an unusual child, for from a very young age she was fascinated with Buddhist 

rituals. Contrary to the custom of keeping small children away from monks, her 

parents allowed Nani to offer food, wash the monks’ feet, and sit with them while 

they ate. Instead of pretend-cooking like most little girls her age, Nani seemed sole¬ 

ly interested in creating miniature altars and offering flowers to the Buddha. Nani 

also loved going to school. Although it was not traditional for village girls to attend 

school, she could not be kept away. Even if she was sick, she would sneak off to the 

classroom, and often sat up late in the evenings with her father discussing lessons. 
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According to the laws of Bengali culture, Nani was to be married before the 

onset of menstruation, thus, despite her love of school, her education ended 

abruptly during the fifth grade. At twelve, she was offered in marriage to Rajani 

Barua, a man of twenty-five, and sent from her small village and family to live 

with his parents. Within two weeks of the marriage, Rajani left for an engineering 

job in Myanmar. Nani was left behind to suffer two long years with her demand¬ 

ing in-laws. At fourteen, she was put on a boat to Rangoon to begin a life in a new 

country with a man she had known for only two weeks. 

Stepping off the boat was quite a shock to this timid country girl. Rangoon was 

a loud, strange place with unfamiliar faces and a language she could not under¬ 

stand. Married life, too, presented new territory for young Nani. Although she 

had been carefully instructed by her mother and aunts about how to run a house¬ 

hold, no one had ever said a word about sex. Her husband was the first to tell her. 

Nani recalls that she was “very shocked, very nervous, and terribly ashamed.” For 

the first year of married life she felt quite terrified of her husband. During that year, 

Rajani remained unfailingly gentle and supportive of his new wife. Nani came to 

see him as a “rare human being,” and a trust developed between them. She con¬ 

sidered Rajani her “first teacher” and, over the next few years, the two of them fell 

deeply in love. Despite their happy relationship, Nani became increasingly anxious 

as the years went by: to fulfill her commitment as wife, she should have borne a 

child, preferably a son, during the first year of marriage. But year after year went 

by with no pregnancies. Nani tried going to doctors and healers, but no one could 

find the reason for her infertility. 

Meanwhile, Rajani’s family and village, concerned that Nani was disgracing 

their reputation, lured Rajani back to Pakistan under the guise of family illness. 

Once home, Rajani was informed that a new wife was waiting and he was to marry 

her immediately. Rajani refused to participate, asserting that this would be unfair 

to Nani. He then returned to Myanmar and told Nani never to worry about hav¬ 

ing children. He offered her some advice she used the rest of her life: “Why don’t 

you just make every person your own? Adopt each person you meet and treat them 

as if they were your only child.” These words unfolded for Nani in her later years. 

She lovingly addressed each person with “You are my son,” “You are my daugh¬ 

ter.” A student, Dipak Chowdhury, recalls, “She was not only a teacher, but also 

a mother. She taught each one of us with as much care as her own children. I will 

always be just a little boy of‘mother.’” 

At age eighteen, Nani’s wish for a child was ironically granted when her beloved 

mother died suddenly and left behind an eighteen-month-old baby boy, her 

youngest brother Bijoy, in need of a home. Nani and Rajani offered to raise the 

child as their own. 
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Family portrait ofDipa Ma with 

Bijoy and husband Rajani, Rangoon, 

1937 (photographer unknown); 

Bijoy is 10, Dipa Ma is 26 

As a family they were actively 

involved in the Buddhist commu¬ 

nity. They followed the precepts, 

maintained daily rituals, and often 

sponsored feast days for the monks. 

Frequently Nani asked Rajani if she 

could learn meditation. He refused 

each request, always suggesting that 

she wait until she was older, in 

accord with the Indian custom of 

pursuing the spiritual life, as a sadhu, 

in later years after one has dispensed with one’s householder responsibilities. 

At age thirty-five, with Bijoy now out of the house and her father deceased from 

old age, Nani thought that the time to learn meditation was near. Suddenly, how¬ 

ever, a miracle happened. After over twenty years of trying to bear a child, Nani 

discovered she was pregnant, and happily gave birth to a girl. Three months later, 

the child became ill and died. Overwhelmed with grief, Nani developed heart dis¬ 

ease. Four years later, she was blessed with another pregnancy. Again it was a girl, 

whom she named Dipa, thus the origin of her name Dipa Ma, mother of Dipa. 

Dipa was a healthy child who was growing into a toddler when Ma became preg¬ 

nant yet again, this time with the all-important boy child. This infant died at 

birth, again causing Ma tremendous grief. In desperation, she demanded the right 

to learn meditation to relieve her sorrow. Again, Rajani insisted this was not the 

time. Ma boldly persisted, claiming she could sneak away if necessary, prompting 

Rajani to ask a neighbor to keep watch over her. 

This vigil soon became unnecessary since Ma was stricken with high blood pres¬ 

sure and hypertension and couldn’t leave her bed, much less the house, for the next 

five years. She was expected to die at any time. Rajani nursed Ma and took charge 

of toddler, Dipa, himself while he continued to work full-time as an engineer. 

The stress of this situation eventually became overwhelming. Rajani arrived home 

from work one night, feeling ill, and was dead within hours of a heart attack. 

Dipa Ma was overwhelmed with grief and confusion. I couldn t find any way 

to see what to do, where to go, or how to live. I had nothing. Both her parents, 

two of her children, and her husband were dead. India was far away. She was a 
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forty-four-year-old invalid, with a six-year-old daughter, and no one to help her. 

Months went by, and all Ma would do was cry and hold a photo of Rajani in her 

lap. Ma’s health continued to worsen, and her doctor suggested that her only hope 

of survival was to learn meditation. Ma reflected on the irony of this: When she 

had been healthy and eager to practice, she was prevented; now, totally exhausted 

and facing death, she was encouraged to work with a teacher. 

I looked around me. I looked at my dowry—my silk saris and gold jew¬ 

elry—and I knew I couldn’t take them. I looked at my daughter, and as 

much as I loved her, I knew I couldn’t take her. So what could I take? I 

said, “Let me go to the meditation center. Maybe I can find something 

there I can take with me when I die.”2 

The Buddha appeared before her in a dream one night, his presence luminous. 

He looked at Ma and chanted softly his lesson for her: 

Clinging to what is dear brings sorrow. 

Clinging to what is dear brings fear. 

For one who is entirely free from endearment 

There is no sorrow or fear.3 

When Ma awoke, she felt clear and calm. She knew she must meditate no mat¬ 

ter what her state of health. She understood the Buddha’s advice. If she wanted true 

peace, she must practice until she was free from all attachment. Ma knew of the 

Kamayut Meditation Center in Rangoon and she immediately made arrangements 

to go there. Though she had performed Buddhist rituals all her life, Ma didn’t have 

a clue what meditation was or how to practice it. She gave all her property and jew¬ 

elry to a neighbor saying, “Please take whatever I have, and take care of Dipa.” She 

expected never to return. 

At the center, Ma was given her first practice instructions at one in the morn¬ 

ing. The rest of the night and the next day Ma spent meditating. Ma became 

astonishingly focused and entered a state of samadhi. Late in the afternoon, she 

began her slow, mindful walk to the teacher interview. About halfway there, she 

noticed a heaviness in her leg. Puzzled, she tried to lift her foot but was unable. 

She stood there quietly for several minutes noticing heaviness and trying again 

to move her foot. Ma finally turned her gaze downward and saw, to her horror, 

that a large dog had clamped its teeth around her leg. Jolted from her concen¬ 

tration, she screamed for help. She tried to shake off the offender, but the dog, 

with an equal display of concentration, would not let go. The dog was finally 

pried loose by some monks. Afterwards, Ma traveled upriver to the hospital for 
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daily rabies injections. She eventually became too weak from this ordeal and had 

to return home. 

Once home, the nine-year-old Dipa, traumatized by the earlier departure, would 

not let her mother out of her sight. Ma felt that her one opportunity for enlight¬ 

enment had passed and out of frustration she wept frequently. She didn’t give up 

the practice, however. With her initial instructions, she patiently practiced at home 

whenever she was able for several years. Fortuitously, her life events once again pro¬ 

vided her with the opportunity for retreat. Ma learned that a Bengalese family 

friend, Munindraji, was living at a nearby monastery. She invited him to her home 

and related her meditation experience over tea. Munindraji encouraged her to 

come to Thathana Yeiktha, the meditation center where he was studying under 

Mahasi Sayadaw. This rare opportunity to learn from such an eminent teacher 

became a reality as her sister Hema arrived in Rangoon with her family. Dipa 

could feel safe with her aunt, uncle, and many favorite cousins. 

So off Ma went, for the second time. She had been an insomniac since Rajani 

died, and was baffled to find that no matter how hard she tried, now she couldn’t 

stay awake. Quickly though, by the third day, Ma had shifted into deep concen¬ 

tration again, and the need for sleep vanished, along with the desire to eat. Munin¬ 

draji, concerned that her concentration was out of balance, requested that she 

attend Mahasi Sayadaw’s weekly talk, even though she wouldn’t understand a 

word of his Burmese. Ma didn’t want to go, but he encouraged her. 

She got there with a lot of difficulty. She experienced heart palpitations 

on the way, and ended up actually crawling into the hall on her hands 

and knees, feeling very weak. She didn’t understand the talk and just 

continued her practice. When Sayadaw finished his talk, he checked 

some students’ practice and left. Ma found she couldn’t get up. She felt 

stuck to her seat. Her body was stiff, immobilized by the depth of her 

samadhi. Some friends stayed with her and looked after her until she 

could leave.4 

In the following days, Ma’s practice went through the classical phases of the 

progress of insight. She experienced a brilliant light, followed by the feeling that 

everything around her was dissolving. Her body, the floor—“everything was in 

pieces, empty, broken.” This gave way to intense mental and physical pain. The 

physical pain manifested as a sense of sudden burning and constricting in her body, 

which became unbearable. She was ready to burst with pressure when something 

happened. She describes the next moment as “I did not know”—a simple moment, 

wherein everything ceased. Such a delicately quick and quiet moment, it seemed as 

if nothing had happened at all. Yet, Ma realized, “a change had come in my life.” 
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After three decades of searching for freedom, in six days she had reached first- 

stage enlightenment. And change indeed came into her life. Almost immediately 

Ma’s blood pressure returned to normal. Her heart palpitations decreased dra¬ 

matically; Ma recalls that “in one sitting my heartbeat went down by seventy-five 

percent.” Previously unable to climb even the monastery stairs, now this ascent was 

effortless, and she could walk at any pace, anywhere. As the Buddha had predict¬ 

ed in her dream, the grief she felt day and night vanished. And with fear also gone, 

Ma felt a prevailing sense of equanimity. 

For the rest of the year, Ma went back and forth between home and the medi¬ 

tation center. She practiced for another stage of insight, and experienced a break¬ 

through after only five days of meditation. The progress leading to this insight 

was similar to the first, except that it entailed even more pain and suffering. After 

this second stage of enlightenment, her physical and mental condition was trans¬ 

formed yet again, with a diminishment in irritation and restlessness and an increase 

in physical stamina. 

Ma’s friends and family, fascinated by her transformation, began to trickle into 

the meditation center. The first to arrive were friend Khuki Ma and sister Hema. 

Later Ma’s daughter Dipa and several of Hema’s daughters joined them. They 

were quite a sight to behold: two middle-aged mothers with their covey of teenage 

daughters in a sea of saffron-robed monks. Since women rarely came to the 

monastery, their accommodations were rustic. Ma’s niece Daw Than Myint 

remembers laughingly that “we had to climb through the bushes to get to our 

teacher interviews.” 

Hema, as adept as Ma, progressed rapidly to a level equal to her sister’s. Although 

neither Ma nor Hema would reveal the extent of their spiritual progress, both sis¬ 

ters liberated their minds of craving and ill will to an unusual degree. Dr. Jack 

Engler, during his research with Ma, did get her, circuitously, to reveal her progress: 

Jack Engler: Very often in most people’s practice, sense-desire comes 

up. Does this come up in your own meditation? 

Dipa Ma: Sense-desire comes up for everyone. It came up for me also. 

When it arose, I knew it. Through knowing when it occurs, you can 

overcome it. I don’t feel sense-desires anymore now. 

JE: You are never bothered by them any more? 

DM: No. After the “third path” they are no longer there. The five “lower 

fetters” have been removed. [She names them in Pali, translated in Eng¬ 

lish as: belief in permanent self, attachment to rites and rituals, skepti¬ 

cal doubt, sense-desire, and anger.] 

JE: Just to clarify, could I ask again if you yourself experience sense- 

desires? 
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DM: Yes, I did. 

JE: You do? 

DM: I did. 

JE: You did, but now you don’t? 

DM: Now I don’t. 

JE: Has your basic understanding of life changed? 

DM: My outlook has changed greatly. Before I was too attached to 

everything. I was possessive. I wanted things. But now it feels like I’m 

floating, detached. I am here, but I don’t want things, I don’t want to 

possess anything. Em living—that’s all. That’s enough. 

Ma also revealed an absence of anger: “It comes and it dies right out.” This, she 

said, created particular difficulties for her as a mother. Though she realized the need 

to guide Dipa in what was appropriate behavior, no matter how mischievous her 

daughter got, Ma never felt angry. Ma finally decided to “pretend” to be angry, 

something she remembered being quite hard. 

In addition to the rewards of enlightenment, Ma became involved in a new 

dimension of practice. Nineteen sixty-five was also a year of fun and magic. Mahasi 

Sayadaw advised his student Munindraji, before he returned to India, “You are 

going to go back to the land of siddhis [powers] and teach. You should know some¬ 

thing about them.” Munindraji had been too busy with his Bengali students to 

train himself personally in the access of psychic powers. So, as an experiment, he 

chose his most devoted students (Ma and her family) and trained them directly out 

of a book.5 Since Munindraji knew that psychic powers were in essence amoral, he 

carefully selected students who were at least at first-stage enlightenment, so that 

they would not be seduced or swayed by the use of their new-found powers. 

Ma, Hema, and their three daughters were introduced to the realms of dema¬ 

terialization, doubling the body, cooking food without fire, mind-reading, visiting 

the heaven and hell realms, time travel, and more. Ma was the most adept of all 

Munindraji’s students and was also very playful. She would arrive at her interview 

by nonchalantly walking through the wall or by appearing spontaneously out of 

the air. On one occasion Munindraji looked out his window and saw Ma sitting 

in the sky in a room she had created, playing happily. Ma and her sister once used 

their psychic powers in combination. At the time they were traveling by bus to an 

appointment some distance away. The bus was behind schedule and, so as not to 

miss their appointment, they picked up the crowded vehicle, and moved it through 

time and space. Much to the surprise of fellow passengers, they arrived “on time” 

at their destination. 

Munindraji enjoyed using Ma in psychic power experiments that he could ver¬ 

ify. At the time, a Burmese diplomat, U Thant, was to become the new secretary 
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general of the United Nations. Munindraji, knowing that U Thant would give an 

acceptance speech, asked Ma to go into the future and remember its contents. Ma 

recited the speech, and while Munindraji recorded it, sure enough, a month later 

U Thant gave the exact same speech, word for word. 

Munindraji’s most notable experiment involved third-party verification and 

occurred much later after they both had returned to India. Munindraji’s friend, a 

professor of ancient Indian history at Magadha University, said he did not believe 

in psychic powers. Munindraji told him that they were true and he could prove it. 

The two of them set up the following situation: the professor posted a trusted 

graduate student in a room at the Gandhi Ashram where Ma was meditating. The 

student watched Ma continually. While the student was doing this, Ma walked 

into the professor’s office ten miles away and had a conversation with him. 

Despite an incredible year, the magic ended when Munindraji returned to India 

in 1966. Ma, Dipa, Hema, and Hema’s two daughters continued to practice med¬ 

itation, but eventually chose to discontinue the siddbis. Ma never demonstrated 

these powers again, except when Munindraji made a special request. She always 

insisted that these powers were “nothing” and “did not lead to freedom, which is 

the true goal of practice.” 

After Munindraji’s departure, Dipa Ma became sought after as a guide in med¬ 

itation. Her first formal student was Malati Barua. Malati was trying to raise six 

very young children. She was quite eager to meditate but unable to leave her house. 

Dipa Ma devised home practices for her new student. She taught Malati to be 

steadfastly mindful every time she held and nursed her infant son. As Ma had 

hoped, Malati attained insight without ever leaving her home. This was the begin¬ 

ning of Ma’s long career of leading householders, and especially women house¬ 

holders, to wisdom in the midst of their daily lives. 

In 1967, the Myanmar government ordered all foreigners to leave the country. 

The monks pleaded with Ma: “Don’t go from here. You can remain here forever 

as a teacher, and your daughter can remain here forever.” This was an unprece¬ 

dented honor for a woman, a foreigner, and a single mother. But Ma decided it 

would be best to return to India where Dipa could pursue a higher education in 

Bengali. They moved to a relative’s house in the suburbs of Calcutta. Ma felt iso¬ 

lated in her new surroundings. She recalled that whenever she mentioned medi¬ 

tation, the local women “would get annoyed.” 

After a year, Ma and Dipa moved to a tiny apartment in an old building above 

a metal grinding shop in the center of the city. It had a closet-sized kitchen with 

one charcoal burner on the floor, no running water, and a communal toilet for two 

families. Ma’s bed was a thin straw mat. This was her choice, because “too much 

luxury can become a hindrance to practice.” 

Slowly, over the course of years, word spread throughout the Bengali community 
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that an accomplished meditation teacher had come from Myanmar. There was a 

certain hesitancy in the beginning. Although many families observed the Buddhist 

rituals, meditation was still foreign to the average lay person. Ma represented a new 

and different direction for the community. Word spread, however, that this was a 

teacher who could “bring results.” One by one, Calcutta housewives began to arrive. 

Dipa Ma taught them to make every moment of their lives a meditation. She 

emphasized bringing mindfulness into talking, ironing, cooking—every activity. 

She frequently stated, “The whole path of mindfulness is whatever you are doing. 

Be aware of it.” Student Michele Levey recalled, “She believed you could become 

enlightened ironing your clothes...she felt that every activity should have that 

much mindfulness! And the care should be there too, the care for whoever you were 

ironing the clothes for.” 

Ma also demanded that her students closely follow the five precepts, something 

she herself did until the day she died. She requested students to sleep only four 

hours a night, despite full working lives. They were to meditate several hours a day, 

report to her twice or more a week, and undertake self-guided retreats for periods 

of time when she deemed them “ready.” Jack Kornfield, vipassana teacher and 

author, remembers Ma’s unique home-style teachings: “She didn’t want people to 

come and live in India forever or be monks or join the ashram; she said, ‘Live your 

life, do the dishes, do the laundry, take your kid to kindergarten, raise your chil¬ 

dren or your grandchildren, take care of the community in which you live, and 

make all of that your path, follow your path with heart.’” 

Ma had so much faith in the power of everyday practice amid the hubbub of 

home life that one admirer dubbed her “the patron saint of the householder.”6 

When asked about the difference between formal meditation practice and daily life, 

she adamantly advised, “You cannot separate meditation from life.” 

Because she believed so deeply in these middle-aged Calcutta housewives, and 

because they had such incredible faith in her, one by one, simply from meditating 

within the context of daily life, a remarkable percentage of them experienced deep 

insight. Similar to the stories of the Buddha, wherein he uttered just a few words, 

and the listener would become fully enlightened, Dipa Ma affected her students 

in profound and sudden ways. Engler relates the story of one particular student, 

Madhuri Lata: 

Since Madhuri was a semi-retarded woman, perhaps with an IQ of 80 

or so, Ma gave her the basic instructions [to follow her breath at her 

abdomen and note] “rising, falling, rising, falling.” Madhuri said “right,” 

and started to go home. She had to go down four flights of stairs and 

across the alley to her apartment. She didn’t get halfway down the flights 

of stairs before she forgot the instructions. So, back she came. 
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“What was I supposed to do?” 

“Rising, falling, rising, falling,” said Dipa Ma. 

“Right.” 

Four times she forgot the instructions and had to come back, and 

Ma was very patient with her. And it took her almost a year to under¬ 

stand the basic instructions. But once she got them she was like a tiger. 

Before she began practice she was bent over at a ninety-degree angle, she 

had arthritis, rheumatism, and intestinal problems. When I met her, 

after meditation, she walked with a straight back. There were no more 

intestinal problems. She was the simplest, sweetest, gentlest woman. 

And she attained enlightenment. After she told me her enlightenment 

story, she said, “All this time I’ve wanted to tell someone this wonder¬ 

ful thing that happened to me and I’ve never been able to share this 

before. This is the most precious thing in my life.” 

In a tradition of mostly male teachers, male roles, and male buddhas, Ma was a 

powerful reminder that women can find freedom too. Michele McDonald-Smith, 

a vipassana teacher, recalls, “For me to meet a woman who was that enlightened, 

it was more powerful than I can ever put into words. She embodied what I deeply 

wanted to be like. She is like a lighthouse...a light I can orient to so I can do it 

myself. I’ve never needed anything else in terms of inspiration!” 

Ma announced to her women students, “You can go more quickly and deep¬ 

er in the practice than men because your minds are softer,” adding, “Women’s 

tendency to be more emotional is not a. hindrance to practice.” Softness of mind, 

she explained, is what brings more emotion, more movement. This is something 

to be witnessed, not identified with. Ma was also not afraid to challenge the tra¬ 

ditional Theravada doctrine that claims only men can be buddhas. Her femi¬ 

nist stance, normally just an undercurrent, could sometimes surprise her 

students: 

On this particular day we were all sitting on the floor of Ma’s room. 

Dipa was also there. It was very crowded, and very hot. Munindraji was 

sitting on a chair in the corner talking to Ma’s students about the 

Dhamma and about their practice. He and I were the only men in the 

room. While he talked, Ma was sitting on her wooden bed leaning 

back against the wall, with her eyes closed. It looked like she dozed off. 

She hadn’t been well and no one took any notice. The conversation 

was about rebirth. Somehow it got on to the rebirths of the Buddha. 

Obviously not thinking much about it, since it was part of the tradi¬ 

tion, Munindraji happened to mention that only men could become 
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buddhas—to become a buddha, you had to have taken rebirth in a male 

body. Suddenly, Ma bolted upright, eyes wide open, and said in a tone 

of spontaneous and utter conviction, “I can do anything a man can do!” 

Our reaction was equally spontaneous—we all laughed, Munindraji 

included. I think we all knew it was absolutely true!7 

Ma’s support of women had a deep and lasting impact. One woman recalls: 

“What she said was shocking. Coming from a tradition where women are treated 

as inferiors, just to talk about equality was a big deal. Then to have Ma say, ‘Well, 

actually women have an edge on the practice,’ now that was revolutionary!” Ma 

also dared to challenge the Indian cultural norms for women. Dipaka Barua, along 

with many other housewives, was continually chided by Ma to “get an education 

and become economically independent.” Ma would not accept any excuses or 

objections. If a woman expressed doubt in this regard, Ma would firmly assert, 

“Never think that women are helpless.” 

Ma pushed each person to go further, to practice harder, to make use of every 

moment as if it were his or her last. She continually reminded students: “Human 

life is most precious. You should not waste it.” In a caring way, but with eagle eyes, 

she looked for the slack in her students’ practice—where they were being lazy, 

what could be improved. Kate Wheeler described Dipa Ma as someone who “had 

seen her mind go through every kind of suffering and was able to sit through it. 

Later, when she came out of that fire there was something very determined, almost 

frightening, about how she could look at you because she had seen herself. There 

was nowhere to hide.” 

Ma wasn’t interested in helping stu¬ 

dents “move the furniture around.”8 She 

wanted real change, and real change 

meant diligence. When a student, Sudipti 

Barua, insisted that managing a demand¬ 

ing bakery business and large family left 

no spare time for meditation, Ma adept¬ 

ly asked, “Well, can you sit with me for 

just five minutes now?” After five min¬ 

utes, Ma said, “Let’s do this again tomor¬ 

row.” Within a few months Sudipti was 

Dipa Ma, 1984 

(photo by Janice Rubin) 
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meditating late into the night, sacrificing sleep for many hours of practice. Ma 

didn’t believe in “time off.” She wanted students to make meditation and mind¬ 

fulness a first priority. Bob Ray recalls: 

When Dipa Ma asked me about my practice, and I told her that I med¬ 

itated in the morning and the evening every day, and the rest of the day 

I worked at my job. Then she inquired, “Well...what do you do on 

weekends?” I don’t remember my answer but her response was, “There 

are two days. You should be practicing all day Saturday and Sunday.” 

And Joseph Goldstein recounts: 

The last time I saw her before she died, Dipa Ma turned to me and said, 

“You know, you should sit for two days.” She did not mean a two-day 

retreat; she meant I should sit for two days straight! Just sit, for two 

days! When she said this, I started to laugh because it seemed so beyond 

my capacity. She looked at me with deep compassion and said, “Don’t 

be lazy.” 

The ultimate magic of Ma, however, was her ferocity combined with an out¬ 

pouring of motherly love. She bathed students in blessings, which brought rapture 

from head to toe. She doted, gave gifts, caressed hearts, hand-fed students with cur¬ 

ries, and soothed and cooed over each person as if she or he were a newborn. Once, 

she playfully conducted a group interview with her grandson’s plastic toy dump- 

truck turned upside down upon her head. During the course of a day nothing 

escaped her love. In the morning she might be tapping good wishes to every fish 

in the aquarium, at noon blessing a friend’s dog, and in the afternoon chanting 

to the airplane before boarding. Her delight was like that of a child’s, and it was 

contagious. 

She taught a metta (loving-kindness) meditation, emphasizing over and over 

again “the first thing is to love yourself.” She advised, “You cannot progress by self¬ 

doubt and self-hatred; only by self-love. This is the fuel. Our mind is our friend. 

It is our own source of help. It is our refuge. Unless you have respect for yourself, 

you can’t proceed.” She encouraged students to discover where tiger-like effort 

arises from the heart. For her, love and mindfulness were one. 

Ma’s teachings began to draw record numbers to her tiny tenement apartment. 

The daily fare included a melange of parents, children, grandparents, curious 

neighbors, devout relatives, and studious monks. One senior monk and scholar, 

Dr. Rastrapal Mahathera, pursued Ma’s advice despite colleagues who wondered, 
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“After doing your doctorate how could you practice meditation under a woman?”9 

Sometimes Ma had so many visitors that every space in her room was filled, and 

students had to stand out on the balcony. Students came from early in the morn¬ 

ing until eleven at night. Ma took very little sleep and was tirelessly available to any¬ 

one seeking the Dhamma. 

Ma’s caring presence changed not only her students but all those around her: 

When she first moved into her apartment complex it was a pretty noisy 

and contentious place, with a lot of bickering, arguing and yelling 

among the tenants, amplified by the open courtyard. Everyone knew 

everyone else’s business because it was being shouted back and forth all 

the time. Within six months of her moving in, the whole place had qui¬ 

eted down and people were starting to get along with each other for the 

first time. Her presence, and the way she dealt with people—quietly, 

calmly, gently, treating them with kindness and respect, setting limits 

and challenging their behavior when necessary but out of concern for 

everyone’s welfare, not out of anger or simple desire for her personal 

comfort—set an example and made it impossible to carry on in the 

angry, contentious way they had before.... It was the simple force of her 

presence: you couldn’t act like that around her. You just didn’t.10 

Gradually Ma’s popularity filtered into the American meditation community. 

Joseph Goldstein was the first to arrive and later brought his friend Sharon 

Salzberg. Sharon and Joseph adored Ma and continued to seek her guidance until 

the day she died. Each of them described Ma as “the most loving person I have ever 

met.” Ma took a very motherly stance towards young Sharon, offering advice and 

sometimes interesting premonitions: 

In 1974, when I went to Calcutta to say good-bye, I told her, “I’m going 

back to America for a short time, to get my health together, to get some 

more money, and then I’ll be back.” She shook her head and asserted, 

“No, when you go back to America you’ll be teaching meditation with 

Joseph.” And I said, “No, I won’t,” and she said, “Yes, you will,” and I 

said, “No, I won’t...” Finally she just looked me in the eye and declared, 

“You know, you can do anything you want to do.... It’s only your 

thinking that you can’t do it that’s stopping you.” This was a great bless¬ 

ing with which she sent me off, back to America. And that was twenty- 

one years ago. She was right! 
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Sharon and Joseph told other friends about Ma, including Jack Kornfield, who 

met Ma in the late 1970s. Each teacher told their students about Ma, and they in 

turn told others, who told still others. Ma was a curious entity to Westerners. 

Physically, she was almost invisible—a frail, old woman poking from her white sari 

like “a little bug wrapped up in cotton.”11 Yet in terms of sheer energy, she was a 

giant. Entering her presence was like “walking into a force field” where magical 

shifts happened. Sometimes these shifts included the experiences of mind-to-mind 

communication and changes in perception and concentration states. Other times 

the shifts were calming, as though one were merging into her “unshakable peace” 

or finding a place to “rest in her silence, like resting under a large shade tree.”12 

Dipa Ma developed an even greater following of Americans when she helped 

teach the three-month retreat at Insight Meditation Society in 1980 and again in 

1984. Even though Ma was sixty-nine and experiencing heart problems, she agreed 

to make the long journey to America, bringing her daughter and toddler grandson. 

The cultural stretch was immense. With Ma around, one could not take for 

granted anything that Americans normally take for granted, for example, that corn 

flakes and milk are best eaten with a spoon, that a shower has a spigot and faucets 

through which water is dispensed, that large dogs actually live in houses and are 

fed off plates, or that boxes manned by empty machines spit money when you 

push buttons. Steven Schwartz, whose house she lived in that first month, spent a 

lot of time trying to make her comfortable, until he finally realized that, like the 

Buddha, she had no actual preferences. 

The power of Ma’s presence was profound. In a group interview Jack Kornfield 

innocently asked Ma, “Just what is it like in your mind?” Ma smiled, closed her 

eyes, and quietly answered, “In my mind there are three things, concentration, 

loving-kindness, and peace.” Jack, not sure he was hearing right, said, “Is that all?” 

Ma calmly replied, “Yes.. .that’s all.” The room was silent. There were a few sighs 

and laughs, then Jack’s barely audible whisper “Ah, how wonderful.” Although 

health problems prevented her return to America, she continued to teach from 

her Calcutta apartment until her death five years later. 

Dipa Ma died on the evening of September 1,1989. She was seventy-eight years 

old. Her death came quite unexpectedly and entailed little suffering. According to 

her daughter, it only took Ma about ten to twenty minutes to die. Sandip Mut- 

suddi, neighbor and devoted student for years, had prayed, “Please let me be by 

Ma’s side when she dies.” Miraculously, given the sudden onset of her death, his 

wish was granted. Sandip relates the story of her death: 

When Dipa came back from the office that evening, Ma told her she was 

feeling uneasy. Dipa asked her, “Should I call the doctor?” She was silent 
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for awhile and after some time she said, “Okay.” Dipa asked me to go 

get the doctor. So I went, but the doctor was not at his chambers—he 

was at another patient’s house. When I returned, I told her the doctor 

was out and would come as soon as possible. Then I went and sat down 

next to Dipa Ma, and Dipa and I massaged her. Then Ma asked me to 

touch her head. So I touched her head and I started chanting the suttas 

she taught me. When she heard me chanting, she bowed with her hands 

in prayer. She bowed toward the Buddha and did not get up. So we both 

lifted her off the floor and found that her breathing had stopped. She 

had died in her bow to the Buddha! Her face was very calm and at peace. 

Three to four hundred people, including monks, attended Dipa Ma’s funeral 

several days later. She was on an open cot. One by one, students filed past and laid 

a flower on her body, until she was completely covered in flowers. 
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MY DHARMA TEACHER 
DIED TOO SOON 

James Whitehill 

My Japanese Dharma teacher died last year, 

too young and too soon. She was fifty-four, 

with no Dharma heirs and only five live-in 

students in recent years. I was her oldest stu¬ 

dent at fifty-six, but also her newest and only 

male student. I lived in her compact Mid¬ 

western group for only ten years, while her 

youngest female student already had fifteen 

years of close nurturing under her care. From 

their privileged position of “seniority-by- 

date-of-admission” in our little Sangha, the 

much younger female disciples feel free to make fun of my bald head and recent 

admission, often calling me “old stepfather.” I don’t mind at all, for I was happy 

from the beginning to be close to “my” roshi, trusting that daily physical, cellular 

proximity to her could bring me to a threshold of spiritual intimacy wherein my 

true nature could shine at last. 

Living with her, I hoped to become a buddha or at least considerably wiser and 

more virtuous than I thought I was going into the arrangement. Since she died, I 

have thought much about her and, lately, she seems to visit me in dreams, where 

she tries to give me a message, written on paper. In the most recent dream, I 

glimpsed a corner of one side of the white sheet she was holding. I see my signa¬ 

ture, and scribblings above it. The scribbling is not mine, I am sure, and I feel frus¬ 

trated as I try to decipher it. Then she hugs me, and her face dissolves as I look 

down on her. As in real life, I am a foot taller than she is. I was never comfortable 

looking “down” on my roshi, but in the dream I like the close feeling. 

Sometimes during the day I feel her voice inside me, interrupting my thoughts 

when they are about to screw me up or become too intellectually speculative. It feels 

like her voice, saying the typically surprising things to me, but I may be mistaken. 
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In truth, her voice became one of my voices through a very close ten-year absorp¬ 

tion, of “taking her in,” so much so that it is hard for me to distinguish between 

them sometimes, depending on my mood. She was very present to me, my roshi, 

and I “swallowed” her like every good student does with his or her Buddhist mas¬ 

ter. So her “voice” might be “her” voice as transmuted through me into one of 

“my” voices. But, as I said, she had no Dharma heirs, so I can’t really speak for her. 

Only about her, from the standpoint of a special intimacy, perhaps rare, perhaps 

not so rare at all. But not ordinary, I am certain. 

Nevertheless, the sense of her being here, of her compact, intensely physical 

presence, ebbs irreversibly. I am losing her, as my grief works at its own pace. 

Daily, I observe my reactions to absence and loss as they take on different, but 

steadily fading, weights, colors, and sharpness. She dims, and I seem to evaporate 

with her, losing myself, my sticking points. Where can I anchor myself, in this 

mist-blinded grief time, on these darkened waters? Which way, to glimpse buddha 

nature again? What should I do now? These are very jagged questions, once your 

teacher dies. With a living teacher you know where to orient yourself: simply dance 

around the roshi. But, a dead teacher is gone and yet still going, so I ghost after her, 

wanting to dance. “Please come back, my teacher,” I cry. 

That is a temptation, I know. Not the crying, but the longing to invent the 

reality that suits me, to retie our karmic knots. Neurotic. A hindrance. A delusion. 

I am discovering that only three things keep my attention focused on important 

matters these days: pain, the other four disciples, and the bright world around me. 

The pain is grief, of course, a natural wrenching pain or oozing sadness that works 

according to its own rules and sense of time and place. I let it happen, maybe even 

push it along. Watching it. Moving my body with it sometimes, and sometimes 

being very still with it on my zazen cushion. I respect my grieving: it reveals to me, 

bit by bit, moan by moan, the extent and nature of my losses. These losses add up 

to my feeling lost myself, since the death of my roshi has left me without my old 

center, my aim, a direction felt to be true. My grief also makes me quiet. I find 

myself not breathing. I become the moment before waiting begins. I pause and 

almost freeze. At this point, some little thing in the world usually presents itself and 

brings me back on track: a flash of light through the trees as a breeze turns the 

leaves, Cleo the cat entering the room looking for someone, one of the women dis¬ 

ciples banging the front door closed (it sticks and it’s my job to fix it—but not 

now). I know only what my direction is not: I have entered a stream, and I can¬ 

not get back up it to the past. I drift downward. 

I am still connected with the four disciples of my roshi, who are orphaned even 

more than I. We try to take care of each other. I am becoming “old stepfather roshi” 

in my own mind, if not in theirs. My role seems to be: “Just be there.” This is easy: 

I will just hang around, do my chores, keep in touch. I can’t be the nourishing 
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roshi, but I can cook, see the bills are paid, and make sure the endowment is not 

squandered. I lock the doors at night. Easy. Like a father. 

But a roshi is a mother, using skillful and varied means to advance each and all. 

Patiently, not pushing too often or too hard. Generously, dwelling with ignorant 

animals, infant buddhas, quarreling bodhisattvas, hopelessly hungry ghosts. Coura¬ 

geously, for it takes courage to give birth to buddhas. I’m having a hard time here 

with the young disciples (although they are more senior than me and the roshi 

“raised” them to be independent, as if she knew she would not be around for 

them). One is depressed and confused. One weeps frequently. Two say little at all 

to me about our beloved teacher and friend. I don’t know how to be their roshi, 

to mother them—and our roshi left no Dharma heirs to whom we can attach our¬ 

selves. The two oldest have gone out on their own into the world—in search of 

whomever will become their next teacher. 

Roshi loved to garden and cook. Gardening in season was morning work, and 

cooking was afternoon work. To supplement the Sangha income, I had to work 

an outside job four or five days a week. But our roshi, following tradition, stayed 

on the home ground, working for the Sangha and also continuing her work on her¬ 

self in her own special ways. While I worked late afternoons in the world, she 

trained the other disciples to cook the evening meal in a Buddhist manner, focus¬ 

ing first on recipes and technique, then moving on to the kind of spiritual attitude 

found in Dogen’s instructions to the cook of his monastery, essentially, “Pay atten¬ 

tion to this wonderful work!” I think the two older female disciples received Roshi’s 

final blessing or seal as “good cooks.” I envy them a little their authentication as 

worthy ones. Even though Roshi had tried to support me by saying, “You are a 

good handyman, a good writer, and so forth,” I knew I had not finished or per¬ 

fected anything yet, much less my self. 

Almost every day, our roshi started a one-hour “cooking meditation ’ at 5 p.m. 

and served us a delicious, healthy meal at 6 p.m. sharp. In the year before her can¬ 

cer was diagnosed, I noticed that 6 p.m. was not always achieved sharply, that 

evening meal came at 6:05 or even 6:15—but I thought only that she was getting 

older. Her “kitchen ceremony” year after year was paced in a special way: much 

preparation, followed by a burst of action. She would take thirty minutes or more 

scanning, finding, touching, and squeezing what was at hand, the leftovers often, 

preparing in her mind several recipes so that we would have more than one main 

dish to savor as we brought our different moods to the meal. The last fifteen min¬ 

utes of the hour were spent in an effortless whirling about the kitchen, bringing 

all parts of the meal together into a harmony of taste and color at the stroke of six. 

Sometimes we would sit in the kitchen and watch, and try to talk, but clearly she 

was absorbed in her activity and preferred to be alone. The feeling in the kitchen 

was casual and natural, yet precise and true. Like a Japanese tea ceremony. 
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Perhaps her cooking drew upon her training in tea ceremony, but the same 

principles of action were evident in other areas of her life. Either the tea spirit had 

come to pervade everything or she had reached a point beyond the forms of tea and 

all arts. I think it was the latter: her actions came from some cool fountainhead of 

natural inspiration in almost all things, from the Zen source itself. Her refreshing 

Zen spirit and teachings were displayed in action, rarely in words. If I could sum¬ 

marize the teaching, it would rest in three aspirations for herself and for us. She 

reminded us, above all, to “try to pay attention.” Be alert and mindful in the 

moment. Concentrate on one thing in one time. Her second aspiration was virtue- 

oriented: “Try to do your best at what you choose to do.” There was no hint that 

this aim meant winning in contests against others, but rather working with yourself 

to improve your skill, spurred by friendly and helpful competition if appropriate. 

Her third and final aspiration was to “try to be natural, in harmony with your¬ 

self.” We could see her “naturalness” and self-content in different ways. She insist¬ 

ed on wearing comfortable clothes. She especially loved to have children as guests, 

playing with them and bringing them special gifts of sea shells or paper toys she 

always kept ready. A calm, quiet woman, she laughed easily, readily, happily, some¬ 

times in a way that I can only hint at by saying it was ecstatically joyful. These 

epiphanies of laughter were, at first eruption, rather surprising, but within sec¬ 

onds infected us all irresistibly. The humor of something mysterious exploding 

from the depths of our teacher would rush over her face, bring tears to her eyes, 

and come cascading over us as inspiring, divine mirth. I remember a couple of 

times trying to hold myself back, so I could look into this whirlwind of giggles, 

tears, guffaws, and roiling bodies, which seemed to be far out of proportion to the 

meager stimulus of a pun or slip-of-tongue. Her laughter was too deep and over¬ 

whelming for me to sustain an objective distance: I always caved in to her glee. 

Most of the incidents of laughter came at supper time, at the table. Her tea 

training or Zen aspirations radiated most clearly at this meal. Without a doubt, 

supper was the supreme moment for Dharma training and confrontation, in her 

view. Although she had the dining room set up in the Western manner, with chairs 

around a large, oval-shaped oak table, the atmosphere for eating was sifted through 

the subtle filters of tea culture. The detailed panoply of precisely practiced form 

and ancient gestures were not important here. She distilled from tea ritual its spir¬ 

it, and what was minimally needed to give body and recognition to that spirit. 

We were, after all, a tiny group of American-born disciples, with few resources. 

She was not going to impose Japanese culture upon us, except where it was the best 

tool she had in helping us undertake the way of wisdom and compassion. She had 

come to the U.S. as early as 1966, and preferred living here, because Japan was diffi¬ 

cult for women like her. Our roshi, who said she refused to bow, was never 

ordained and never sought a lineage certification, of which she was as suspicious 

220 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



as she was of Ph.D.s. An almost infallible judge of character, she never gave undue 

weight to certificates because she could see into our true nature and our false ego¬ 

posturing. We didn’t even call her “Roshi.” I am doing that in retrospect and 

respect rather freely, but she preferred a more modest, feminine title, drawn from 

the Shinto tradition of shrine priestesses called Miko-san. We called her Miko. 

Most friends and neighbors thought it was her name, but it was her title, her pseu¬ 

donym, her twist on the notion of roshi. 

Our Miko, our roshi, would gather us at six for evening meals. It was not 

acceptable to miss the meal or be late. Our meal combined delicious food (anoth¬ 

er break from monastery tradition) and subtle practice in paying attention to what 

we were doing so that we could do it right and naturally. “Just eating.” Talking was 

not encouraged, but allowed. The less mature disciples (including me on a bad day) 

would sometimes break out in binges of complaining or everyday storytelling: 

“Guess what happened today?” Roshi would not stop this, but would minimally 

reply or go on eating. She might ask, “How do you like the food?” to get our atten¬ 

tion back to eating. Once focused on eating, she would now and then give us hints 

about “right eating.” Many of the hints came from the way she ate herself, night 

after night, thousands and thousands of lessons performed before us: deliberately, 

quietly (we used chopsticks, being quieter than silverware can ever be), smoothly, 

and steadily. 

From my point of view, she was totally focused on her own eating and enjoyed 

food with an appreciation and intensity I have never seen anywhere else. And yet, 

she was also fully, simultaneously, and precisely aware of what we were doing, and 

especially how we did it. This wide awareness, which included herself, was a great 

mystery to me. Years of Zen practice had given me an ability to focus on one thing 

with some stability, but not to have a more generalized, flexible openness at the 

same time. She knew this, of course, and I suspect my lack of “wide awareness” 

explains why I was the only disciple judged not ready for Roshi’s teachings for 

cooks. She focused, rather, on my eating habits as the platform where she would 

struggle to instruct me about Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, about awakening, 

truth, and the family of beings. 

One evening meal, in an excited mood, I was eating and drinking quickly, 

talking to the group about something I now forget, and topping off my rice bowl 

at every opportunity. This was too much for our Miko, who usually let us talk a 

little, refill our bowls ourselves, and even become slightly restless or argumentative 

while eating. As I reached across the table toward the shallow bowl of bright green 

broccoli with the chopsticks in my right hand, with my left hand I also raised my 

water glass and started drinking. Hands suspended in two different grasping posi¬ 

tions, I paused to say something to one of the others when—“Crack!”—Miko 

whacked my broccoli-seeking fingers with her chopsticks, and shouted, “Don’t do 
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that! ’’ I froze, since she never had yelled at me. It felt as if I had tumbled into a hole, 

an abyss colder than ice. My loins tightened in fear. No idea came to my rescue to 

tell me why I had fallen or how to save myself. The small boy in me tried to stand 

up, as if to brace stubbornly against his mother’s correction—but that effort col¬ 

lapsed. This was not my mother, but my wise and compassionate teacher—catch¬ 

ing me in a nameless sin in front of the whole wide world. 

Miko held me in suspension: I couldn’t speak, and her slap had frozen my 

mind and body. Seeing that I was frozen and in danger, she eased off her hold on 

my spirit, saying, “In every moment, do only one thing. Don’t reach for food, 

prepare to drink, and talk at the same time.” 

The lessons poured out in an uncharacteristic flood of advice. “Don’t reach 

across the table with your chopsticks for the broccoli pieces. First, bring the broc¬ 

coli bowl to your side plate and then use the chopsticks. Pay full attention to what 

you’re doing! Don’t divide your mind with many things, because you will never 

do them as well as they deserve and so degrade them.” She demonstrated how to 

do these things rightly, quickly, beautifully, respectfully, decisively. 

Breathless, I watched her and, as she closed off her just-right movements and 

brought her advice to an end, a great mass of shame rose up in me. I felt dizzy. In 

my great shame there was a corner, a little niche, of no-shame. From this little open 

corner I could see how fortunate I was to have such a teacher, even as my breath 

contracted against a storm of guilt and failure. “I know you can do this better,” she 

said, as she turned to one of the female disciples and changed the subject. 

Looking back on this meal, the slap, the teaching, the shame, I am tempted to 

smirk or stick out my tongue and say, “Oh, it was only a Japanese etiquette thing.” 

But that doesn’t ring true. What was very clear, in the mirror of that moment, was 

how far I had yet to go: I lacked mastery of myself—my diffused focus, my slop¬ 

py expressiveness, and my gluttony were evidence. I had insulted her, the disciples, 

the broccoli, and the moment, by not respecting each enough to give them my 

widest, deepest, most transparent attention. She was angry, but maybe at herself, 

too, for I had been her closest student, her intimate attendant, for at least six years. 

Ffad she failed me? Would she ever find a Dharma son or daughter? 

If supper table was a special inner zone, where our roshi could observe our 

states of mind by watching such things as the coordination of our chopsticks and 

our hearts, garden work was a more open, wild arena where she invited us to train 

differently to become awakened beings. She liked active, physical means of train¬ 

ing, although she could sit quietly for many hours, and appreciated that I could 

sit in zazen very comfortably, even with my temperamental back. She also valued 

quiet hours of scholarship and would not interrupt us when we were studying our 

books. For the younger minds in the Sangha, she would say, “Young minds should 

mainly study.” I guess she felt I was smart enough already, because she never 
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advised me to study more. Instead, she advised me to study less, and to study one 

thing at a time, until I mastered it to a useful degree, no further. She knew I liked 

studying books and concepts too much. 

I never attempted to master her meditative style of gardening, stubbornly resist¬ 

ing her calls to enter the flower world. Gardening, developing a conversation 

among plants, soils, water, sun, and your self, hurt my back. “Stoop, lift and 

twist—throw out my back” was what gardening meant to me. The younger disci¬ 

ples tried gardening, but failed, too, each in her own way, to start a conversation 

with flowers. Our master was puzzled and sometimes visibly frustrated by our fail¬ 

ures. She died too young to carry us any distance into her garden teachings. I feel 

sad about that. I felt then, and feel now, that her biggest teachings are in the gar¬ 

den, because she wanted so much for us to look and see. What we needed to learn 

in the garden was what I call the “flower pilgrimage,” a journey in a circular path 

around the grounds through different gardens, that is, four or five different eco¬ 

logical textures of soil and plants, shifting shadows and sunlight. A journey with 

flowers, compost, vegetables, boundaries, herbs, and breath to the nameless origin. 

The path of the flower pilgrimage is outwardly the simple, uneven footpath 

around the main building, running from vegetable beds, to cutting flowers, to the 

herb garden, past the compost bin, down into the woods and wildflowers, and 

back around through the “orphanage,” where Miko gave a home to solitary, 

unloved, wilted, leftover refugees of June and July plant sales. Maybe 150 paces 

would take you around the full circuit. Less than two minutes will do it—if you 

don’t pay any attention to the beans and cucumbers, the exuberant peonies and day 

lilies, the compost bin’s dark bottom soil, the spring beauties and may apples 

crowding the small kyudo platform set in between the tall, thin oaks and advanc¬ 

ing maples, or, as you come out of the woods, the countless orphan flowers of for¬ 

gotten names who shyly appear in random patterns as you walk the path aiming 

west toward the civilized street. The thick iris bed at the curb marks the end, but 

not the goal. 

The goal of the path of flowers is becoming a buddha, naturally, slowly, prac¬ 

ticing every day one little bit or one small thing, with a purpose so reduced in 

your mind it doesn’t feel like a purpose. A day’s flower practice might take ten min¬ 

utes or two hours, to an outside observer like myself, but that misses the point 

entirely, as even I could see. At the end of her too-short life, before going off to 

radiation or chemotherapy sessions, Miko would always walk the path, do the pil¬ 

grimage, before I took her in the car to the white cancer center with black windows 

squatting on a hill that overlooked the city. A few weeks before she died, when she 

was very weak, she would still stand in the garden, among the vegetables, at the 

beginning of the path. My last photos of her are there. 

The photos are discolored by a yellowish haze on her and the plants. I can’t 
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decide yet if the effect reminds me of jaundice or of gold. I do know it pains me 

to see these images, so I have hidden them away. I wonder what I will be able to 

see and how I will feel, looking at those pictures next year or twenty years from 

now. Perhaps I will see only the unshakable calm in her face, the irony in her 

smile. Perhaps, then, suddenly, I will see her as Buddha, and her image will strike 

so deep I will awaken, all at once from myself. But it won’t happen all at once, if 

my teacher is to be believed. Becoming a buddha is slow work, so that we can 

learn patience with ourselves and others, give ourselves a break from schedules and 

missions that pull at our guilt tendons, and take enough time, as long as we need, 

to practice doing “one moment, one thing.” 

This slow work is easily done in a garden, she believed, and she wanted us to 

get started. The first step was to learn the names of the flowers along the flowery 

path, all of them. Not their Latinized botanical names, but their common names. 

All of us resisted. Miko would lead us along the path, asking us a flower’s name or 

telling us. This would take ten to twenty minutes. It was clear on this pilgrimage 

that we were undergoing a test, that we were at the first of the flowery gates through 

which she wanted us to pass. We were quizzed always—immediately on the path, 

or at the end near the iris bed, or six hours later, when an arrangement of flowers 

would dominate the center of the supper table. “Well, now, what is this?” 

All of us disciples would fail, for less than a perfect score was unacceptable. 

Why did we have to know every name? Why did we even have to know one name? 

These questions she would not answer, beyond declaring, “To know it, you must 

start with a name.” We challenged her: “You often confuse the names of your dis¬ 

ciples, even calling us by the cat’s name sometimes! Why should we be perfectly 

accurate in naming these dumb flowers? And besides, you keep adding new ones, 

those orphans you plant, and from the woods come volunteers that seed them¬ 

selves. We don’t have a chance,” we whined. 

“I already know you, so I don’t have to remember your names,” she said. “And 

you know your names very well and defend them loudly, even when you don’t 

have to do it. The flowers are defenseless, weak, and silent—unlike us. So, we start 

by naming them. It’s not their real name, but when we name them, we feel more 

friendly toward them, they become more specific and stand out. It helps us pay 

attention to them so that, over time, we will get to know them so well we won’t 

need to call them by a name. Then, they will come to us without our calling. They 

will come to us even in our dreams. But first you must name them.” 

For myself, I made a few less-than-half-hearted attempts to remember the flow¬ 

ers’ names. That not working, I thought I would create my own names, as in “the 

tall, blue flower that looks like a tulip but isn’t” or “the orange flowers growing next 

to the peonies every year.” This helped me remember, but something was missing, 

namely, a name. I rationalized to Miko that my descriptions were very Buddhist, 
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because they were contextual or relational identifications, not analytical names 

suggesting singularity and isolation. This clever dogma went nowhere. I want to 

speculate at this point. The name, I’m guessing, was essential to paying attention 

to “one moment, one thing.” I think now she saw what the tea master Sen no 

Rikyu saw when he displayed a single flower in a plain vase in his sixteenth-cen¬ 

tury tea ceremony hut. Until you know something well, until you can approach it 

as a buddha, you need its name to “single it out” and respect it. Respect is carried 

by the name until our familiarity matures to the point where names dissolve and 

things present themselves to us like the air we breathe, as something both inside 

and outside us, yet neither inside nor outside. At this point, the name fades, and 

the thing itself is seen. We relax and smile—or even become wonderful. 

I glimpsed this “wonderfulness” along the flower path only after my teacher’s 

death. One quiet morning a few weeks after her early October passing, I scuffled 

half-alert along the path around our home. At a certain point in the garden of 

orphan flowers, halfway around the pilgrimage, I stopped for no particular reason. 

As I saw Miko do many times, I squatted low, very low, on the path and found 

myself looking in a relaxed way at a single plant, with tiny, blue petals. A thought 

came, “This is not me seeing this.” 

I felt something in me was expanding outward, meeting the solitary flower 

with an easy, alert openness. As my eyes focused, more clearly than they usually do 

for some reason, the blue petals and thin stem revealed themselves to me in a crisp, 

absolute way. “To me,” yet not to “me.” I felt the flower “presenting itself’ before 

my face in a very intimate, bold way. It was before “my face,” but yet not “my” face. 

I am struggling and failing to describe the experience. But I knew clearly, and 

in a strangely calm way, that the flower was showing itself to Miko. Miko, my 

beloved wife. She was seeing through my eyes what she wanted me to see in the 

years of many fine mornings when she tugged at my hand, eagerly pulling me 

along the flowery path—to meet a small, quietly radiant, very beautiful orphan— 

and all the other wonderful buddhas. 
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Political and Social Change 





WOMEN CHANGING TIBET, 
ACTIVISM CHANGING WOMEN 

Serinity Young 

Tibet, Real and Imagined 

Despite a recent slight increase in Western news coverage of Tibet, it still 

remains more a land of imagination than of reality in many Western minds.1 Most 

Westerners have a very idealized notion of Tibet under the rule of the Dalai 

Lamas,2 and few are clear about the historical shiftings of its geographical bound¬ 

aries.3 When the Chinese government speaks of Tibet, it means the Tibetan 

Autonomous Region (TAR), defined as the area that was actually under the author¬ 

ity of His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s government in 1950, stretching 

from the western half of the province of Kham in the east to the borders of Kash¬ 

mir and Ladakh in the west. The Peoples’ Republic of China considers the rest of 

Kham and Amdo as Chinese provinces. Supporters of Tibetan independence, 

on the other hand, speak of Tibet as including all of Kham and Amdo as well as 

the TAR.4 

In 1950, three years after the withdrawal of British colonial power in South and 

Southeast Asia, and one year after the revolution in China, the army of the newly 

founded People’s Republic of China advanced into Tibet in order to liberate the 

Tibetan people from feudalism and foreign imperialists. Including Tibet in the 

Maoist revolution, as the Chinese destroyed monasteries and imposed collec¬ 

tivization the situation there deteriorated steadily. In 1959, the people of Lhasa rose 

up against the Chinese, and the Fourteenth Dalai Lama fled to India along with 

several thousand other Tibetans, beginning a stream of refugees that continues to 

this day. The Chinese then systematically expanded the destruction of Tibetan 

culture, especially its religious life, by demolishing more monasteries, plundering 

their wealth of manuscripts and art, and either imprisoning or executing both lay 

and monastic Tibetans or sending them to work in labor camps.5 Difficult as this 

period was, it was only the beginning, for in the Cultural Revolution of the 1960s 

and 1970s additional monasteries and nunneries were blown up, and the remaining 
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walls of these buildings were taken apart brick by brick. Nuns and monks were 

forced to disrobe and many were imprisoned, tortured, and killed. Though the 

Chinese government has relaxed its policies somewhat since that time—for exam¬ 

ple, by allowing foreigners back into the country and reopening some monaster¬ 

ies and nunneries—it has pursued a course of plundering the natural environment, 

destroying wildlife, and allowing the immigration of Han Chinese people into 

Tibet to such an extent that Tibetans are rapidly becoming a minority in their 

own homeland. This is apparent to even the most superficial visitor to Lhasa and 

other Tibetan cities where signs have Chinese characters at least twice as large as 

the Tibetan script under them. Moreover, it is astonishing to see the extent of the 

Chinese military presence in Tibet beyond the capital as well.6 

In 1987, a fresh round of pro-independence demonstrations began. On Sep¬ 

tember 27, twenty-one monks were arrested for leading a pro-independence 

demonstration in Lhasa. The demonstration spread, and on October 1, 1987, the 

police fired upon two to three thousand demonstrators. In the next few years, 

hundreds of Tibetans were killed and thousands imprisoned. On March 7, 1989, 

the Chinese declared martial law and expelled all foreign journalists, diplomats, 

and tourists. In 1990 martial law was lifted, but the situation was still tense dur¬ 

ing my visit in 1997. This essay, then, will focus on the role of monastics, especially 

nuns, in ongoing demonstrations in Tibet and the consequences they face for their 

activities. 

The situation in Tibet is part of a larger policy the Chinese government pursued 

quite vigorously until fairly recently—to bring about the destruction of all religion 

among its own people.7 For the revolutionary government of China, liberation 

meant abandoning ideologies of other traditions like Buddhism, Daoism, and 

Confucianism, a policy that was carried to its extremes during the Cultural Rev¬ 

olution.8 Warren Smith quotes from a government document that states, “Since 

religion is harmful to the socialist construction of the mother country, it will 

inevitably prove harmful to the progress and development of the minority nation¬ 

alities [for example, the Tibetans].”9 While I do not want to minimize the destruc¬ 

tion that went on and continues to go on in Tibet, it is important to bear in mind 

that the Chinese government treats dissident or religious Han Chinese in similar 

ways. Tibetans are generally quick to make the point that it is the Chinese gov¬ 

ernment, not the Chinese people, that is the cause of their suffering. 

Tibetan Nuns, Then and Now 

Tibetan nuns have always been a monastic minority.10 Tsepon Shakpa estimates 

monks made up 18 percent of Tibet’s pre-1950 population while nuns comprised 

only 2 percent.11 Nevertheless, nuns have had such a significant presence in 
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political demonstrations for the liberation of Tibet that a larger percentage of 

nuns appears to be involved in political activities than monks.12 A Tibet Infor¬ 

mation Network report entitled “Timing of Incidents: Nuns as the Leading Edge” 

states, for example: 

Protests by nuns have been noticeable as initiating a series of incidents 

which have become more and more frequent until culminating, after 

one to two months, in a major confrontation with police. 

Recent activity in Tibet divides clearly into four phases, each one 

ending in a new attempt by police to shoot on demonstrators and intern 

dissidents. In each case the period of rigid police control which has fol¬ 

lowed these major incidents has been broken by nuns after a period of 

from one to six months—after the October i, 1987, crackdown there was 

no incident (apart from an October 6th demonstration) till Garu nuns 

demonstrated on December 19,1987. Police control after the March 5th 

incident, which allegedly involved some 10,000 lay people, was absolute 

until the 17th April demonstration by Garu nuns; after the shooting on 

December 10,1988, there was no demonstration (except for a semi-offi¬ 

cial student demonstration on December 30,1988) till the nuns took to 

the streets on February 22,1989. The first incidents after the imposition 

of martial law on March 7/8, 1989, were the nuns’ demonstrations on 

September 2nd and September 22nd. 

In this sense the nuns are clearly spearheading the fight against the 

Chinese authorities, being the first each time to test or goad police 

control.13 

During the spring of 1997, in fact, I was repeatedly told that monks were increas¬ 

ingly leaving it up to the nuns to organize demonstrations. 

Interestingly, nuns traditionally have much lower status than monks. One man¬ 

ifestation of their low status and of the lack of interest paid to them by lay and 

monastic Tibetans and, until recently, by Western scholars, is an almost complete 

lack of historical information about Tibetan nuns. Most significantly, it is doubt¬ 

ful whether a traditional ordination lineage for nuns ever came to Tibet. If it did, 

it has been lost for centuries. This is reflected in Tibetan texts that translate the 

Indian term bhiksunl, meaning ordained nun, as gelongma. In Tibetan, this term 

is used in Buddhist texts to refer only to ordained nuns from the Indian past; all 

Tibetan nuns, by contrast, whether they live in nunneries or remain at home, are 

called ani, a respectful term also used for aunts. Traditionally, Tibetan nuns have 

remained permanently in the novice (dGe tshul mu) state, living in nunneries, 

which were generally poorer than monasteries and where educational opportunities 
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were severely limited. In recent years, the Dalai Lama has advocated the full ordi¬ 

nation of women, but Western and Tibetan women who were ordained have yet 

to be officially recognized by the Tibetan government-in-exile.14 Of course, this has 

not directly influenced the lives of Buddhist nuns in Tibet either way; it appears 

that, for all intents and purposes, they remain in the novice stage. For them, full 

ordination is not an immediate issue of concern; political liberation is. 

Political Activity among Nuns 

According to the most recent figures available from Amnesty International, the 

number of political prisoners in Tibet known by name as of December 1994 was 

628. Over ninety percent of these are monastics; 176 are women.15 It is of critical 

importance to have the names of prisoners in order for Amnesty International to 

monitor their treatment and attempt to procure their release. More recent figures 

from the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy list 921 male, 295 

female, and 39 juvenile prisoners in 1997.16 

Life in a Chinese prison is unimaginably brutal. After the Tiananmen Square 

massacre, many Tibetans said to me, “If this is what they do to their own people, 

what do you think they are doing to us?” According to the Amnesty Internation¬ 

al report of June 1995 on women in China, the treatment of Han Chinese women 

prisoners appears to be as brutal and sexually humiliating as it is for Tibetan nuns. 

Being stripped naked before male guards and male prisoners is common practice, 

and beatings are savage, with electric batons used freely and often inserted into 

vaginas. Other forms of rape are not unknown, and sometimes this is accom¬ 

plished by incarcerating female prisoners in cells with male prisoners. Prisoners 

often die, usually shortly after they are released to their families for medical atten¬ 

tion, as the recent film Windhorse depicts (prisoners are released to undermine any 

criticism of the prison system for bringing about the deaths of inmates). Phuntsok 

Yangkyi, for instance, a twenty-year-old nun from Michungri Nunnery, died in 

June of 1994 at the police hospital in Lhasa due to severe beatings and possible 

medical mistreatment in the hospital.17 Another nun, fifteen-year-old Sherab 

Ngawang, died in April of 1995 from internal injuries received from repeated beat¬ 

ings, two months after she was released from prison.18 Little or no medical atten¬ 

tion appears to be available to prisoners, and medicine must be procured from 

family visitors who generally get to see the prisoner only once a month for ten 

minutes and in the presence of several guards. These prisoners are the lucky ones. 

Many prisoners are held incommunicado and are thus beyond help from their 

families or from having their names put on the Amnesty International list. Sen¬ 

tences for nuns are harsh and usually include several years of hard labor; moreover, 

the sentences can and are increased for infractions while in prison. For instance, 

232 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



Phuntsog Nyidron, a twenty-eight-year-old nun from Michungri Nun¬ 

nery, is serving the longest known sentence for a female prisoner in 

Tibet. On 14 October 1989, three days after Tibetans heard that their 

exiled spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, would receive the Nobel Peace 

Prize, Phuntsog Nyidron and five other nuns staged a peaceful demon¬ 

stration in Lhasa chanting pro-independence slogans. They marched 

for only a few minutes and were arrested. All the nuns were reportedly 

tortured during interrogation in police custody. 

Phuntsog Nyidron was considered the ringleader and so was given 

the harshest sentence of nine years’ imprisonment. On 8 October 1993 

her prison sentence was increased to 17 years. Thirteen other nuns 

faced a trial with her at which their sentences were increased up to 

nine years. The nuns had used a tape recorder smuggled into the prison 

to record pro-independence songs which were then circulated secretly 

in Tibet. On the tape each announced their name and dedicated a song 

or poem to supporters, reaffirming their commitment to Tibetan inde¬ 

pendence and demonstrating they were in good spirits. One nun sang, 

“To all of you outside who have done all you can for us in prison, we 

are deeply grateful and will never forget you.” Another spoke of prison 

life: “Our food is like pig food, we are beaten and treated brutally. But 

this will never change the Tibetan people’s perseverance. It will remain 

unfaltering.”19 

The use of leg and hand shackles is common, but the worst is called the “tiger 

bed” or the shackle board, which “consists of a wooden door laid flat on short legs 

with handcuffs at the four corners. Prisoners are attached to the board for long peri¬ 

ods with their arms and legs spread out and handcuffed at the corners. A hole in 

the centre of the board allows evacuation of urine and excrement.”20 

Not surprisingly, attempted suicide rates are high among women prisoners, so 

much so that it has been discussed as a major problem in academic articles pub¬ 

lished in China.21 One documented case of the prison experiences of a Tibetan nun 

is as follows: 

Upon arrival at Gutsa prison, the nun was stripped of all clothing and 

placed in a room with two trained dogs and two policemen. The dogs 

were trained to attack whenever she moved. The policemen proceeded 

to hit her with rods until she tried to move away, at which time dogs 

would attack, biting and lacerating her arms and legs. During this tor¬ 

ture, they continually asked her about her involvement in the demon¬ 

strations as well as the involvement of others.22 
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Generally, nuns conduct political demonstrations while circumambulating the 

Jokhang Temple, the most sacred center of Tibetan Buddhism, in the heart of 

Old Lhasa, sometimes by shouting out, “Independence for Tibet.” There is an 

almost never-ending stream of pilgrims circumambulating this site, and a police 

presence is common, both in and out of uniform. When nuns demonstrate, they 

do so knowing what awaits them, yet Chinese prison officials cannot accept the 

nuns as independent agents. Almost all the testimonies of imprisoned nuns 

“detail the interrogators’ relentless pursuit of an ‘admission’ that men or others 

aside from the nuns are behind the protests.”23 The self-representations of nuns 

in these accounts are a significant part of their story, and I will explore their 

meanings below. 

Spring, 1997 

Much of what follows, which is based on my two-month visit in the spring of 

1997, is highly impressionistic; people took chances talking to me, and I tried to 

listen on all levels. Direct questions were inappropriate, as the monks and nuns 

who spoke to me were already in jeopardy—I could not push them any further 

than I did. I do not use the real names of people or of monasteries and nunneries, 

for even though they have asked me to speak and write of what I saw and what they 

told me, the need to protect the identities of all persons and places is obvious. 

The Tibetans are marginalized in their own country and subjected to invasive 

tourism.24 Many monastics are directly coopted into the tourist trade as monastery 

guides, ticket takers, and guesthouse workers, while others have their routine con¬ 

tinually interrupted by tourists stumbling into their spaces and their ceremonies 

at any hour of the day. Young lay people are under the conflicting pressures of 

being loyal to their own culture and Chinese efforts to change them, and many 

young men have turned to alcohol and drugs for comfort. 

Young Tibetan lay women appear to be the backbone of Tibetan society: 

they work hard, smile often, and aim to please. On the other hand, young 

Tibetan lay men, while attempting to be agreeable, cannot hide their deep dis¬ 

satisfaction: a clearly evident sense of alienation and hopelessness, which is 

sharpened by their exposure to Westerners who freely travel their world reeking 

of unspent opportunities and, no matter how scruffily dressed, appearing 

unimaginably rich to Tibetan eyes. Moreover, I was shocked to find that many 

of the young Tibetans I met in Lhasa were illiterate. Throughout the TAR, edu¬ 

cational opportunities for Tibetans are severely limited by the scarcity of schools, 

by their cost, and by the fact that better schools have a curriculum based on Chi¬ 

nese language proficiency. Additionally, many new schools are open only to 

ethnic Chinese.25 
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All foreigners in Tibet must stay only in certain hotels and never in private 

houses. Any foreigners with a residency permit must register any guests they have 

with the police. If the police find pictures of His Holiness the Dalai Lama on 

tourists, they rip them up and step on them. Tibetans found with them are at 

minimum roughed up and berated.26 Tour guides who say too much or the wrong 

thing are denied work. 

There is an overt and a covert police presence in nunneries and monasteries. I 

witnessed an overt example at a medium-sized monastery while traveling northeast 

of Lhasa. When we arrived, all the monks were assembled in the courtyard where 

a Chinese lay man was conducting a roll call. Some Tibetan nomads were sitting 

on the edge of the courtyard, watching the proceedings. It seemed friendly enough, 

but it also had a sinister edge. I found that I was witnessing part of an ongoing “re¬ 

education” process, in which monks are required, once a month, to say publicly 

that they don’t believe the Dalai Lama is the reincarnation of AvalokitesVara and 

that the Panchen Lama supported by the Chinese (as opposed to the Panchen 

Lama supported by the Tibetans) is the real reincarnation of Amitabha Buddha. 

Such statements are in direct contradiction to central Tibetan Buddhist beliefs 

about the two most important spiritual offices in the land. Moreover, the six-year- 

old candidate for Panchen Lama approved by the Dalai Lama disappeared from 

Tibet along with his immediate family in 1995, and their whereabouts are still 

unknown.27 The Chinese lay man in the courtyard calls out a monk’s name, the 

monk answers, and then the lay man asks him about the Dalai and Panchen Lamas. 

Each answer is noted down, and a wrong answer gets the monk expelled from the 

monastery. According to the Tibetan Centre for Human Rights and Democracy, 

there have been 3,993 expulsions, 294 arrests, and 14 deaths between April of 1996 

and February of 1998 in connection with this policy.28 

Even more problematic is the covert infiltration of police who live in the nun¬ 

neries and monasteries disguised as nuns and monks, undermining monastic sol¬ 

idarity. As there are travel restrictions on such visitors as scholars and journalists, 

foreigners are also under surveillance, although I was more amused than annoyed 

by repeated attempts to question me informally. Most commonly, these con¬ 

tacts occurred in restaurants frequented by Westerners. Usually two young 

Tibetan men, the only ones dressed in suits, would appear at my table and say, 

“I understand you can speak Tibetan” and not so subtly question me about why 

I was in Tibet. 

Consequently, a lot of my communication with monastics was oblique. One 

instance occurred at a major monastery on the outskirts of Lhasa where I spoke 

with a monk who took some chances in speaking with me after we exchanged a few 

pleasantries in Tibetan: he subtly drew my attention to certain visual cues rather 

than making explicit statements. For example, as he spoke lightly of Chinese 
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violence against some of the monks at his monastery, he slowly turned his face away 

from me, revealing an ugly scar across his forehead and down over his eye. Later, 

when I commented that there were so few monks in sight, he merely said the 

police had come that morning and asked for sixty monks to do work, and then he 

looked off into the distance where at first I saw only a cloud of dust, but then saw 

that it was a road crew of monks breaking rocks. 

Dolkar: The Experiences of One Buddhist Nun 

My primary guide to life in Tibet was a young Buddhist nun who had been arrest¬ 

ed in 1987 when she was fifteen years old. Her experiences and their continuing 

aftereffects are typical. After serving four months, she was released during a gen¬ 

eral amnesty but was not allowed to return to her nunnery, as political activity of 

any sort leads to expulsion from the community. For the past ten years, she has 

maintained her robes and vows in a hand-to-mouth existence in Lhasa, even 

though maintaining her robes precludes her finding any work, as her employers 

would be subjected to close police surveillance. Her pseudonym is Dolkar, mean¬ 

ing White Tara, a female Buddhist deity. I met Dolkar through an American psy¬ 

chologist staying at my hotel who told me about her imprisonment, but I have 

never directly questioned Dolkar about her arrest or her incarceration. By giving 

me such information, she would not only jeopardize her already precarious free¬ 

dom, but also have to relive traumatic experiences. I did notice, however, that she 

walks as if her pelvis is badly damaged, and I assumed that this was from torture 

while in prison. We traded language lessons each morning I was in Lhasa—she 

teaching me Tibetan, and me teaching her English—and we made several day 

trips outside Lhasa, although she was reluctant to join me on longer journeys. 

Dolkar’s courage has something transcendent about it. In spite of, or perhaps 

because of, her own prison experiences, she visits friends who are in prison. I asked 

her if Westerners can visit prisoners, and she replied that only relatives are allowed 

visitation rights; she can visit one of the nuns because, being from the same village, 

they are considered cousins. Visits last ten minutes, occur once a month, and are 

conducted in the presence of two or three policeman the whole time. The involve¬ 

ment of nuns in political activity can be evidenced in the fact that twenty-two 

nuns from Dolkar’s convent are in prison. Dolkar is not allowed to see them and 

can only find out about their condition from their relatives. When she has some¬ 

thing extra (medicine or food, for example) she gives it to one of the imprisoned 

nuns’ family members who can take it to them. This is usually the only decent food 

and medicine inmates receive. 

Dolkar is cheerful, full of life, curious about the world, devoted to the Dalai 

Lama, and determined to stay in Tibet. She wants very much to return to her 
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nunnery, and she was ecstatic when we ran into her former abbess while follow¬ 

ing the pilgrimage route around Old Lhasa. I walked away to a tea stall while they 

talked so that they would attract less attention. I’m not sure what the consequences 

are for such a meeting. After about a half hour Dolkar joined me again. I could tell 

she was very moved by this meeting, and I asked if she could give some money to 

the abbess for me. Dolkar brightened up immediately, said yes, and ran after her 

while I remained where I was. The abbess and I nodded across several hundred 

yards of pilgrims, and Dolkar returned in high spirits. It is not only that she wants 

to return to her nunnery, but that she wants to return to productive membership 

in it. As far as I can see, though, she is doomed to live out her life on its fringes 

because one day ten years ago she said out loud, “Freedom for Tibet.” 

Conclusion 

One of the central tenets of Buddhism is the doctrine of no-self—that there is no 

empirical proof of an abiding entity that defines who we are.29 Through careful 

analysis, the notion of an enduring and isolated self is shown to be a grave mis¬ 

reading of reality. For Buddhists, the self and the world it occupies possess only a 

conditional reality, which is to say that they participate in a reality that is condi¬ 

tioned by other factors, all of which are themselves conditioned. Consequently, 

the Buddhist journey toward enlightenment emphasizes abandoning the person¬ 

al and the individual and, instead, embracing patterns of selfless giving established 

by the Buddha and maintained by other Buddhist saints.30 Correspondingly, Bud¬ 

dhists postulate an ultimate reality versus a conditional reality wherein we act “as 

if’ this world were real but know that ultimately everything, ourselves and our 

world, is empty of enduring reality. Through this analysis, the dichotomous sep¬ 

aration between self and others breaks down. In the Buddhist world, then, patterns 

of selfless giving are paramount and range from forbearance in the face of disrespect 

and even cruelty from those who do not know better to legends of great saints 

who have cut away their own flesh to feed starving animals. One’s body, feelings, 

and thoughts are understood to be impermanent and thus easily sacrificed if they 

will benefit other beings. By sacrificing their freedom and enduring torture in 

prison, Tibetan nuns and monks are following an ancient Buddhist tradition of 

selfless giving designed, at least in part, to win over their tormentors, to get the 

Chinese to rethink the values that encourage them to oppress and punish the 

Tibetan people. 

Needless to say, ideas of selflessness and selfless giving are hard to maintain in 

the context of ordinary life.31 While living their lives within the understanding of 

the self as conditioned, like other traditional people, South Asian Buddhists expe¬ 

rience the self situationally, as intrinsically part of family, clan, and other cultural 
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constructs—including past lives and many different kinds of beings, both visible 

and invisible.32 As Anne Klein has said, “Persons do not spring to life in one indi¬ 

vidual form only, but are embedded in a series of lives, as well as in the social, spir¬ 

it, and natural networks.”33 Hence, the Buddhist sense of self is expanded, first, by 

its acceptance of the idea that we have had past lives and will have future lives, all 

of which affect our present life, second, by including relationships with spiritual 

and natural beings of many different sorts and, third, by social arrangements that 

include family and clan members as an essential part of oneself.34 

Belief in the doctrine of no-self has obvious relevance to the sacrifices of free¬ 

dom, comfort, and even life itself by Tibetan monastics in Tibet for the benefit of 

Buddhism. Behind the call for Tibetan independence is the desire for indepen¬ 

dence in order to practice Buddhism. As monastics, though, they have also loos¬ 

ened their ties to and identities with family and clan members. This has been 

characterized by a former nun in the film Satya, Tsultrim Dolma, who says that 

as a nun she had no family and thus could act more freely than a lay person. 

Gender is significant here, however. As mentioned at the beginning of this essay, 

nuns are becoming increasingly prominent in demonstrations for Tibetan inde¬ 

pendence, and this prominence is a problem for the Chinese. Despite decades of 

rhetoric about gender equality, Chinese officials cannot accept women as 

autonomous agents, and interrogators constantly want to know who—that is, 

which man—is behind their actions. Questioning can go on for hours, days, and 

weeks and is often accompanied by acts of terrible humiliation and torture. It is 

always the official hope that the nun being questioned will implicate others who 

can be arrested, but behind the questioning is the assumption that women do not, 

indeed cannot, act on their own volition and are instead following the instruc¬ 

tions of men. While it is very important to Chinese ideology to insist on gender 

equality (“Women hold up half the sky”), it is a point of fact that traditional Chi¬ 

nese gender roles have undergone only superficial modifications. 

In another context of gendered Tibetan resistance to Chinese rule, Charlene 

Makley has analyzed the role of Tibetan lay women who adhere to traditional 

taboos against women’s presence in certain sacred spaces even as those spaces are 

frequently violated by Chinese and Western female tourists. Tibetan women, at the 

Labrang Monastery in the Amdo region for example, dress in traditional Tibetan 

clothes and observe restrictions on where they can go within the monastery, in spite 

of the fact that, perhaps only moments earlier, Chinese and other tourists of both 

sexes occupied those spaces. Like tourists everywhere, Chinese and foreign tourists 

in Tibet often dress and behave inappropriately, and the monks have to put up 

with it. By dressing properly, behaving demurely, and respecting traditional gen¬ 

der limitations, Tibetan lay women signal their independence from Chinese ide¬ 

ology and from Chinese rule, and mostly escape censure. 
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Tibetan nuns, however, behave more boldly, and, as Dolkar’s story shows, they 

do this at a great personal cost to their own physical and emotional health and by 

embracing a lesser social and religious status. Chinese officials find it difficult to 

comprehend the nun s resistance partly because they believe that Tibetan nuns 

have nothing to gain from Buddhism—that they will never have the status accord¬ 

ed to learned or spiritually advanced monks, and they are losing the supposed 

opportunities afforded them by Chinese gender policies. 

As monastics, Tibetan nuns have less status than monks do35 and they not only 

accept this but assert it as part of their identity to both the Tibetans and the Chi¬ 

nese. Indeed, one reason for the increase of nuns in political demonstrations and 

the decrease of monks may be to allow monks to continue their advanced studies 

of Buddhism, studies in which nuns do not participate.36 My argument here is 

that a defeated people often looks to the women of its community to uphold its 

communal values, and that these values are often expressed more conservatively 

during crises than in other periods.37 Consequently, when Tibetan nuns assert 

their traditional identity, it is highly nuanced: they are asserting their Buddhist 

identity of selfless sacrifice as well as their gendered identity of having a lower sta¬ 

tus than monks, and they do so in the full understanding that the consequences 

will be a severe incarceration experience involving torture that is specifically gen¬ 

dered. Tibetan nuns who demonstrate in Tibet are being punished not only for 

political insurrection but also for revealing the ambiguities in Chinese policies 

about the equality of the sexes. Their demonstrations are a rejection of the Chi¬ 

nese as benevolent rulers and of Chinese promotion of the advancement of women, 

especially ethnic women. Because they touch many sensitive nerves in the now 

dominant Chinese culture, Tibetan nuns cannot help but bring upon themselves 

a vicious response. 
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E WOMEN’S ALLIANCE: 

Catalyzing Change in Ladakh 

Helena Norberg-Hodge 

When I first visited ladakh in 1975, life in the villages was still based on the 

same foundations it had been for centuries, evolving in its own environments, 

according to its own traditional Buddhist principles. In the past, the region was 

protected from both colonialism and Western-style “development” by its lack of 

resources, inhospitable climate, and inaccessibility. Change came slowly, allowing 

for adaptation from within. 

One of the first things that struck me about Ladakh was the wide, uninhibited 

smiles of the women, who moved about freely, joking and speaking with men in 

an open and unselfconscious way. Though young girls may have appeared shy, 

women generally exhibited great self-confidence, strength of character, and digni¬ 

ty. Almost all early travelers to Ladakh commented on the exceptionally strong cul¬ 

tural place of women. 

Anthropologists looking from a Western perspective at formal, external struc¬ 

tures might have been misled by the fact that men tended to hold the public posi¬ 

tions and often sat separately from women at social functions. However, from my 

experience of several industrial societies, I would say that women in traditional 

Ladakh actually had a stronger position than in any other culture I know. 

Traditionally, most significant for the status of women in Ladakh was the fact 

that the informal sector of society, with women at the center, played a much larg¬ 

er role than the formal sector. The focus of the economy was the household; almost 

all important decisions had to do with basic needs and were settled at this level. 

Thus women were never forced to choose between being with their children and 

playing an active part in social and economic life. The public sphere, in which 

men tended to be leaders, had far less significance than it does in the industrial¬ 

ized world. 

Since about 1974, however, external economic, political and cultural forces have 

descended on the Ladakhis like an avalanche, bringing massive and rapid disrup¬ 

tion of all aspects of the traditional culture. Like so many other cultures exposed 

to the centralized global economy, Ladakh has become ever more dependent on 
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distant centers of production and consumption. As local economic and political 

ties have been broken, Ladakhis have become estranged from one another; as the 

speed of life and mobility have increased, so familiar relationships have become 

more superficial and transient. In this situation, the connections between people 

have been reduced largely to externals. Villagers have come to be identified with 

what they have rather than with who they are, and thus are hidden behind their 

clothes and other belongings. 

As a result of these changes, I have seen the strong, outgoing women of Ladakh 

being replaced by a new, alienated generation, unsure of themselves and extreme¬ 

ly concerned with their appearance. Traditionally, the way a woman looked was 

important, but her capabilities, including tolerance and social skills, were much 

more appreciated. I experienced this alienation directly when I stopped off one day 

to see my friend Deskit. I found her sitting alone in front of the television at ten 

o’clock in the morning: her children were at school, her husband was at work. I 

had known her in the village when she was a bit shy, but pretty and sparkling. She 

was still pretty, but the sparkle had gone. Now she was clearly unhappy and had 

become quite withdrawn. I had come to see her because an aunt of hers had told 

me she was unwell. Neither her aunt nor Deskit herself knew why she was so 

unhappy. Her husband had a good job as a doctor, her children were in the best 

schools in Leh, and their house was modern, clean, and comfortable. But the 

process of development had isolated Deskit, imprisoning her in a nuclear fami¬ 

ly, removing her from the larger community, and leaving her without mean¬ 

ingful work. It had also separated her from her children. It was heartbreaking to 

see a scene that is played out endlessly in the West repeated over and over again 

in Ladakh. 

In opposition to these trends, there is now a growing movement at work to 

restore and promote traditional culture in Ladakh. The vital lesson that the so- 

called “developed world” can learn from Ladakh is this: self-reliance, frugality, 

social harmony, environmental sustainability, and spiritual sophistication are pos¬ 

sible and are being recognized as such. We at the International Society for Ecology 

and Culture (ISEC) have been working with a growing number of non-govern¬ 

mental organizations and Ladakhi leaders to restore respect for Ladakhi culture and 

to counter the avalanche of forces that have led to a loss of self-respect among 

Ladakhis. 

Since its formation in the early 1990s, the Women’s Alliance of Ladakh (WAL), 

now with four thousand members and a presence in every village, has gained a 

growing reputation for its work in promoting and preserving the cultural and spir¬ 

itual foundations of Ladakhi culture. The organization has won the genuine respect 

of the government as an authentic force for positive change in the region. Thub- 

stan Chhewarg, the head of the local government, stated that the founding of the 
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WAL was a historic turning point for Ladakh because of its concern for main¬ 

taining Ladakhi culture and values. The WAL encourages members to retain their 

cultural identity by challenging the claims of “progress.” Groups of women from 

different regions of Ladakh come together to discuss the impact of “development,” 

their feelings about current trends, and their ideas about Ladakh’s future. They talk 

about how communities and families are being broken down by the psychologi¬ 

cal pressures of advertising, television, and tourism; about the greed and envy that 

are now separating people; and about the women who have stopped spinning 

because it has come to be seen as “backward.” Ladakhi women have been greatly 

strengthened by the opportunity to join with others to discuss these issues. Many 

now have renewed pride in being farmers, and in providing for their families. 

The WAL also encourages women to continue wearing the unique Ladakhi 

dress. The rejection of Ladakhi clothing, particularly by the younger generation, 

is a disturbing symptom of the embarrassment and sense of inferiority Ladakhis feel 

about themselves and their culture. The WAL has reminded the community about 

the importance of wearing Ladakhi dress with pride. 

The WAL plays an important role in celebrating Ladakhi dance, songs, and 

other artistic traditions at meetings and social events. Such celebrations are a vital 

way of maintaining community and protecting Ladakhi culture and centuries-old 

tradition in the face of Western pop music and video games. The organization 

also arranges educational programs for both Westerners and Ladakhis, and has 

gone so far as to sponsor six Ladakhi women on “reality tours” to the West, 

enabling them to experience directly the negative aspects of Western-style eco¬ 

nomic development. 

The women of Ladakh are both willing and able to take direct, collective action 

to resist the forces that beset Ladakhi culture. A “No TV Day” has been orga¬ 

nized, as well as a demonstration that managed to reverse a rule prohibiting the sale 

of the women’s vegetables in the central bazaar. In 1998, the WAL organized a 

tour of twelve villages in order to discuss the kind of future Ladakhi women want¬ 

ed for their children, and to speak as a collective voice to influence more effectively 

the policies of both village leadership and the government. A further objective of 

the tour was to exchange local goods and to raise awareness about the need for the 

continued replanting of local crop varieties in the face of persistent government 

pressure to use “green revolution” technologies. As the tour moved from village 

to village, the group steadily grew in size, as women in each village responded to 

its message. 

All of these efforts, we believe, have had much positive impact on different sec¬ 

tors of Ladakhi society. The efforts of the WAL have helped fuel a growing dia¬ 

logue among members of the community about appropriate paths toward the 

future and have had, at their core, women working for change for women. 
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SUJATA’S ARMY: 

Dalit Buddhist Women and Self-Emancipation 

Owen M. Lynch 

In India today, one rarely picks up a daily 

newspaper without some mention of Dalits 

(the oppressed, downtrodden, depressed).1 

Since independence, India’s has been a par¬ 

liamentary system of government whose 

constitution declares all citizens—men, 

women, educated or illiterate, Dalit or non- 

Dalit—free and equally possessing the pre¬ 

cious right to vote. Formerly known as 

Untouchables, Dalits, using their new 

rights and freedoms, have become impor¬ 

tant and increasingly assertive participants 

in India’s vibrant, rough-and-tumble polit¬ 

ical democracy. One result of this is that 

they suffer from more and greater atrocities 

on the part of those who resent Dalits’ 

increasing self-emancipation and assertive¬ 

ness. This essay concerns another less 

noticed, less assertive, and less widespread 

movement, that of Dalit female self-emancipation. In particular, it is about a small 

but significant group of Dalit Buddhist women living in Agra city, India, who are 

organizing an “army” (vdhini) to set in motion their emancipation from patriarchy, 

caste hierarchy, and gendered ignorance. All of them, along with their extraordinary 

leader, Madhumaya Jayant, are members of the Dalit community known in Agra 

as Jatav.2 Madhumaya and her sisters seek their emancipation by entering public 

spaces and the public sphere, which have been traditionally denied to them by the 

patriarchal customs of their own community and because of their Dalit status. 
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Madhumaya in “Sujata’sArmy” 
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The Soldiers 

The movement of which Madhumaya is the founder, the National Indian 

Women’s Union, is otherwise known as “Sujata’s Army.” Madhumaya is now the 

president of its Uttar Pradesh state branch. Madhumaya named her army after 

Sujata, because it was Sujata, who, according to one legend, was the first to offer 

the Buddha food when he reached enlightenment. Madhumaya explains that in 

another legend about the Buddha he was apprehensive during his search for 

enlightenment about what to do, so he set the silver bowl in which Sujata had 

given him food in the river. When he saw it float upstream against the current, he 

took courage and knew he would receive enlightenment. Thus, the symbolism in 

Madhumaya’s choice of name is that women had and still have an important role 

in bringing Buddhist enlightenment into the world. Sujata’s army’s mission is to 

bring enlightenment to Dalit women so as to improve the social condition of their 

lives in the contemporary world, as Ambedkar wished. 

Madhumaya is in her late forties or early fifties, a grandmother relieved of house¬ 

hold chores by her daughter-in-law and, most important, happily married to an 

educated husband fluent in both French and English and employed in a local 

tourist emporium. Madhumaya’s husband, like some of her followers’ husbands, 

supports her in her endeavors and travels in and beyond Agra. That crucial sup¬ 

port makes these women unlike many of their less fortunate Dalit sisters. Most 

important, Madhumaya, having an eighth-standard education, is literate, as are 

some of her followers. Literacy enables her to carry on a widespread correspondence 

and to read books and newspapers to which she occasionally submits press releas¬ 

es. Literacy also enables her and some of her sisters to read such things as govern¬ 

ment regulations so that they can assist illiterate widows and others in need. Unlike 

their community’s few college-educated women, who most often work in public 

sector jobs and, therefore, are forbidden to engage in political or politically tinged 

activities, Madhumaya and her followers remain based in the domestic sphere but 

are free to enter the public sphere where they quietly seek to influence their com¬ 

munity’s less fortunate and/or less enlightened sisters as well as patriarchal broth¬ 

ers. In short, they are grassroots activists. 

The ideal upon which Madhumaya models herself is Mother Theresa. Despite 

the handicap of diabetes, her most endearing characteristic is humor, which she 

uses with a marksman’s precision to disarm opponents or defuse tense situations, 

while hitting home her point. She can also laugh at herself, as when, with a chuck¬ 

le, she said to me, “Men! When you are young, they admire your long, black tress¬ 

es, but when you are old, all they can do is complain about a string of grey hair in 

their food.” 
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Dr. Ambedkar’s Legitimating Teachings 

In pre-independence India, members of Madhumaya’s community were known as 

Untouchables. Untouchables were among the lowest castes in India’s hierarchical 

caste system. Because many Untouchables worked with polluting substances such 

as leather, soiled clothes needing to be washed, cut hair and nails, dead animals, 

human waste, and garbage, they and their touch were seen as polluting to upper- 

caste people. Consequently they were despised and avoided, forced to live in their 

own hamlets and drink water only from their own wells, denied full participation 

in many religious rituals and entry into temples of the upper castes, subject to 

corvee labor and atrocities, relegated to the least remunerative jobs, and excluded 

from schools and education. Their lot was a miserable one. Orthodox, upper-caste 

people believed that their own higher status, like Untouchable status, was reli¬ 

giously ordained. Untouchables, therefore, were regarded as inherently polluted 

and polluting as well as condemned to do polluting occupations. 

Madhumaya and her supporters are followers of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar.3 Ambed- 

kar was a Dalit who, through a series of unusual circumstances, rose to become the 

first minister for law in independent India. Dalits revere him as the father of the 

Indian constitution, which made them equal citizens. Most important, it was he 

who, against great opposition, fought to include in the constitution the universal 

franchise that has empowered them to fight for their rights, to speak with their own 

voice, and to participate in India’s parliamentary democracy using the power of 

their votes. Just before his death in 1956, Ambedkar converted to Buddhism as a 

rejection of Brahmanical Hinduism, which in his eyes made him and his fellow 

Dalits “untouchable.” Ambedkar wrote his own well-researched and scholarly 

interpretation of Buddhism called The Buddha and His Dhamma/' and has himself 

become a bodhisattva for Dalit Buddhists. In Aunbedkar’s interpretation, the Bud¬ 

dha gave women rights to knowledge and to the realization of their own potential 

equal to those of men. He once wrote: 

Ever since I began to work among the Dalit classes, I made it a point to 

carry women along with men. That’s why you will see that our conferen¬ 

ces are always mixed conferences. I measure the progress of the commu¬ 

nity by the degree of progress which women have achieved.... Above all 

let each girl who marries stand up to her husband, claim to be his friend 

and equal and refuse to be his slave. I am sure that if you follow this advice, 

you will bring honor and glory to yourself and the depressed classes.5 

Almost all of Madhumaya’s community’s members in and around Agra are avid 

Ambedkarites who follow his political and other teachings. Every day more and 
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more Ambedkarites are following Ambedkar’s example and advice by converting 

to Buddhism, which, they believe, is the “true religion of their ancestors. Con¬ 

version, then, is really reconversion back to, and a rediscovery of, their real Bud¬ 

dhist identity, religion, and culture, all rooted in the ancient soil of India itself. In 

her struggles Madhumaya uses, just as she no less sincerely believes in, Ambedkar’s 

counsel to “educate, organize, agitate.” That counsel and his other teachings legit¬ 

imate her and her sisters’ efforts to overcome the patriarchal ways of their own 

community’s males and to empower themselves and their sisters to change their 

lives. They do so in a variety of ways. 

Liberate Bodh Gaya Movement 

Dr. Ambedkar’s birthday (Ambedkar Jayanti) is celebrated annually in Agra on 

April 14 with a huge parade through the city’s streets. It begins around 8:00 p.m. 

in the evening and ends about 9:00 a.m. the next morning. Nineteen ninety-one 

was special; it was Dr. Ambedkar’s one hundredth birth anniversary. A year earli¬ 

er, Madhumaya and her sisters prepared for the coming event by organizing the 

“Foot Pilgrimage [Carrying] the Torch of the [Buddha’s] Law (Dhamma Jyoti Pad 

Yatra)” to all of Agra’s Dalit Buddhist neighborhoods. Madhumaya described the 

pilgrimage in her own words: 

That parade [marched] through all Agra. For example, every Sunday, it 

might start from the Buddhist temple of this neighborhood, Chakki 

Path, and march to Jagdishpura. Along the way, wherever a Buddhist 

temple stood, sermons were given. They [the women] would march to 

a place where they lit a flame of the Law and after lighting a wax can¬ 

dle from the Torch of the Law they left that place They marched on 

to another place where hymns were sung, sermons were given, and the 

women were garlanded. My strict instruction was that the women 

should march in their white pancasil [five precepts] uniforms bearing 

pancasil epaulets. They carried in their hands pancasil flags. I spread my 

message, and my message was that women would make a special con¬ 

tribution in connection with the 100 anniversary of Dr. Ambedkar’s 

birthday. Beginning on 6 December [1990] and ending on 14 April 1991, 

they would make a journey through all of Agra. And on 14 April, when 

the [annual] celebratory parade set out, for the first time my women 

accompanied it.6 

Before 1991, the parade had been an all-male, public affair. On that historic day 

Dalit women in Agra moved onto the public stage with Dalit men. Their action 
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overtly announced Ambedkar to be their leader and implicitly declared him to be 

their Buddhist emancipator whose teaching legitimated and facilitated their par¬ 

ticipation in the parade. 

A Dalit female participant in the foot pilgrimage writes of it in these words: 

The pilgrimage’s onlookers were amazed to see the new consciousness of the 

female devotees, their enlightenment and their efforts to spread the Buddhist reli¬ 

gion. Under Madhumaya’s leadership, the women openly entered a public space. 

More importantly, they simultaneously entered the public sphere of social and 

religious life to spread the Buddhist message and their feminist interpretation of 

it. Symbolically all of Agra’s Jatav neighborhoods, not just the Buddhist ones, were 

encircled and united. They were also at least symbolically incorporated into the 

Buddhist Sangha through the lighting of the wax candles from the same torch of 

the Law, just as occurs in the Olympic games. At the same time the foot pilgrimage 

was also a major feminist event. The female marchers asserted and revealed orga¬ 

nizational skills independent of men and despite the hitherto male monopoly of 

them. In effect, the Buddhist women sought to change the culture of Agra’s Dalit 

women by bringing them into the public sphere and showing their more timid sis¬ 

ters that emancipation is possible and there is a road to it, at least for some. 

Agra’s Dalit women have also stepped into the nationwide public sphere 

through their participation in the Liberate Bodh Gaya Movement (hereafter 

LBGM). Since 1992 Buddhist Dalits from many parts of India have engaged in this 

liberation movement to gain control of the Mahabodhi Temple, the site of the 

Buddha’s enlightenment in Bodh Gaya. For Buddhist Dalits, Bodh Gaya is the 

main center of their religion, which, unlike the religious centers of other religions 

in India, is not under the control of the people to whom it is sacred.8 Rather, it was 

until recently under a managing committee in which Hindus were the majority. 

In 1993 the movement escalated into a nationwide agitation of Dalit Buddhists to 

regain control of the temple at Bodh Gaya. It is a regaining because Dalit Buddhists 

following Ambedkar’s teaching believe that they were originally Buddhists, but 

had been deprived of their religion and cultural patrimony through the deceit and 

trickery of those who espoused Brahmanic Hinduism, the religion of caste and 

inequality in Ambedkar’s view.9 

In 1994 I attended a third agitation to liberate Bodh Gaya. Agra’s Dalit female 

Buddhists, again under Madhumaya’s leadership, organized another foot pilgrim¬ 

age and took the torch of the Buddha’s Law to Bodh Gaya, where thousands of 

male and female Dalit Buddhists had assembled. Agra’s women distinguished 

themselves by marching to the stage, where Ganga Devi, the oldest “soldier” of the 

army, presented the torch to the assembled dignitaries. All wore the uniforms of 

Sujata’s Army: white saris with five colored epaulets symbolizing the Buddhist pancasil 

(five precepts). The uniforms symbolically assert the unspoken Buddhist, feminist 
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subtext of feminist emancipation. Thereafter, Arati Baudh, a soldier in Agra s 

Sujata’s Army, gave her first public speech from the stage. Other Buddhist Dalit 

women, especially those from Maharashtra State, also gave speeches and asked 

both for the return of the temple to Buddhist management and for further eman¬ 

cipation of women. 

Agra’s Dalit Buddhist men proudly told me that the participation of so many 

women in the agitation showed how much change there has been in their com¬ 

munity and its women. Many of the women traveled together in public to Bodh 

Gaya. Many did so without being chaperoned by male relatives, who at the time 

of the agitation urgently needed to return to work in Agra’s shoe factories after the 

long and unpaid Hindu Divali holidays. None of the marching women veiled 

their faces, a custom that was prevalent back in 1962 when I first met them and is 

still expected of Agra’s Dalit women when in public. The participation of so many 

women in the movement is not completely innocent, insofar as women are less 

likely to be attacked by the police trying to control a mob, and their actions are 

more likely to be understood as peaceful.10 On the part of the Dalit women, par¬ 

ticipation enables them to develop their public presence, to meet and hear women 

from elsewhere, to develop the independence to travel without men chaperoning 

them, and even to enjoy themselves. These are not small gains in a conservative 

community where women are by and large controlled by men who have always 

claimed the right to speak publicly for their women and to “protect” them. Iron¬ 

ically, the women don’t exactly welcome the men’s pride over the extent of the 

change of “their” women, as we shall see, since they are not necessarily proud for 

the right reasons. Male Buddhists see the women as a resource to do much of the 

work for which the men can take the credit. Female Buddhist activists, however, 

see the men as a problem and the Buddhist movement as a means for their eman¬ 

cipation from it. 

Ban the Lottery Campaign 

In another, more dramatic encounter Dalit Buddhist women independent of Mad- 

humaya marched on January 21, 1995, in a demonstration against the lottery tick¬ 

et sellers at Agra’s Jaipur House. According to a local newspaper, the lottery ticket 

sellers had become a problem “after hundreds of people had been ruined [by buy¬ 

ing lottery tickets].”11 Many Dalit men have become addicted to buying lottery 

tickets and spend almost all their earnings in search of the pot of gold, while their 

families languish for want of a pot of rice to eat. When the Dalit women entered 

the marketplace of the ticket sellers, the women set foot not only in a place moral¬ 

ly abhorrent to them but also in a profoundly male, public place, where resentment 

against Agra’s Ambedkarite Dalits has been long standing. The lottery ticket sellers 
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angrily reacted by stoning and beating with sticks the Buddhist female protestors. 

According to a local newspaper: 

Eight [Dalit women] were wounded and three seriously enough to be 

admitted to the hospital; the rest fled in fear from the place. When the 

news of the attack reached neighbors and friends they.. .in a rage began 

to wreck that area and attack stores.... Charges were filed against the 

[women’s] attackers and...only after the enraged mob [of the women’s 

neighbors and friends] surrounded the local police station did the police 

promise that the perpetrators would be jailed within 12 hours.12 

Thereafter, women from all castes high and low joined in and virtually coopted the 

movement. This was perhaps the first time in Agra’s history that Dalit women 

had successfully initiated an intercaste and multi-party movement in the public 

sphere. Despite its ultimate failure, the protest was a radical emergence in Agra’s 

culture where Dalits have been traditionally discriminated against and their women 

barred from the public sphere, particularly when acting on their own initiative, as 

in this case. A local newspaper reported on a meeting in which Dalit women opti¬ 

mistically interpreted the atrocity’s consequences: 

Women were not despondent about the Jaipur House incident; rather 

they have been awakened by it. In Agra city a great movement against 

the lottery will begin. Nowhere will lottery selling be allowed. Speakers 

appealed for women to take part immediately in the picketing.13 

The subtext of the Dalit Buddhist women’s campaign, however, was the hereto¬ 

fore unheard of public critique of their own husbands and sons who had become 

irresponsible addicts of the lottery and who had failed to live up to the teachings 

of Ambedkar and the Buddha. 

Subvert Hierarchy Campaign 

Sometimes against their best conscious intentions, Dalit men throw up the great¬ 

est obstacles to their women’s self-upliftment and emancipation. Early in my field 

work I attended a meeting of Agra’s Indian Buddhist Society. The meeting was 

held on a platform in front of the Buddhist temple in the Chakki Path neighbor¬ 

hood. I arrived in the middle of an argument about the date for the 1994 protest 

at Bodh Gaya. At one point Madhumaya, as is her wont, interjected, while hold¬ 

ing up in her hand for all to see a piece of paper on which was written, “If it [the 

protest] were not taking place, then how could I have this flyer stating the date on 
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which it begins.”* Later in the discussion she stood up and lectured to men about 

the women’s difficulties in trying to organize for the Mahabodhi agitation when 

the men could not decide when it would take place. Men from the audience then 

tried to silence her by shouting her down with cries that she was wasting time with 

petty women’s problems, which had no place at such a meeting. Before sitting 

down Madhumaya steadfastly defended herself by saying, “A right attitude will do 

the work, the Buddhist Women’s Union will endure.” This was an implicit criti¬ 

cism of the men for not having the right attitude taught by the Buddha. 

Madhumaya and her followers had affiliated themselves with the male-domi¬ 

nated Indian Buddhist Society only at the men’s request. After that meeting she 

said to me, as she began to choke up with tears of disappointment and anger, 

“These tears, these tears, why haven’t they been shed? Why are these tears being 

shed now—because of grief. From each and every side they are doing such things 

[causing her grief].” She felt that the men were making all sorts of unfair accusa¬ 

tions against her. But, then, as she always seemed to do, she regained her courage 

and at one time said to me, “Treat me as a wise guy (calak), and soon I will become 

a wise guy too. 

Why were some of the men so angry and annoyed with Madhumaya? It was not 

merely because of the issues that she raised. If a man had raised those same issues, 

he would not have caused such a furor. Rather, she had twice transgressed. First, 

she had publicly entered a heretofore specifically Dalit male public space, the plat¬ 

form in front of the temple, and even sat down among the men. Second, and even 

more daring, she had gotten up in that space and not only spoken directly to the 

men, but had also challenged them to make a decision on the basis of the printed 

announcement from the LBGM’s central office that she had held up. Although 

Indian women, including Madhumaya, do speak publicly in other forums, women 

of her community are perceived to have no right to do so in the community’s 

spaces reserved for men, particularly those spaces having to do with public deci¬ 

sions, power, and representation. “Sujata’s Army” is, then, a name well chosen by 

Madhumaya. The battle is a religious one; it is also a difficult, emancipative, and 

feminist one in which social landmines lurk everywhere its soldiers tread. 

At public Buddhist and non-Buddhist meetings around the city, Dalit men 

often rail against Ambedkar’s’ three enemies of mankind: blind faith, supersti¬ 

tion, and traditionalism or adherence to outdated customs. By blind faith they 

mean faith not founded on reason, such as belief in gods and goddesses and in 

inherited caste status; by superstition they mean belief in such things as the 

evil eye and pollution by touch; and outdated practices include such things as 

face veiling, the dowry system, and untouchability. Both males and females 

speak of these evils in the discourse of Buddhism, but women speak of them 

with additional connotations, which include the kinds of male behavior I have 
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described, as well as things such as alcoholism, gambling, wife beating, and neglect 

of female education. As the Dalit political scientist Gopal Guru perceptively writes, 

The whole situation compels us to defend the claim of [DJalit women to talk 

differently.”14 

Madhumaya admitted that she had to use some of the men’s own weapons 

against them. One tactic was to start a new and separate organization and take her 

followers along with her whenever the men tried to coopt the present organization 

by putting in charge their own female candidates who lacked the necessary skills. 

Unfortunately for the men, they often now find themselves dependent upon Mad¬ 

humaya and some of her sisters for organizing the women to provide essential ser¬ 

vices for events such as the LBGM movement. 

Literacy is the weapon of the underdog. Just as Madhumaya and her sisters use 

their literacy to help themselves and their sisters, so too Madhumaya is quick to 

use it in defense of Buddhism. In 1992 it was rumored that Mira Nair, the maker 

of the film Salaam Bombay, was going to make a film in which the Buddha would 

appear as an incarnation of a Hindu god. Madhumaya immediately sent a state¬ 

ment to the local newspapers, which then published it. In it, she threatened an agi¬ 

tation against the film if the Buddha were portrayed in that way. Likewise, in 1995 

Mayavati was briefly installed as the chief minister of the state of Uttar Pradesh. 

Mayavati was the first Dalit, who also happened to be a woman, to hold that post. 

On that occasion Madhumaya and some male Buddhists published the following 

press release in the local newspapers: 

Years ago a Buddhist emperor [As'oka] sat on the seat of government. 

After a long hiatus Ms. Mayavati’s assumption of the Chief Ministership 

has restored that ancient age. The hope [then] has become manifest that 

through Ms. Mayavati’s running Uttar Pradesh’s ship of state in a Bud¬ 

dhist way, Bodhisattva Baba Saheb Ambedkar’s dream of social refor¬ 

mation and social unity will be realized.15 

As'oka is the ideal ruler with whom Agra’s Buddhists compare present-day gov¬ 

ernment officials. The incidents of Mira Nair’s movie and Mayavati’s appoint¬ 

ment, however, illustrate both how well tuned into public events Madhumaya is 

and how quickly she, with only an eighth-grade education, turns them to Buddhist 

and female advantage. 

Summary 

The meaning and impact of Buddhism in the lives of these extraordinary women 

is deep and significant. Enlightened and legitimated by Dr. Ambedkar’s Buddhist 
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teachings, Dalit women have begun the task of their own empowerment. In that 

process, the soldiers of Sujata’s Army battle on three fronts. The first is Agra s 

public sphere, where they battle against some evils shared by all communities, such 

as the lottery ticket sellers. On the second front they battle for their religious rights, 

their sacred monuments, and recognition of their Buddhist identity. At the same 

time, they are opening a wedge to participate in the nationwide feminist move¬ 

ment, even if they do so with a different voice. And finally, they have entered a bat¬ 

tle in the public sphere of their own community’s profoundly gendered and 

patriarchal social spaces, customs, and beliefs. They are creating an emerging fem¬ 

inist Buddhist culture of emancipation from, rather than of resistance to, their 

own patriarchal men. On all those fronts they are showing how some of India’s 

most discriminated against people, Dalits, and some of its most marginal members, 

women, may be leaders and innovators. With the relatively rare support of their 

husbands they fight not with guns and bombs, but with the powerful weapons of 

literacy and the legitimating and emancipative message of Dr. Ambedkar’s inter¬ 

pretation of the Buddha’s enlightenment. 

Epilogue 

In 1999, I returned to Agra for a short trip to observe the April 14 annual parade 

in honor of Dr. Ambedkar’s birthday. On that day the men of the Indian Buddhist 

Society struck. They boycotted Madhumaya by installing her former follower, 

Usha Baudh, in her place to carry the torch of the Buddha’s Law in the parade. 

They also told others not to speak to her and, she said, warned her to leave Agra 

for her own safety. Madhumaya was outmaneuvered and isolated. The reasons cir¬ 

culated for the boycott were her excessive self-promotion and her ignoring, if not 

defying, the men’s sentiments. The commander of Sujata’s Army had lost the bat¬ 

tle, but it is by no means clear that she has lost the war. 
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RELIGIOUS LEADERSHIP 
AMONG MAHARASHTRIAN WOMEN 

Eleanor Zelliot 

There are two strands of the Buddhist movement in Maharashtra, both 

known for strong leadership by women. One movement is the Trilokya Baud- 

dha Mahasangha Sahayaka Gana (“Friends of the Great Worldwide Buddhist 

Order,” hereafter TBMSG), an organization with ties to the Friends of the 

Western Buddhist Order in England. The other is the Buddhist activity initi¬ 

ated by individual Buddhist women, chiefly in Mumbai (Bombay), Pune, Nag¬ 

pur, Aurangabad, and New Delhi. While there is much material in print about 

the dynamic TBMSG, little has been published about individual Buddhist 

women’s activity. Information about it must come from visits and from the 

small amount of literature that is published by these women themselves. Except 

for those in the TBMSG and the beginnings of an ordained Sangha, women 

Buddhist leaders are not organized in any specific way; local activity, however, 

is of an extraordinary sort and is quite common. Some of these women are 

organized in Dalit women’s groups, which are not specifically Buddhist in prac¬ 

tice but are based on the empowerment afforded by Buddhist conversion. When 

Buddhist teaching is expressed in social action, however, its effectiveness 

depends on the power and charisma of the individual Buddhist women 

involved, and it is the lives and backgrounds of some of these women that I will 

focus on here. 

The women of the Buddhist movement in Maharashtra are different, I would 

claim, from any other group of Buddhist women. First, the word Dalit means 

“ground down or oppressed,” and it is the word now used by politically aware 

groups of Untouchables in India in place of earlier terms such as Depressed 

Classes, Gandhi’s term Flarijan or “people of god,” the government term Sched¬ 

uled Castes, indicating castes on a list or schedule to receive affirmative action 

benefits,1 and the word Untouchable itself, which indicates pollution by birth. 

The word “Dalit” became current in Maharashtra in the early 1970s, and is now 

used widely across India. It is a proud word, indicating oppression rather than 
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personal fault. Ex-Untouchable is another word often used, since the practice of 

untouchability is now illegal in India, much as the practice of racism is illegal in 

the United States. The terms “Dalit Buddhist,” “Neo-Buddhist,” or “ex- 

Untouchable Buddhist,” however, are not used by the Buddhists of Maharash¬ 

tra; members of this group use no other designation than the simple term 

“Buddhist.” Although the claim to be Buddhist obliterates any other caste des¬ 

ignation, the Buddhists of Maharashtra must still be seen in some contexts as 

belonging to those groups that designate themselves proudly as “Dalit,” such as 

writers in the “Dalit Sahitya (Literature)” movement or women in Dalit women’s 

organizations, both of which include members other than Buddhists. 

While there are many highly educated Buddhist women in the middle class, 

the majority of Buddhist women in Maharashtra are poor, not well educat¬ 

ed, and are still at the mercy of the inequalities of their former status as 

Untouchables. Specifically, rural Buddhists may be the victims of physical and 

psychological atrocities, and women all over India may suffer the indignities of 

low caste. Under these circumstances, then, contemporary Buddhism in India 

has a very strong social agenda, which must be seen as an implicit part of its reli¬ 

gious content. 

The activity sustained by all groups of contemporary Buddhist women in Maha¬ 

rashtra is based in the Buddhist conversion movement begun by Dr. B. R. Ambed- 

kar in 1956. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, known affectionately and respectfully as 

“Babasaheb,” was a highly educated Untouchable Mahar from Maharashtra. He 

attended school in Bombay, and went to Columbia and London Universities under 

the auspices of a reform movement that offered the aid of non-Brahmin princes 

from the principalities of Baroda and Kolhapur. Ambedkar’s degrees include a 

B.A., M.A., Ph.D., D.D.s, and Bar-at-Law,2 and he used this education to “edu¬ 

cate, agitate, and organize” his fellow Untouchables. After vain attempts to pene¬ 

trate the social and religious citadels of Hinduism, Ambedkar declared publicly he 

“would not die a Hindu” and turned to a long held interest, the ancient and egal¬ 

itarian religion of Buddhism. Two months before his death in 1956 at the age of 

sixty-five, he converted to Buddhism in the Maharashtrian city of Nagpur at the 

hands of Chandramani, the oldest bhikkhu (fully ordained monk) in India.3 He 

invited the masses who attended the ceremony to convert, and after his death, 

conversion ceremonies were held all over Maharashtra as well as in other cities in 

greater India. 

Dr. Ambedkar left no structure or trained leadership for the conversion move¬ 

ment, and there were no Buddhists left in India, the land of its birth, save marginal 

groups in the east, Tibetan refugees, and a few converts from high-caste Hinduism. 

There was a strong intellectual interest, however, and Ambedkar himself was deeply 

influenced by the work of D. D. Kosambi and of other Brahmin scholars. He 
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reprinted, for example, a 1908 piece by Lakshman Narasu entitled The Essence of 

Buddhism, a classic statement by a low-caste convert from Tamilnadu still in print 

today (though without Ambedkar’s introduction).4 In addition, Ambedkar left an 

interpretation of Buddhist stories and teachings called The Buddha and His Dham- 

ma, which continues to inspire a large group of followers who feel not only that 

he can do no wrong, but also that Hinduism is a religion that they must disavow 

if they want dignity and equality. Many of Ambedkar’s early followers were from 

the large Mahar caste of Untouchables, a group with a heritage of village servitude 

but no specific craft or especially polluting duty. It was a caste already eager for edu¬ 

cation, on the march to a more respectable place in society, and bent on securing 

rights and recognition of worth. Ambedkar’s work helped channel that energy, 

especially that of women. 

One of the Buddhists Ambedkar was in touch with before his conversion 

was the Venerable Sangharakshita, an English convert to Buddhism who had 

been in India for twenty years. Venerable Sangharakshita toured Maharashtra 

immediately after Ambedkar’s conversion and death in 1956, and again sever¬ 

al years later before returning to England. There he established the Friends of 

the Western Buddhist Order and, as a corollary of that in India, the Trilokya 

Bauddha Mahasangha Sahayaka Gana, which now has centers in Pune, Mum¬ 

bai, Nagpur, and Ahmedabad, as well as in smaller towns. It also maintains a 

retreat center at Bhaja, across the valley from first-century b.c.e. Buddhist cave 

temples.5 

The Trilokya Bauddha Mahasangha Sahayaka Gana (TBMSG) 

In contrast to other women in the Ambedkar conversion movement who act inde¬ 

pendently in their own localities, the women who are ordained dhammacarini6 in 

the Trilokya Bauddha Mahasangha Sahayaka Gana are well organized, highly 

trained, and part of a centralized institution. They do share, for the most part, the 

same Dalit background, and are equally part of the Ambedkar movement. The 

dozen or so women who have undergone the rigorous ordination procedures of this 

group, the same that men in the movement must undergo, do not become robed 

or cloistered nuns but hold very responsible positions working among non- 

ordained girls and women in various localities. They do return to the TBMSG 

retreat center at Bhaja for lengthy meditation and Dhamma sessions, but otherwise 

they are very much out in the world. 

One of the most important duties of four of the dhammacarinis is the director¬ 

ship of hostels for girls. Pune was the site of the first hostel, founded in 1990, fol¬ 

lowed by two in 1994, one in Nagpur and one in Latur, the site of the massive 1994 

earthquake in Maharashtra. The most recent hostel was established in 1997 in Goa, 
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an area in which the Buddhist conver¬ 

sion movement has hardly made itself 

felt. The girls in the hostels all come 

from villages or from homes that do 

not support their desire to learn or at 

times even their personal well-being. 

The hostels provide supplementary 

classes, meditation sessions, recreation¬ 

al activities, and much intellectual and 

physical support, as well good food and 

lodging. The girls go to local schools 

and colleges for their basic education. 

Three dhammacarinis at the hostel 

for girls at Mohanwadi, on the edge of 

Pune, illustrate the experiences and 

backgrounds of many in the move¬ 

ment. All three happened to be at the 

hostel when I was there because they 

had just attended a TBMSG retreat at 

Bhaja, near Pune, and were exchang¬ 

ing information informally for a day or 

two afterwards. The hostel in Mohan¬ 

wadi is an elegant building, a gift of 

concerned Buddhists outside Maha¬ 

rashtra, which houses seventy-seven 

female students, most but not all of them of Buddhist or Untouchable background. 

Other Buddhist women serve as officials in this hostel: there are four wardens, all 

Buddhists, and a hostel cook who participates in meditation sessions with the 

other adepts. It is the dhammacarinis, however, who have the most responsible 

positions. 

DhammacarinI Alokashri has been the chair of the Mohanwadi hostel since 

1990. She supervises all hostel activities and, in vacation periods, goes out to vil¬ 

lages to find girls who might need a hostel life in order to be educated. Even 

though the students are not all Buddhists, all are exposed to a meditation ses¬ 

sion in the evening and to Buddhist celebrations, such as Buddha Jayanti, the 

celebration of the Buddha’s birthday. Many of the girls come from very poor 

backgrounds and need special classes in order to meet the requirements of Pune 

schools. Alokashri hopes to write about the problems of Dalit and Buddhist 

women, but at the moment is totally involved in her work. The hostel offers 

participation in Girl Guides, the British term for Girl Scouts, and the possi- 
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bility of learning karate, as well as more conventional help for its chiefly rural 

students. 

Dhammacarini Vijaya, who is married and has a child, is head of the women’s 

work in Nagpur, which includes a kindergarten, a hostel for fifty girls, and sewing 

classes. The ordination of both men and women in the TBMSG does not require 

a reclusive or celibate life, but is in recognition of special religious gifts. The retreat 

at Bhaja that brought her to Pune in the first place was an intense period of med¬ 

itation and Dhamma lectures for ten women, including four dhammacarini from 

England. Vijaya comes from a millworker’s family and has an M.A. in social work. 

Her husband is a dhammacari and chairman of all the TBSMG work in Nagpur. 

A third dhammacarini, Vimalasuri, has a husband (whom she married at age fif¬ 

teen) and three children and, with the help of the husband, has been doing Dham¬ 

ma work for ten years. Too poor to go beyond the ninth standard, she has become 

a lively and articulate Buddhist of considerable experience and a very effective 

spokesperson for Buddhism in the city slums where the majority of urban Bud¬ 

dhists live. She was born in a village in Satara district but came to Bombay in her 

teens. Her father had become a Buddhist during the early days of the conversion 

movement, so she is grounded in the Ambedkar vision. With her village and urban 

backgrounds, she understands thoroughly the problems of Buddhist women.7 

The English dhammacarini Padmasuri, who wrote But Little Dust about Dalit 

life, developed a close friendship with Vimalasuri during her time in India. Pad¬ 

masuri came from England in 1987 to help with the first ordination of Indian 

women into the TBMSG at the then new retreat center of Bhaja. Padmasuri 

describes the ordination ceremony, held after days of meditation, in this way: 

The ordination ceremony comes in two parts, the “private” ceremony, 

followed the next day by the “public” ceremony. The former symbolizes 

your intention to put the ideals and practices of Buddhism at the cen¬ 

ter of your life even if nobody else in the world is doing likewise; it is an 

individual commitment which nobody else can do for you. The cere¬ 

mony is performed privately, on your own with just your preceptor. The 

public ceremony is with the Sangha, the gathering of other individuals 

who have also Gone for Refuge, welcoming you into its fellowship. 

Padmasuri continues with a description of the public ceremony: 

An awning.. .had been set up outside where the ceremonies were to take 

place, giving a bit of shade. Final touches were being put to the mass of 

flowers on the shrine as the first trickle of people were arriving in a 

snake-like procession over the fields, not only from nearby Pune, but 
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people from Bombay, Aurangabad, and as far away as Nagpur, a day and 

a half s journey away. Ratnasuri led the ceremony with great joy, and a 

mighty shout of “SADHU” reverberated around the valley. She placed 

white kesas [a kind of robe adopted from the Japanese tradition] around 

their necks, and their new names were announced.8 

At this time, Nirmala Kharat from the Bombay slums became Yimalasuri. Vimal 

means “pure, stainless, clean, or bright.” Suri is a title for a religious teacher, indi¬ 

cating wisdom. Padmasurfs description of Vimalasuri indicates that Vimal is a 

suitable name for this sparkling personality. A friend told Padmasuri before the 

ordination, “You must meet Nirmala. You’ll love her. She’s so full of positivity. She 

just bubbles with life and energy.” These qualities belie a very difficult life, but one 

not atypical of Buddhist women in the Ambedkar movement. Nirmala was born 

in a Mahar family; her father rarely worked, but her mother worked on the roads, 

and Nirmala would help her during holidays. She was encouraged to go to school, 

and was the only ex-Untouchable in a class of twenty in their village. Nirmala 

remembers her mother’s mourning when Dr. Ambedkar died on December 6, 

1956, and her father’s taking down the household pictures of deities and hanging 

ones of Dr. Ambedkar and the Buddha in their place. 

Nirmala’s marriage was a “love marriage,” not an arranged one, but her hus¬ 

band’s family, except for her father-in-law, did not welcome her. In her effort to 

spend time outside the house, now in Bombay, she met a Buddhist monk in a 

local temple and through her ties with him discovered political work. In the end, 

it was a retreat of the TBMSG that brought her a sense of place in the Buddhist 

world. In spite of having three children in her slum home, she has, with the help 

of her husband, been able to study a great deal and travel widely in India, espous¬ 

ing the causes of Buddhist teaching and of the improvement of slum life. She is at 

home in the slums, and her own experience makes her wise in the ways of the 

women with whom she talks. 

There are nuns in the Maharashtrian Buddhist world who have taken ordina¬ 

tion in the traditional Buddhist way, but there is little information about them. I 

met one sweet-faced older woman who took the vows of a Buddhist nun after rais¬ 

ing her family and was traveling to Buddhist families in Nagpur and Mumbai. 

However, there may soon be a genuine movement toward bhikkhuni status. At a 

recent ordination ceremony held at Bodh Gaya by the Foguangshan Monastery in 

Taiwan, twenty-eight women from Maharashtra took their vows. Nine of these 

walked for five days to Bodh Gaya, arriving footsore and with ragged clothes, but 

determined to become bhikkhunis. The Taiwanese order is the largest and most 

active of any in Asia, and their commitment to bringing ordination to India (where 

the tradition died out), will aid in the bringing of Indian, Tibetan, and Sri Lankan 

264 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



women into full status. It remains to be seen how the women’s order will be sus¬ 

tained in Maharashtra, who will support the women, and what sort of duties they 

will be able to perform. It should be noted, however, that many women outside 

the circle of the TBSMG support the organization by going to its meditation 

retreats. Others, often with their entire families, go to the vipassand meditation 

retreats at Igatpuri in Maharashtra or to other vipassand centers in Delhi, Hyder¬ 

abad, Madras, and Jaipur. 

Three Buddhist Women’s Circles 

A small apartment in the Government Colony in Bandra for first-class officers9 is 

a center for Buddhist women’s activities in Bombay. The government officer is 

Vasant Moon, permitted by the Maharashtra government to spend his time edit¬ 

ing a multi-volume series called Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar: Writings and Speeches, 

which now numbers sixteen volumes. His wife, Meenakshi Moon, is a powerful 

leader for Buddhist women in her own right. She began Maitrani, a Marathi 

bimonthly magazine with an occasional English article, in 1992 and has published 

it faithfully ever since. The name tells us something of her aim—it means “woman 

friend” in village Marathi. Articles on Buddhism written by women appear as often 

as possible, and, in the second issue for example, Vibhavari Sontakke contributed 

an article on the Dhammapada as a guide to life. In addition, Maitrani publishes 

considerable Buddhist art and poetry, as well as a variety of articles on Dalit prob¬ 

lems, Buddhism, and the work of Babasaheb Ambedkar. 

Because of her editorial work, as well as out of personal interest, Meenakshi 

Moon keeps track of many Buddhist women living and working in Maharashtra. 

Among them are Kirtibai Patil, a writer on Buddhist Dhamma; Sushila Mool, a 

professor of Pali at Milind College (established by Dr. Ambedkar) and creator of 

a fictional life of Siddhartha; Aruna Lokhande, an activist and a professor of soci¬ 

ology; Shantabai Dhani, the best-known woman in the political parties of Ambed¬ 

kar, who has not only founded educational institutions for girls in Nasik but more 

recently built a Buddhist center or vihdra; Kusum Gangode, a labor leader and 

Buddhist; Sanghamitra Khobragade, a writer on Buddhism in Maitrani; and 

Kusum Pawde, a retired teacher of Sanskrit who conducts classes in Buddhist reli¬ 

gion.10 The list of such women is very long, and it is only through contact with 

activists like Meenakshi Moon that the full network of Maharashtrian Buddhist 

women becomes clear. 

Some Maharashtrian Buddhist women have entered into the campaign to free 

Bodh Gaya from Hindu influence. As Owen Lynch’s article in this volume indi¬ 

cates, the chief drive for the reclaiming of Bodh Gaya for Buddhists comes from 

the Buddhist women of Agra, but some Maharashtrian women have joined this 
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effort as well, and Saraswati Kamble and Meenakshi Moon are among those who 

went to Agra for a conference on the Bodh Gaya situation. Meenakshi Moon has 

also attended meditation retreats at the TBMSG center in Bhaja but, like other 

independent Buddhist women, she has an active Buddhist life outside that 

organization. 

The Bandra apartment of the Moons is not only the home of the publication 

Maitrani, but also a place for women activists to gather and plan strategies. Among 

those who come is Bharati Meshram, who has been to twenty-five different slums, 

often establishing an “Ambapall mahila mandal,” or women’s organization,11 or 

encouraging the building of the small vibdras that are almost always to be found 

in the slums of Bombay. Meenakshi Moon estimates there may be as many as two 

hundred of these women’s organizations in the Buddhist areas of Bombay. Bharati 

Meshram qualifies for a government job but prefers to spend her time doing social 

work among Dalit women. Kusum Gangurde does have a regular government job 

but is able to work outside of it in order to help Moon with Maitrani; she also 

writes poetry, some of it Buddhist, and has developed a credit cooperative for 

women. As is the case with most Buddhist women, social and economic aid to 

other women is a major part of their Buddhist commitment. 

Although Mumbai and Nagpur are the most important centers for Buddhist 

women, there are other areas of the state where there is additional activity. 

Women’s activism also takes place, for example, in the old British section of the 

Maharashtrian city of Pune. Here, two women’s organizations are especially inter¬ 

esting. Modi Khana consists of rows of single or double story row houses situated 

around several central open areas. This complex was built for those servants of the 

British who took care of the donkeys and mules in the army and thus most of 

those allowed to live here were Mahars, traditionally the grooms of horses. Over 

the years, the proximity of this area to the main center of the “camp” in the boom¬ 

ing city of Pune has made it an open area of prime housing. Several apartment 

houses within Modi Khana and many just on the fringe, as well as numerous small 

businesses and non-Buddhist residences, give it a multi-cultural look. One of the 

women’s organizations here dates almost from the time of the 1956 conversion 

and has, at the center of its practice, the teaching of Pali chanting and Buddhist 

scriptures. There is a small Buddhist vihara in the middle of the area, built by 

local people but linked to the TBMSG through their teachers. Although women 

are not always present during the weekly Buddhist service at the Modi Khana 

vihara, they do appear regularly on important occasions, such as Buddha Jayanti, 

the Buddha’s birthday. 

The other women’s organization in Modi Khana illustrates the contemporary 

integration of religion and social service suggested by Ambedkar’s writings on early 

Buddhism. The story of its founding is as follows. In Ramabai Nagar, a slum in 
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Bombay named after Ambedkar s first wife—four hours away by train and over the 

Ghats, two low mountain ranges, from Pune—Buddhists awoke one day to find 

Dr. Ambedkar s statue garlanded with shoes, which is the ultimate insult in India 

because of their association with the most polluting part of the body, the foot. As 

they gathered around the statue in huge numbers, the police arrived and, although 

the Ramabai Nagar inhabitants claim they did not initiate any violence, police 

fired into the crowd, killing ten people. In the aftermath of the shooting, tens of 

thousands of Dalits, from Ramabai Nagar and elsewhere, shut down Mumbai— 

stopping even the trains into the city. Word of the deaths incensed Buddhists and 

Dalits everywhere. Realizing the vulnerability of the Buddhist and Dalit commu¬ 

nities, a Modi Khana Buddhist woman responded to this incident by founding a 

women s organization, which emphasizes the improvement of women’s lives 

through the learning of skills. Sewing, typing, and literacy are now taught by vol¬ 

unteers in the slum. Those who have been encouraged to become educated are, for 

the first time in an organized way in this locality, teaching those left behind. Bud¬ 

dhism in this case has made women very aware of the needs of other women 

around them, and although the action was spawned by violence far away, a sense 

of the need to reach out to others has become a major part of the contemporary 

Buddhist message. In this way, the activist women create a sense of sisterhood that 

is quite different from a simpler, patronizing sense of helping others. 

In another example, several years ago I was invited by an educated young Bud¬ 

dhist woman I had met at a conference to speak on Buddhism to the dock work¬ 

ers in their chawl—a large two-story cement structure, usually built in British days, 

which houses workers in apartments of one room plus a kitchen. Upon arrival I 

found that water comes into the common outlet at the chawl only a few hours a 

day. The Buddhist women had left their children with their husbands to go fill 

their water vessels before coming to the meeting. Ten or twelve women at last 

entered the tiny room, and I spoke very simply in Marathi about the meaning of 

Buddhism for me. When one woman began accusing others of continuing their 

Hindu practice and not being real Buddhists, attention shifted from me to the 

women themselves. As they argued, some of what it means to be a Buddhist in the 

hard-working, lower-class areas of Mumbai emerged. It became clear that illiter¬ 

ate women found it difficult to give up their Hindu gods and the possibility of 

praying to them for various benefits and successes for their husbands and chil¬ 

dren. The Buddhism that Ambedkar brought to these groups is, by contrast, an 

austere Theravada Buddhism, a rational and humanistic religion that emphasizes 

equality and justice. What was eventually understood by even the least educated 

present, however, is that freedom from caste inferiority, a belief in the power of the 

mind, and the need for compassion and justice in all lives is at the heart of the Bud¬ 

dhist tradition they now espouse. 
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Creative Forms of Spreading Buddhism 

In contrast to the experiences of urban Buddhist women, which stress forms of 

social organization, the activities of rural women represent especially unusual efforts 

as they are dependent, more so than the programs in the cities, on the dedication 

of single individuals. In Akola, for example, a district in northern Maharashtra in 

which Mahars have been active in reform for a hundred years and in which Bud¬ 

dhists continue to be active today, a woman organized a drama group, which pre¬ 

sented the story of the Buddha first in a number of local villages. Their presentation 

became so popular and well known that the women involved were asked to per¬ 

form their drama on Bombay television.12 The women of Akola District also began 

to create Buddhist songs in the traditional patterns of folk rhythms, and the work 

of their women’s organizations began to involve a wide-ranging song repertoire. 

There is an old Maharashtrian saying: “In the Brahmin home, books; in the 

Maratha13 home, grain; in the Mahar home, song.” The musical tradition of the 

area has been continued in the folk drama called Tamasha as well as in the singing 

groups that are part of every local and citywide Buddhist celebration. Together 

with this tradition-based creativity has come, in the last thirty years, the phenom¬ 

enon of Dalit literature, a powerful movement of self-expression. In Maharashtra, 

the chief symbol of education and culture is literature—having, as its basis, the abil¬ 

ity to write—which until recently was the prerogative of Brahmins. In the early 

1970s, Dalits began to challenge Brahmin domination of the field of literature 

with poetry and stories of their own that revealed the life of the poor in very real¬ 

istic ways, and with previously unheard examples of Dalit language. The estab¬ 

lished doyens of Marathi literature have had to accept the new talent, and Dalit 

literature has become a vital element of all important Marathi cultural scenes. 

Women who enter the field of this new writing are, like men, fulfilling the con¬ 

cept of Dalits as creative and contributing people, and are providing an added and 

unusual dimension to the literary movement. 

Dalit women writers who are also Buddhist began to be published about twen¬ 

ty years ago and have become increasingly prominent. These women have often 

become spokespeople for the Buddhist community, writing as they do about the 

needs and aspirations, as well as the talents, of their people. However, while per¬ 

haps as many as ten Dalit women are known and honored as published writers, lit¬ 

tle of their work seems to speak directly of the doctrines of Buddhism. Indirectly, 

every one of the women would say, “I have been freed to be creative by my com¬ 

mitment to Buddhism.” For them, the inferiority enforced by untouchability is 

gone, the place of women in Buddhism has become known, and what is published 

is often a very moving and unusual contribution to “Buddhist literature.” 

Urmilla Pawar, for example, is a short story writer who has been widely pub- 
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International full ordination ceremony, Bodhgaya, 1998, sponsored by Foguangshan 

Monastery, Taiwan (photo by Venerable Karma Lekshe Tsomo) 

lished and appears as a leading Marathi writer at international conferences. Her 

story entitled “Mukti” is about the early Buddhist disciple Sariputra.14 She has also 

written a profound Buddhist credo.15 Another writer, Hira Bansode, ends her long 

and very unusual poem on Yas'odhara, the wife of the Buddha, with comfort for 

the woman whose husband left her to “brighten the world”: 

But history doesn’t talk about the great story of your sacrifice. 

If Siddhartha had gone through the charade of samadhi 

A great epic would have been written about you! 

You would have become famous in purdna and palm leaf like 

Slta and Savitrl. 

O, Yas'odhara! 

I am ashamed of the injustice. 

You are not to be found in a single Buddhist vihdra. 

Were you really of no account? 

But wait—don’t suffer so. 

I have seen your beautiful face. 

You are between the closed eyelids of Siddhartha 

Yas'u, just you.16 

There are two other poems about Yas'odhara, one of which is by Pradnya Lohande, 

the daughter of the late Buddhist poet Daya Pawar, whose book cover shows an 

abstract female figure holding a bodhi leaf and a Buddhist wheel. Like that of Hira 
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Bansode, Lohande’s poem is from the viewpoint of Yas'odhara, recognizing that 

while the Buddha “effortlessly cast off the garments of early desire,” her life was bar¬ 

ren. When he returned, “as vast and fathomless as sky” and stood in front of her, 

“spreading arms of boundless compassion,” she wondered if he could see the “thirst 

in her radiant eyes.”17 Such poems seems to indicate a very personal view of the 

Buddha, appreciative of his bringing truth to the world but wondering about the 

sacrifice his wife made for the sake of others. 

A very touching reference to the Dalit conversion movement comes from the pen 

of Jyoti Lanjewar, whose poetry is filled with images and very moving. Her poem enti¬ 

tled “Mother” makes an “everywoman” out of the poor working women who wash 

clothes and clean pots in different households, who carry fruit and vegetables for 

shoppers in baskets on their heads, who scavenge, or who move earth on construc¬ 

tion sites. This composite woman is proud, self-sacrificing, determined to educate her 

children and control her drunken husband, and devoted to being in the thick of all 

the marches and demonstrations of the Dalit movement. There is nothing specific 

about her being a Buddhist, but Lanjewar refers to the diksa bhumi, the field in Nag¬ 

pur on which Dr. Ambedkar and half a million followers converted to Buddhism in 

1956, at the very end of this paean of praise to the dignity and courage of the poor: 

I have seen you on your deathbed 

giving that money you earned rag picking 

to the diksa bhumi 

saying with your dying breath 

“Live in unity.. .fight for Baba.. .don’t forget him. 

and with your very last breath 

“Jai Bhim.”18 

The importance of Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (here called simply “Bhim”) is also 

illustrated by a Maharashtrian village woman’s folk song: 

I am the daughter of Bhim 

And the granddaughter of Gautama 

And while the song might be heresy (if there is such a thing in Buddhism) for the 

scripturally orthodox, it reflects the fact that the religion of Gautama Buddha came 

to the village through the fatherly figure of Babasaheb Ambedkar. 

Meenakshi Moon has linked the conversion ceremony at Nagpur in 1956 itself 

to the best-known and most beloved religious site in Maharashtra, Pandharpur. 

Center of the bhakti devotional tradition, hundreds of thousands of pilgrims 

travel to Pandharpur every year to share the joy of their devotion and to take the 

270 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



darsana (holy sight) of the god Vithoba, all the while singing the songs of the saint- 

poets. While some think that the original religion of the Pandharpur site was Bud¬ 

dhist, Moon extends her tradition even more by including among its holy places 

the caitya bhiimi in Bombay. This was the last resting place of Dr. Ambedkar and 

is now a site of a great pilgrimage on December 6, the day of his death. Along with 

these newer places of sacred geography, her poem also includes the traditional holy 

places of Buddhist pilgrimage. 

On the fourteenth of October in 1956 

Baba chose the Buddhist religion in Nagpur 

And so created for Buddhism another Pandharpur. 

Now that is our ground of karma, 

That is the holy pilgrimage ground of Buddhism. 

Baba gave birth to a new form of Buddhism, 

He gave us a new religion 

Authentic Buddhism, scientific Buddhism. 

A Buddhism of freedom, equality, compassion and justice 

No more four varnas, no more caste division, no more paternalism. 

Now our holy places are 

Nagpur, Sarnath, Bodhgaya 

Kashinagar, Lumbini, and the caitya bhiimi_19 

A very different poem is by Mina Gajbhiye, whose tight, spare poetry is often 

critical of the outside world and also of the world of Dalits. The only Buddhist 

poem I have of hers suggests, however, hope for the condition of humankind in 

Buddhism. Her poem on the bodhi tree criticizes the seemingly hopeless and 

engrained orthodoxy of the middle class, but ends: 

I am satisfied that 

I have sown the seeds. 

They have already started the preparation for resistance... 

I am doubtful: 

Will at least one seed sprout? 

Bodhi tree.20 

Buddhists in the Dalit Womens Movement 

As the line between the Buddhist Dhamma and social activism is blurred among 

the women of the Ambedkar movement, so is at times the relationship of Buddhist 

to Dalit. There are three women’s organizations, two of them nationwide, in which 
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Buddhist women play a predominant part. They are not limited to Buddhists, 

however, nor do they carry the Buddhist name. The oldest is the National Feder¬ 

ation of Dalit Women, founded by Ruth Manorama, a Christian, in Bangalore. 

Two others emerged in 1995. The first is the Maharashtra Dalit Mahila Sanghatna 

organized by a Buddhist woman, Archana Hatekar, with meetings held in Dhule 

and Nagpur. It is open only to women who are Dalit by birth. Finally, the All 

India Dalit Women’s Forum, established with Nanda Kamble (a Buddhist and a 

teacher of Marathi at Fergusson College in Pune, Maharashtra) as president, is 

open to any woman who wishes to be identified with Dalit activities. All three 

organizations serve chiefly as centers of education. The conferences they hold pro¬ 

mote the exchange of ideas, confirmation of the validity of programs undertaken 

individually, and ways to travel and see something of the world. The National Fed¬ 

eration, for example, sent some of its members to the Beijing conference of 

women. The Maharashtra Dalit Mahila Sanghatna went to Mahad, a town south 

of Bombay, on December 25,1998, and burned those passages of the classic Hindu 

text the Manusmrti that restrict the place of women and treat them with con¬ 

tempt. This repeats the 1927 gesture of Dr. Ambedkar whereby he burned those 

passages of the Manusmrti that restricted Untouchables and prescribed harsh pun¬ 

ishment for any action that led them out of an inferior place. These organizations 

cannot be specifically called Buddhist, but they allow Buddhist women a place of 

leadership, contact with other Buddhist as well as Christian women (Hindu 

women seem not to be involved, except as close friends and supporters of Bud¬ 

dhists), and a forum for discussing their problems and increasing action for equal¬ 

ity and respect. 

It is quite clear that Ambedkar saw potential for women’s equality in the Bud¬ 

dhist religion. In The Rise and Fall of the Hindu 'Woman written in 1950 and pub¬ 

lished later as a pamphlet, he notes the restrictions on women that Manu, a 

legendary Brahmin lawgiver, details. He then lists the women of early Buddhism: 

Visakha, the chief of alms-givers and one of eighty chief disciples; Ambapali of 

Vesali, a courtesan in whose home the Buddha and his disciples ate; the one hun¬ 

dred women whom Mahapajapati Gotami brought to the Buddha for instruction; 

and Kokanada and Queen Mallika, who received substantial religious instruction. 

He also quotes the bhikkhunis Mutta (“O gloriously free am I”) and Mallika (“Over 

my spirit sweeps the breath of liberty”). Further, he explains the rule of bhikkhunis 

being placed under bhikkhus as a concern for the rule of celibacy, and the need to 

put “raw women under the instruction of trained bhikkhusand adds, correctly, 

that women were considered fully capable of realizing the Buddhist doctrine and 

of attaining enlightenment. Finally, he points out that in early Buddhism it was 

positively revolutionary for women to adopt the renunciant life of religion as 

opposed to the householder life and to be educated in any way. The Buddhist 
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women of Maharashtra today follow the lead of Dr. Ambedkar in using their Bud¬ 

dhist-born freedom of spirit to promote not only their religion but a just and com¬ 

passionate society. 

Notes 

1. Buddhists receive the same government affirmative action measures as scheduled 

castes, that is, reservations in legislatures, institutions of higher education, and gov¬ 
ernment jobs. 

2. Dr. Ambedkar returned from his overseas education in 1924 probably the most high¬ 

ly educated man in the state, and the first Untouchable to go beyond a B.A. degree. 

The Maharaja of Kolhapur and the Gaikwad of Baroda were both interested in pro¬ 

moting non-Brahmin education, and saw in Ambedkar an opportunity to make a 

statement about the intelligence of the lower classes. For Ambedkar’s life, see 

Dhananjay Keer, Dr. Ambedkar: Life and Mission (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, third 

edition, I99I)> and Eleanor Zelliot, From Untouchable to Dalit: Essays on the Ambed¬ 

kar Movement (New Delhi: Manohar Publications, second edition, 1998). 

3. Chandramani was a Burmese bhikkhu, head of a small Buddhist center in Kushi- 

nara, Gorakhpur District, in the hills of Uttar Pradesh. The center had been estab¬ 

lished by an Indian who converted to Buddhism in Sri Lanka in the nineteenth 

century, but by the time of Ambedkar’s conversion the center was maintained 

by Burmese. 

4. See my “The Indian Rediscovery of Buddhism, 1855-1956,” in Studies in Pali and 

Buddhism, ed. A.K. Narain (New Delhi: D.K. Publishers’ Distributors, 1978). 

5. See Alan Sponberg, “TBMSG: A Dhamma Revolution in Contemporary India,” in 

Engaged Buddhism: Buddhist Liberation Movements in Asia, ed. ChristopherS. Queen 

and Sallie B. King (Albany: State University of New York, 1996) for details on Sang- 

harakshita’s life and the work of the TBMSG. 

6. Sponberg, op.cit., p. 87, notes that dhammacariniand the masculine dhammacariare 

ancient non-technical terms that mean “Dhamma-farer.” The TBMSG uses these 

terms to avoid the complete separation of updsaka (lay person) and bhikkhu 

(ordained clergy). 

7. For an interesting life history of Vimalachari and other dhammacarini, see Hilary 

Blakiston (Padmasuri), But Little Dust: Life amongst the Ex-Untouchables” (Birm¬ 

ingham: Windhorse, second edition, 1997). 

8. Ibid., pp. 169, 172. This ordination is clearly not that described in the Pali canon, 

which advises ten bhikkhunis and ten bhikkhus involvement. Having rejected the 

traditional Sangha, Sangharakshita has devised a very modern ceremony, mean¬ 

ingful in the context of the values of the Friends of the Western Buddhist Order 

and the TBMSG. Interestingly, Sangharakshita’s name means “Protector of the 

Sangha.” 
9. Government Colony is a collection of apartments for government officials. Reserva- 
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tions in government jobs has been the chief way up for most ex-Untouchables, and 

so government-sponsored housing finds many Buddhists clustered in one place. 

10. Kusum Pawade has described the difficulty she encountered as a Dalit in her pursuit 

of a degree in Sanskrit, India’s holy language, and a subsequent teaching job, in Poi¬ 

soned Bread: Translations from Modern Marathi Dalit Literature, ed. Arjun Dangle 

(Bombay: Orient Longman, 1992). 

11. Ambapall was a courtesan in whose home the Buddha ate, and who later became a 

bhikkhuni. Mahila mandalsimply means “women’s organization.” 

12. Gopal Guru, Dalit Cultural Movement and Dialectics of Dalit Politics in Maharashtra 

(Mumbai: Vikas Adhyayan Kendra, 1997), p. 29. 

13. Marathas are the dominant land-owning Sudra caste. The proverb reflects on the 

Mahars’ poverty as well as on their musical ability. 

14. In her collection of stories in Marathi in Chauti Binta (Four Walls) (Bombay: Sam- 

bodhi Prakashan, 1990). Veena Deo, a professor of English at Hamline University, 

St. Paul, Minnesota, has given several papers on Urmilla Pawar at academic confer¬ 

ences and will soon publish an article on her writing. 

15. Urmilla Pawar’s statement on her Buddhist concepts as well as that of Meenakshi 

Moon appear in my “Buddhist Women of the Contemporary Maharashtrian Con¬ 

version Movement,” in Buddhism, Sexuality and Gender, ed. Jose Cabezon (Albany: 

State University of New York Press, 1992). 

16. See my article above. Slta and Savitri, committed to serving their husbands, serve as 

models for orthodox Hindu women. The Buddhist temples in Maharashtra are gen¬ 

erally known as viharas, although classically the term refers to the living quarters of 

monks and nuns. 

17. Pradnya Lokhande, Antahstha (Pune: Mansanman Prakashan, 1996). 

18. See “Stri Dalit Sahitya: The New Voice of Women Poets” in Images of Women in 

Maharashtrian Literature and Religion, ed. Anne Feldhaus (Albany: State University 

of New York Press, 1996). Baba refers to Babasaheb Ambedkar, the fond name by 

which he is known to his people. “Jai Bhim” refers to Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar 

and is used as a greeting and a cheer. 

19. Maitrani 2.5 (1994): 37. Translated from the Marathi by Eleanor Zelliot and Vimal 

Thorat. Varnas are the traditional four-fold caste divisions of Brahmin, Ksatriya, 

Vais'ya, and Sudra. Untouchables are outside the traditional varna system. The phrase 

“caste divisions” refers to the thousands of jatis that are the endogamous units of 

daily life, often limited to one language area, often pursuing a specific occupation, and 

Untouchables are in various jatis. The English (from the Portuguese) word “caste” 

conflates the two concepts. 

20. In “Stri Dalit Sahitya,” op cit. 
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^SlAMIN SUNIM: 

Prison Work for a Korean Nun 

In Korea, full monastic ordination is available to nuns. They have their own nunner¬ 

ies, their own preceptresses, their own abbesses, and their own teachers. They are finan¬ 

cially quite independent from the monks. For five hundred years, pom 1400 to 1900, 

Buddhism was repressed by a Confucian regime, so monks had little power. Monks 

and nuns were equal in their having to survive against difficult odds. In Korea, there 

is also a very strong tradition of female shamans. All these various historical and social 

conditions explain why Korean nuns are among the most equal to the monks of all 

Buddhist traditions. 

At the turn of the century, the Confucian regime collapsed, and a Buddhist revival 

occurred, which not only affected the monks but also the nuns. The nuns took advan¬ 

tage of this revival and went to settle in abandoned temples, rebuilding them and con¬ 

structing meditation halls and sutra halls where nuns could be trained thoroughly. 

Many accomplished Zen master nuns and eminent scholar nuns arose, and ordinary 

nuns too achieved much in their own individual and creative ways. 

Jamin Sunim is a widely respected nun of sixty-some, belonging to the council of 

elder nuns in Korea who visit prisoners in jail. She is very kind andfriendly, although 

quite busy. 

After becoming a nun, I went to many Buddhist colleges to study the sutras for 

thirteen years. Following this, I went to meditation halls and found meditation 

very beneficial. However, because of my studies, people kept asking me to teach 

them the sutras because I had received transmission and was authorized to teach 

in the well-known Pomosa Sutra lineage. I started teaching and also helped with 

translating the Avatamsaka Sutra [a large Mahayana text dealing with interdepen¬ 

dence] into vernacular Korean. For thirteen years I taught monastics, but because 

of illness I had to stop teaching full-time, and started to give occasional lectures 

on Buddhism to lay people instead. About three years ago I was asked to visit 

people in jail. 

I went to the prison without thinking much about it, as I had been asked to give 

only one Dharma talk. However, when I got there and saw the prisoners, my view 
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changed. Though some are hardened criminals, most have acted accidentally or 

from necessity. They can assume the form of a criminal in a second, but it passes, 

disappears, and then they look and remain very ordinary. Those who gathered to 

listen to my talk did not have the appearance of criminals whatsoever. 

When people enter jail, they often become defeated and broken. Although I 

try to inspire hope, it is difficult as we cannot find a state more sorrowful than 

being in jail. The environment seems designed to be grim, and one sees, hears, and 

learns about crimes. For many prisoners, it becomes a vicious circle. Thus, what 

we call crime has no true inherent existence—it is conditioned by many factors. 

I try to teach the prisoners the law of cause and effect, karma and retribution. 

“All things made by me, I will receive in return.” I ask them about themselves. 

Many of them feel depressed and wronged and ask, “Why have I come to this 

pass? Why have I ended up in this situation?” They answer themselves, “Because 

of love, money, or social conditions.” Before they reflect on themselves, they think 

of everything else and they feel bitterness and resentment towards life, society, 

their parents, and siblings. 

I tell them that they must let go of all this bitterness, and reflect on how they 

did something and in turn received something. Our thoughts are all produced 

and developed from a seed in ourselves, so we must first watch ourselves careful¬ 

ly. When I give this kind of Dharma talk, some people cry, and amidst this cry¬ 

ing there is a lot of self-examination and reflection. If they reflect again and again, 

when they go back to society, even if an unbearably distressing event happens, 

they will be able to bear it and be patient. The strength to resist impulses is devel¬ 

oped by these reflections. I feel that however small it might be, if what I say can 

help them to strengthen their character, it is enough for me. 

I meet them individually for counselling if they ask to speak to me. Often they 

want to talk about the betrayal of a loved one. Others are worried about their fam¬ 

ilies while they are in jail and ask me to look after them, so I try to find their fam¬ 

ilies and see how they are doing. There are some long-timers who have no families 

at all. I establish friendly relationships between them and other people, and arrange 

special presents of food. I also find out about their birthdays and organize some¬ 

thing for them. 

I listen attentively to them and, based on their individual circumstances, I try 

to find appropriate Buddhist teachings. I refer to some passages in the sutras and 

compare them to their situation. Because I am a Buddhist person, a nun, all I have 

learnt is the Buddha’s teachings, though I might also use my own words, telling 

them of my own experiences, what I learnt from them and what I would suggest 

to others. 

Through developing wisdom we can achieve awakening. The Buddhadharma 

[Buddha s teaching] is not about anything else; it is about accomplishing and 
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perfecting one s own character. When one has perfected one’s character, love and 

compassion will exist. Without them, we will suffer from resentment, unhappiness, 

and blame. 

Compiled and translated by Martine Batchelor 

JAMIN SUNIM 277 



MYOHI SUNIM: 

A Korean Nun Teacher of Elderly Women 

Myohi Sunim is a Korean nun who is the founder of a home for elderly nuns and 

women. Twice a day she leads these women in calisthenics following the instruction of 

a radio program. 

I became a nun forty-three years ago when I was fourteen years old, just after ele¬ 

mentary school graduation. Now I am fifty-seven. I grew up in a Buddhist fami¬ 

ly and often met Buddhist monks and nuns. Listening to them talk about the 

Dharma, my outlook on life changed. When I was twenty years old, only five or 

six years after the end of the Korean war, Korea was very poor. I thought, “If I wait 

to save people till after I am enlightened, when am I going to help them?” I decid¬ 

ed it would be better to help poor people directly by transmitting the Buddha’s 

teachings to them warmly. 

A few years ago I became the abbess of a small temple in Seoul where I estab¬ 

lished a large kindergarten to help children and their families. I was also a Buddhist 

chaplain working especially with prisoners who were dying, trying to help them at 

this difficult time and making their passing easier and more peaceful. In the 1980s, 

I went to Taiwan where I met a nun who had built a hospital for poor people and 

had founded a charitable association to help people in need. I was so impressed by 

her sincerity and struck by her great vows of compassion that I decided to form a 

similar association. I established an affiliation with them and decided to devote my 

life even more to people in need. 

For this reason I recently organized this home for elderly women. It is impor¬ 

tant that they can come here because they have no clothes, no food, and no place 

to live. My main aim is for them to live nearer to the Buddha and thus obtain bud- 

dhahood more easily. There are four nuns here with me: the manager, the direc¬ 

tor, the nurse, and the driver. There are three elderly nuns and eighteen elderly 

women currently, but in the future we hope to be able to accommodate more than 

thirty people. Everything is free of charge. 

We cannot receive women who are too ill or handicapped because we do not 

have facilities for such cases yet. The people we receive are able at least to wash a 
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little and put on their own clothes, though we have two nuns who can barely walk. 

These elderly nuns are staying here because there is no retirement home for nuns 

yet. It is my intention to build a separate building for elderly nuns. Right now there 

is only one building, so everyone has to live together, which is not ideal because 

the lives of nuns and secular women are a little different. 

We nuns chant together and also recite sutras on our own. We rise at 5 a.m., 

chant, and then clean a little. At 7 a.m. we have breakfast, at 9 a.m. a snack, at 12 

noon lunch, at 3 p.m. a snack, and at 6 p.m. we have dinner. At 7 p.m. we do some 

more chanting. In between, there is a little time for exercises and meditation and 

recitation of the sutras. Wisdom and compassion must be cultivated and applied 

together. This is why I am doing this, but it is not enough. I hope that, in the 

future, Korean nuns will create more places like this one; they will be working on 

themselves, on their awakening, but they will also help other people to do the 

same. 

I plan to have another building for people who are very ill. It will be more func¬ 

tional, with more facilities, and baths and toilets specifically designed for severe 

handicaps. I would also like to build a house where people can come to die, in the 

hope that I could make them feel at home, like being with their own family, where 

there would be a warm feeling. I have visited other old people’s homes and found 

them sterile and unfriendly, not family-like. For this reason I wanted this place to 

be different, to be warm and friendly like a real Korean family. 

Compiled and translated by Martine Batchelor 
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POMYONG SUNIM: 

Flower Arranging for the Korean Lay 

Pomyong Sunim lives in a Zen nunnery in Seoul, where she practices meditation and 

teaches flower arranging. 

I was brought to the nunnery when I was five years old. I was very ill, and my 

family was afraid I would die. They believed that only by sending me to live in a 

Buddhist temple would I survive. I was cured and I have been living as a nun for 

the last thirty-two years. I remained after I was cured because I liked the nunnery 

life so much. I have no regret and I plan to stay a nun all my life. I started flower 

arranging in 1988 when the Olympics were in progress, as we were asked to show 

visiting Westerners the Buddhist way of flower arrangement. We started an asso¬ 

ciation that year, which has continued successfully to this day. Every year, now, 

there is an exhibition of flower arrangements by nuns on the Buddha’s birthday. 

In this Zen nunnery, there is a space reserved for cultural activities. Every Fri¬ 

day lay women come to practice flower arranging with me. Since I have some gift 

in this, I wanted to offer my skills to the lay people who come to this temple. 

Th rough teaching flower arranging I hope to transmit Buddhism. People of other 

religions sometimes join us. At the beginning, I do not talk about Buddhism. 

Slowly, as we practice flower arranging, as it comes naturally, I introduce Bud¬ 

dhist ideas. 

I like flowers. Flower arranging came from offering flowers to the Buddha. 

There are six kinds of offerings made to the Buddha, and flowers are one of them. 

This art was lost in Korea when Buddhism was suppressed by the Confucians for 

five hundred years. I want to rekindle this Buddhist art because people can benefit 

from learning it properly. Flower arranging is not only putting flowers together. 

While I arrange flowers I meditate, and my mind becomes very peaceful as I for¬ 

get everything. Even though I am a nun, I have troubles too. When I arrange 

flowers, what I supervise, what I am researching, all the afflictions I might have in 

my heart, everything disappears. For me it is equivalent to meditation. 

At the beginning of a class, we chant Buddhist songs, the three refuges [the 

Buddha, the Dharma, the Sangha], and the Heart Sutra [a short Mahayana text 
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dealing with emptiness]. Then for five minutes we sit quietly in meditation. I tell 

the students that our minds and hearts should be beautiful like flowers. However, 

it does not seem to be so as we live in a dark cloud and in confusion. I encourage 

them to meet their children and friends with a virtuous and beautiful mind like a 

flower. I try to talk about the Buddha and his teaching using various similes and 

metaphors through the flowers. It is a total training; how to put the flowers in the 

right place, how to hold the mind and body. People must be aware of the right pos¬ 

ture when arranging flowers. Their back must be straight. They must be beautiful 

and wise, not only during the class but also in their daily life. When I say they must 

live wisely, I mean they must live intelligently. Whenever they are confronted with 

difficult circumstances, they must try to deal with them sagaciously. 

The lay women who come are generally married. In their family life, they have 

all kinds of difficulties—with their husbands, families, mothers-in-law. Nowadays, 

family life is often complicated, and this can be very distressing. I encourage them 

to deal with these problems wisely. Sometimes they tell me of great sufferings, 

which they do not know how to solve or endure, so after the class we have a pri¬ 

vate chat where I counsel them. Buddha is high on his pedestal, but nuns are 

human beings, and people can talk to me freely about what is on their minds. By 

opening up to me about their problems, they feel fresher and lighter. 

These lay women are generally over forty. They are at a turning point in their 

lives. They wonder what the meaning of their lives is. They married between twen¬ 

ty and thirty, now they are forty or fifty, their children have grown up and left 

home. For twenty years they were very busy taking care of their children and sup¬ 

porting their husbands. Upon reaching forty, they start asking themselves ques¬ 

tions: “What have I been doing all these years?” and “What is the meaning of my 

life?” All these years they were not able to do what they wanted to do. Hearing 

about flower arranging at the temple, they come, and it is a small way forward for 

them. From then on they can turn their attention towards themselves. 

Although they might have visited the nunnery for many years and listened to 

Dharma talks, they have not tried to practice meditation yet. What the nuns said 

about meditation and life did not really penetrate. But through the flower arrang¬ 

ing class they relate to me more closely, and begin to reflect and try meditation. 

Some tell me how their mind is so much more peaceful and pacified since they 

came here. 

Compiled and translated by Martine Batchelor 
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WOMEN, WAR, AND PEACE 
IN SRI LANKA 

Tessa Bartholomeusz 

Introduction: Women, Patriotism, and the Rhetoric of Peace 

In contemporary Sri Lanka, politicians, religious leaders, and ordinary citizens 

debate a devolution package that would grant more powers to Tamils, a proposal 

that is inevitably viewed against the backdrop of the insurrection of the Sinhala ter¬ 

rorist group Janatha Vimukti Peramuna (JVP) in 1988-89 and contemporary eth¬ 

nic strife between the majority Sinhalas and the minority Tamils. Not surprisingly, 

a variety of opinions about women and war have emerged, which range from asser¬ 

tions that women have no place in the arena of war, to the notion that women, like 

all citizens, have a duty to protect Sri Lanka as warriors. More surprisingly, per¬ 

haps, is how infrequently we find the idea that advocating for peace is laudatory 

in a straightforward or unqualified way. In this essay I shall explore the discourse 

of war and gender in Sri Lanka, and the way it shapes popular opinions about the 

relationship between women, peace, and Buddhism. 

First we must understand exactly what it means to be an advocate for peace in 

contemporary Sri Lanka. According to the government’s position, peace can only 

be secured by offering the Tamils a devolution package, a plan that President 

Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga has been promoting since 1995. This devo¬ 

lution package would permit a certain degree of autonomy to Tamils in the north, 

most of whom have been held hostage since 1983 by the separatist movement, the 

Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). From my own reading of the situation 

in Colombo during the summers of 1997 and 1998, it is doubtful that even if the 

government should agree on terms for a devolution package, ordinary citizens 

among Sri Lanka’s ethnic majority, the predominantly Buddhist Sinhalas, would 

agree to granting Tamils semi-autonomy in the north. One reason for the resis¬ 

tance is that there is suspicion among some Sinhala people that Tamil semi-auton¬ 

omy would be the first step toward the LTTE creating a separate state in the 

northern part of the island.1 Here, regional politics appears to be the chief concern: 
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some Sinhalas oppose the devolution package because they fear that if autonomy 

were achieved in the north, Sri Lankan Tamils would soon unite with India’s 

southern state of Tamilnadu in a move that would create instability in the region 

from the Sinhala perspective. 

There are also, however, religious reasons for Sinhala resistance to the proposed 

devolution package. Many Sinhalas regard Sri Lanka as a sacred Buddhist island. 

As scholarship on Sri Lanka in recent times suggests, the notion of Sri Lanka as a 

Buddhist “promised land” and the Sinhalas as the Buddha’s “chosen people” res¬ 

onates loudly in contemporary politics.2 From this point of view, the entire island 

is sacred, and its division, therefore, a sacrilege. Like those who oppose devolution 

for reasons having to do with regional politics, the Sinhalas who adhere to the 

promised-land ideology argue that devolution is the first step toward a separate 

state for Tamils,3 a step that can have only perilous results: the desecration of Sri 

Lanka. A further element in Sinhala resistance to devolution is the common 

assumption that, given the violence of the LTTE’s commitment to a separate state, 

devolution has no real practical chance of success. 

Some Sinhala people, however, see devolution as the only hope for a peaceful 

solution to the ethnic problem. Writing in 1995, soon after the LTTE launched a 

bitter attack in the north, a Colombo suburbanite published an editorial in an 

English-language daily urging the government to push forward with its peace plan: 

We earnestly hope that violent activities will be ceased and a political 

solution to the ethnic problem will be found soon. We firmly believe 

that no solution can by found by resorting to violence.4 

Continuing to advise, the Sinhala writer makes allusion to “a strong peace move¬ 

ment” in the south, which has to face the threat of “Sinhala chauvinism,” that is, 

the force that promotes the promised-land ideology. This strong peace movement 

is, in fact, Women for Peace, an organization in which each of Sri Lanka’s ethnic 

and religious groups is represented, but which is predominately Sinhala and Bud¬ 

dhist, reflecting the vast majority of Sri Lanka’s population. 

According to members of Women for Peace whom I interviewed in Colombo 

from June-August 1997 and to newspaper articles that have appeared about them. 

Women for Peace is one of the few organizations in Sri Lanka that is committed 

to calling for “non-racist, non-chauvinist and non-sexist people to raise their voice 

for peace.”5 As one of the members noted, the fact that the organization consists 

of and is controlled by women makes it vulnerable to harsh criticism, inasmuch as 

autonomous women in South Asian forms of patriarchy are not socially accepted.6 

Indeed, in the Sri Lankan context, autonomous female activity is inappropriate 
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behavior for women and girls. Given this, in addition to serving as a watchdog 

organization of human rights abuses especially against women and children, 

Women for Peace is also an organization that poses a challenge to the patriarchal 

bias in Sri Lankan society.7 Since its inception in 1984, Women for Peace has 

played an important role in the debate over devolution. And despite the trend in 

Sri Lanka to oppose devolution, Women for Peace has remained steadfast in its 

insistence on a political, rather than a military, solution to Sri Lanka’s problems.8 

Women, War, and Emancipation 

We now turn to the intersection of women, peace, and Buddhism. In the Sinhala- 

Buddhist areas of the country, where ideas about Sri Lanka’s sacred mission per¬ 

meate all strata of society, it is considered un-Buddhist to be an advocate for peace. 

The reason for this is that advocating for peace is tantamount to supporting the 

government’s devolution package, which many fear is the first step in the sacred 

Buddhist country’s division. It is not unusual to hear Buddhist monks and lay 

people alike arguing that “the government must finish the war”9 (for peace), which 

in their view means killing Prabakaran, the leader of the LTTE. Only by killing 

Prabakaran, many maintain, can Sri Lanka’s integrity as a sacred Buddhist island 

be preserved. People who advocate peace, then, are cast as subversive, unpatriot¬ 

ic, and un-Buddhist, in short, as the enemy. This explains why it is not appropri¬ 

ate to be an advocate for peace in contemporary Buddhist Sri Lanka (where there 

is a dearth of peace organizations). The problematic situation of peace advocacy, 

then, has important consequences for the public’s perception of Women for Peace, 

and the role of women in war in Sri Lanka. 

Perceptions of Women for Peace illustrate the degree to which peace advocacy 

in Sri Lanka is linked to subversive activity. One writer calls Women for Peace a 

pro-LTTE organization—a serious insult in the present context, where the LTTE 

is known to have massacred thousands and is the paradigm of unpatriotic and irre¬ 

ligious behavior.10 The following writer’s editorial on Women for Peace links the 

organization to the LTTE, alludes to religion and country, and unambiguously 

constructs the female gender as subordinate: 

While these “goody-goody” ladies resort to their “peace-antics” in 

Colombo, what they are doing is giving a chance to the LTTE to re-arm 

and re-deploy and kill more of our soldiers, Buddhist monks and inno¬ 

cent villagers.... Meanwhile the country would very much like to 

know... [the] sources of local and foreign funding [of the organization]. 

... [is one of them] the church?11 
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In short, pacifist women are described as oblivious to the true situation and com¬ 

plied in supporting terrorist activities. While the word lady has a complex 

significance in Sri Lankan society, there can be no evading its subordinating pur¬ 

pose here: however laudatory the word s potential in certain contexts, it does not 

conjure up the image of independent, free-thinking women. Its purpose here, 

then, is to suggest that “ladies” remain aloof from serious matters, for otherwise 

they risk being ineffectual (“goody-goody”) or, worse, patsies. In the editorial, 

women who are advocates for peace are seen as puppets in a larger drama, the con¬ 

trolling hands of which might even be Christian. The reference to Christianity is 

a thinly veiled allusion to the West, whereby Women for Peace is linked to what 

many perceive are anti-Sri Lankan elements. Since activist women of Women for 

Peace are emancipated from Sri Lankan ideas about appropriate behavior for 

females, the argument goes, they become subordinated to another agent, namely, 

the Christian West. 

To advocate peace in Sri Lanka, therefore, is to involve oneself in a conspiracy, 

whether wittingly or unwittingly, against the country and against Buddhism. In 

general, the response to alleged conspiracies against Sri Lanka is dramatic. Indeed, 

according to Mangalika de Silva, one of the founders of Women for Peace, strong 

opposition to the organization, based on misplaced patriotism, has had violent 

overtones: 

We have received hundreds and thousands of death threats, written and 

on the phone, specially during the time when the [former] government, 

who was supposed to be the guardian of the people, was the perpetra¬ 

tor of the violence. During this time we had to operate underground, 

but with the situation improving [under Kumaratunga’s government], 

we could surface. But this does not mean we are entirely safe now.12 

Pacifist women are the object of suspicion and, in some cases, harassment. Accord¬ 

ing to de Silva, their gender has not made them immune to violent attacks. 

(Women for Peace is not the only organization that takes gender into account as 

it surveys the Sri Lankan war: the National Peace Council of Sri Lanka has argued 

that women “should come out of their homes, and take up the task of challenging 

the mind set that gave priority to imposition by force rather than to dialogue and 

compromise.”13 Perpetuating the idea that women are naturally inclined toward 

nonviolent resolutions, while men are prone toward violence, the National Peace 

Council argues that much work remains for women in Sri Lanka.) For both sym¬ 

pathizers and detractors of Women for Peace, gender comes to the fore in the 

conflict over who has Sri Lanka’s best interests at heart.14 

To illustrate, in an advertisement for the Sri Lankan Air Force that appeared in 
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the English and Sinhala newspapers in February 1997, female gender is represented 

by two symbols: a woman in a military uniform, itself more typically an instanti¬ 

ation of male power and authority, and a civilian woman’s high-heeled shoe, an 

emblem of the Westernized female who, in Sri Lankan gender rhetoric, is the stan¬ 

dard for all that is debased15 and, politically, is a symbol of colonization. In a neg¬ 

ative reference to the sexy, spiked-heel shoe, the advertisement informs the reader 

that There s a better way to stand out and be recognized,” namely, by donning 

the uniform to stand above the rest, presumably in flat shoes. The message that 

a lady officer is a better citizen than the “woman” who wears high-heeled shoes 

is thus underscored by the use of feminine symbols. To add to the complexity of 

the discussion, it is worth noting that clothing normally associated with males, 

but worn by women, can be negatively viewed in the Sri Lankan context. In a 

recent example,16 a writer to a Sri Lankan newspaper refers to Women for Peace 

as “those trousered women,” creating a confusion in imagery, for the opponents 

of Women for Peace would also be trousered women, this time in uniform. 

In its appeal to females, the caption under the photograph of the “lady officer” 

is framed by a Sri Lankan feminist discourse that offers women new opportunities 

while maintaining biases based on gender: 

Suddenly, it’s a woman’s world. Modern day women are right up there 

with men. If you are a smart young lady, there’s no better way to be rec¬ 

ognized than to be dressed in the prestigious and fashionable uniform of 

Sri Lanka Air Lorce. Join us as an officer and stand above the rest.17 

Encouraging the emancipation of women from the dual constraints of (old) patri¬ 

archy and the West, the advertisement—here sponsored by the government in its 

“war for peace” as it promotes a devolution package—aligns the emancipated 

female with fashion. (This recalls an American army recruiting brochure with a 

photograph of a smiling female in combat fatigues and a caption that claims “Some 

of the best soldiers wear lipstick.”18) Llere, the government exploits and reinforces 

prevailing ideologies of femininity. At the same time, it encourages females to 

enter the arena of war, maintaining that being an officer in the air force and being 

a “lady” are not antithetical. (The contrast with Women for Peace can hardly be 

more marked, especially since one of the organization’s commitments is to protest 

against the manipulation of gender to advance war and “the policy of conscription 

and recruitment drives.”19) 

The primary beneficiary of this emancipation of the female both from patriarchy 

and from “the West,” however, is not the female. Rather, it is the country, whose 

violent conflict with the LTTE has cost Sri Lanka so much manpower that it is 

now in short supply. So short, in fact, that the air force must call upon “ladies” to 
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defend the country. According to a Reuter’s report, Sri Lanka s Air Force, facing 

an acute shortage of pilots, plans to bring in women [because] Sri Lanka’s tiny air 

force has lost several warplanes and helicopter gun ships [and their men] this year 

in combat operations against the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). 20 In 

short, it is militarily expedient, and therefore in the country s best interests, to 

emancipate the female from patriarchy and from the West. 

War and Gender 

When discussing a country that can claim the first female prime minister in the 

modern world, namely Sirimavo Bandaranaike, however, it is important to note 

the extent to which patriarchy determines female choices. To begin, a report about 

Women for Peace reveals much about the intersection of patriarchy and emanci¬ 

pation in Sri Lanka: 

The formation of Women for Peace in 1984 heralded a new era in lib¬ 

eration of women who felt the dire need for some organization which 

would help women who were victims of war and other violent crimes.21 

Aligning the organization with women’s emancipation, the correspondent casts 

Women for Peace as a forum for female empowerment. At the same time, the cor¬ 

respondent perpetuates the dual idea that women both “help” and are “victims,” 

traditional notions that subordinate women. In Sri Lanka “the ascription of par¬ 

ticular virtues—compassion, patience, common sense, nonviolence” to women 

“has a long history in the peace movement.”22 Despite the correspondent’s rhetoric 

of empowerment, the accompanying rhetoric of the victimization of women con¬ 

tains within it the seeds for making Women for Peace dependent upon its pro¬ 

tectors, the very faction of society Women for Peace critiques, that is, male 

combatants. In positing a world with two distinctive cultures, the Sri Lankan cor¬ 

respondent perpetuates the notion of “a female world of love and ritual and a male 

world of getting and spending and killing.”23 (It is the case, however, that women 

have been actual victims of war and violence in Sri Lanka and that Women for 

Peace is one of the only groups to address their plight.) 

In another article about women and their relationship to peace and war, a writer 

casts women in the role of the country’s memory—the bearers of both a peace 

and a war culture—a memory essential to the country’s future welfare. This alliance 

of women and culture challenges Sherry Ortner’s theory (1972) that there is a cross- 

cultural tendency to align women with nature and men with culture. Though Ort- 

ner s later work (1994) situates the female as the mediator of nature and culture, she 

squarely positions women as cross-cultural symbols of the inferiority of nature. At 
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the same time, Ortner invites us to find exceptions to the rule;24 indeed, the rhetoric 

of women and war in Buddhist Sri Lanka provides such an exception. In a Sri 

Lankan example of the alliance of women and culture,25 Sri Lanka’s population 

tends to forget the uprising of the Sinhala terrorist organization, the JVP, against 

the government in 1988—89, when both sides lost thousands of lives. But women 

have not forgotten: Not everybody forgets and lives happily ever after. There are 

women who remember 26-—namely, those who lost their husbands, sons, and 

fathers in terrorist and counter-terrorist attacks. Their memory is so enduring, in 

fact, that the 1988-89 period of terror “has been frozen” in time. Bearing the bur¬ 

den of remembering the horrors of war, women are cast as wise and important, yet 

victims in need of help. Women are aligned with culture, with memory and, ulti¬ 

mately, with peace, while men are aligned with nature, with “wild boars,”27 who 

fight and then forget. 

The dominant discourse on war in Sri Lanka, however, does not always link 

women to peacemaking. In addition to the current tendency to appeal to women 

to join the armed forces, the current perception of the president of Sri Lanka, 

Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga, illuminates contemporary ideas about 

women and war. Although Kumaratunga’s political rhetoric during the 1994 pres¬ 

idential campaign centered on Buddhism, peacemaking, and healing ethnic strife, 

the controversy over the devolution package that she has been promoting since the 

mid-1990s has produced two opposing responses, both of which hinge on reli¬ 

gion, patriotism, and gender. On the one hand, Buddhist monks opposed to 

Kumaratunga’s devolution package argue that it is un-Buddhist28 and, therefore, 

in the context of Buddhist Sri Lanka, as an irreligious activity it is considered 

unpatriotic. On the other hand, however, one Buddhist monk, doubtless respond¬ 

ing to this monastic rhetoric has argued that “the peace-proposals [that is, the 

devolution package] designed to save the situation did not betray the nation as 

some believed.”29 In spite of the venerable monk’s opinions and his support of 

President Kumaratunga’s proposals, though, the most vocal monks in Sri Lanka 

vehemently oppose devolution. 

Monks are not the only public figures to voice an opinion on the devolution 

package. Politicians, too, assess Kumaratunga’s proposals. Like monks, they view 

them through the lens of the Buddhist promised-land ideology. In the rhetoric of 

at least one of her political allies, Kumaratunga’s work is reminiscent of Sri Lanka’s 

greatest Buddhist female patriot and peacemaker of ancient days: 

Deputy Minister of Samurdhi Reginald Cooray said that President 

Chandrika Bandaranaike Kumaratunga’s name will be recorded in his¬ 

tory as a brave leader like Vihara MahadevI of yore, who would usher 

in peace and prosperity to Sri Lanka before long.30 
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Yet Vihara Mahadevi, the mother of Sri Lanka’s Buddhist hero-king Dutugemu- 

nu, whose own legend has provided Sri Lankan Buddhism with the foundation for 

Buddhist justifications for war, was anything but a pacifist. According to the fifth- 

century Sri Lankan chronicle, the Pali Mahavamsa,31 Vihara Mahadevi led her son 

Dutugemunu into battle against the damilas (the Sinhala translates the Pali into 

“the Tamils”) “for the glory” of Buddhism. Prior to the battle, Dutugemunu’s 

father, King Kakavannatissa, protested his son’s involvement in war. Incensed by 

his father’s seemingly effeminate behavior, the young prince sent Kakavannatissa 

“a woman’s ornament.”32 Using such a gendered view of war, the monk-author of 

the Mahavamsa argues that advocating peace when there is just cause to go to war 

is unfitting behavior for a man. 

It is unfitting behavior for a woman, too, given the situation. As the war begins, 

Vihara Mahadevi, whose Buddhist piety is the subject of much reflection in the 

Mahavamsa, becomes her son’s “counsel” and “by her counsel [Dutugemunu] 

formed thirty-two bodies of troops” (25: 55-56). Soon thereafter, Dutugemunu 

wins his war against the damilas, and restores peace by unifying the island, osten¬ 

sibly with the help of his mother. Yet, despite Vihara Mahadevi’s prominent role 

in the saga of Dutugemunu’s war against the Tamils, women do not feature in the 

Mahdvamsa’svrax sagas, which occupy most of the text. Vihara Mahadevi, then, is 

unique. Thus, in the Mahavamsa, war and peace are portrayed as distinct: war is 

abnormal, peace is normal. In normal times, women remained aloof from sol¬ 

diering; in abnormal times, women—at least one, namely Vihara Mahadevi— 

helped defend the religion. Vihara Mahadevi, without author comment, disappears 

from the Mahavamsa soon after acting as her son’s advisor, which suggests that 

female recruitment was only “for the duration,” that is, that it signals a reversal of 

normal social convention. 

Politicians are not the only citizens of Sri Lanka to invoke ancient images of the 

war-like Vihara Mahadevi as they boast a proud Buddhist heritage. In a 1990 rem¬ 

iniscence of the glorious days of Mahavamsa legend, a lay man, Noeyal Peiris, told 

the story of the queen who, according to him, “was responsible for saving the Sin¬ 

hala race and Buddhist religion by giving birth to a noble warrior son—namely, 

Dutugemunu.”33 But Vihara Mahadevi was more than the mother of a hero; she 

was a hero herself: 

She was instrumental in getting him [that is, Dutugemunu] trained to 

fight and even accompanied him into the battlefield. After handing over 

his father’s sword to him and giving him her blessings and thereby the 

power to overcome the enemies and save the Sinhala people and the 

Buddhasasana [Buddhism] from the hands of the Tamils who had 

destroyed our temples, [she].. .was with her son in all the battles in the 
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battle-fields, advising, guiding and blessing him and enabling him to 

capture one by one the Tamil strongholds.34 

Allusions to Vihara Mahadevi in the present context, then, are meaningful inas¬ 

much as she is considered the paradigm of the patriotic female who, in order to 

bring peace, helps wage a just war against forces inimical to the island and to 

Buddhism. 

As we have seen, Vihara Mahadevi’s resorting to war with the Tamils to usher 

in peace is brought to life in one politician’s reading of Kumaratunga’s relation¬ 

ship with the Tamil separatist group. Indeed, one of Kumaratunga’s ministers, 

Reginald Cooray, said that before long [the] armed forces would crush separatist 

Tigers and bring victory to people. If there is one leader who has the guts to do this 

it is President Kumaratunga.”35 The actions of Kumaratunga, who in this “abnor¬ 

mal time has attempted to make peace with Tamils (the LTTE) through war 

(while at the same time promoting a devolution package), are justified by the 

Mahavamsa’s legend of an ancient patriotic and pious Buddhist queen. (It is clear 

that the government’s position, as well as support for it, carry complicated gender 

messages, owing to the gender of the president and her political party’s skill in 

manipulating the public’s perception of her gender.36) 

Women for Peace has noted that the Mahavamsas legend of Buddhists at war 

with Tamils resonates in popular discourse on war. Soon after the publication in 

a Sinhala-language daily of a government-sponsored advertisement for the navy— 

that beckoned patriotic males to be “brave sons of Dutugemunu”—Women for 

Peace issued a reply that critiqued the government’s use of potent mythic symbols 

that align Buddhism with war. According to the pacifist organization: 

The reference to Dutugemunu requires analysis since it invokes a vision 

of history in Sri Lanka as the sacred place of Buddhism which must be 

protected from outsiders. It entails an imagined past in which all Sin¬ 

halese are Buddhist and the enemies who invade are Tamil-speaking 

Hindus. ...The story [of Dutugemunu] has been used to legitimize the 

use of violence to protect or further the cause of Sinhala-Buddhist 

nationalism.37 

Suggesting that the government is advancing the notion of the Buddhist promised 

land, Women for Peace links Sinhala-Buddhist ideology to violence, war, and the 

promotion of a “macho,” warlike male.38 Moreover, in their critiques of the gov¬ 

ernment’s appeal to men and women39 to join the armed forces, the organization 

seems to be suggesting that in Sri Lanka, patriotism—the highest form of which 

in the present context of war is entrance into the armed services—makes one a 
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“legitimate” citizen. Sri Lanka is not unique in its equation of full citizenship with 

participation in the military. Compare the United States in I992> where the pres¬ 

idential candidacy of Bill Clinton almost foundered on the fact that he was a 

draft-dodger.40 

At the same time that the government promotes the image of gun-toting, patri¬ 

otic males and females, destined to liberate Sri Lanka from the grip of the LTTE, 

Tamils and Sinhalas on the internet debate Sri Lanka’s war and the instrumental- 

ization of women in it. The debate is often fiery and obscene, with each side casting 

the other as effeminate, sexually frustrated, or sexually perverted; each represents 

for the other the furthest reaches of depravity. For instance, one Sinhala writer 

condemns Tamils for being a “race of Barbarians who have assassinated two heads 

of state and [who] sacrifice children and women for political gains as no race on 

this planet has ever done.. .not even animals.”41 Pointing to the use of women in 

war as a sign of the debased and effete Tamil, the (presumably) Sinhala writer 

refers to the LTTE’s female suicide bombers, suspected of blowing up Indian and 

Sri Lankan politicians alike.42 An instrument of Tamil terrorists, the Tamil female 

is a pawn in the LTTE’s unjust war against the Sinhalas. Subordinate to the Tamil 

male, she is also subordinate to “the West,” inasmuch as, from the internet writer’s 

point of view, the LTTE is funded by Sri Lanka’s United National Party (UNP), 

which serves its “foreign masters.”43 In this Sinhala rhetoric, Tamil female suicide 

bombers, then, not unlike one critique of members of Women for Peace, are dual 

instruments of patriarchy and of the West. 

In another dialogue between a Sinhala and a Tamil on the internet,44 the “reality 

of war” is debated as the two reflect on a recent headline in the Sri Lankan press 

about the rape and murder of a young Tamil girl in the north by Sinhala soldiers. 

According to the Tamil writer, a “women’s group in the South forced the gov¬ 

ernment to admit the incident.” In the allusion to Women for Peace, the Tamil 

writer attaches importance to women who act as peace advocates. In doing so, he 

invokes the gendered stereotypes and symbolism so often encountered in Sri Lanka 

and elsewhere of the traditional association of war with masculinity and peace 

with femininity. Here, that stereotyped dimension of femininity is valorized where¬ 

as elsewhere, as we have seen, it is criticized. 

In an effort to justify the war crime of rape, the Sinhala writer cites world his¬ 

tory: “How many German/Japanese girls do you think were raped and killed by 

Allied soldiers during the war?” He or she adds that all is fair in “ensuring] that 

[Tamils] will never get an inch of Sinhaladwipa [the sacred island of the Sinhalas].” 

Reflecting the state-sponsored, Buddhist promised-land and chosen-people ide¬ 

ologies, the Sinhala writer proceeds by comparing Tamils to Sinhalas: “We love 

our country and we will sacrifice anything to ensure that you will never get an inch 

of Sinhaladwipa. For you, ‘Tamil’ comes first. For us, it is rata, jathiya, agama 
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(country, people, religion).... Country comes first.”45 As the Sinhala writer’s ide- 

ology unfolds, we learn that he or she deems human rights violations, such as the 

rape of women, acceptable in the protection of country. Yet, the writer adds that 

it is now expedient to toe the line with human rights groups in the West” to 

enable Sinhalas to have a clear, uninterrupted run with the war and bury the 

Tamil motherfuckers.” 

Sinhala military men are not unique in perpetrating violence against women as 

one tactic in war, however; the LTTE, too, has been accused by the United States 

of us[ing] rape as a weapon of terror. 1,46 Indeed, on the internet, the use of women 

for political and military advantage—both as passive (raped) and active (warrior) 

participants—is a prominent theme in Sinhala and Tamil assessments of the qual¬ 

ity and condition of culture in Sri Lanka. This suggests that the rhetoric of war in 

Sri Lanka follows a general South Asian pattern that links the condition of culture 

to the condition of the female.47 

Conclusion 

In a quasi-poetic reflection on patriarchal Tamil culture in Sri Lanka, one Sinhala 

contributor to the internet connects the Hindu religion with politics in an attempt 

to defame all Tamils: 

Tamils worship stone cocks.. .Tamils walk on fire to please the Gods... 

Tamil mothers kill female children, because they want males.. .Tamils 

sacrifice women for political gain.. .Tamils are mental and walk around 

with cyanide capsules and think its macho.48 

The Sinhala writer refers to the worship of Siva’s phallus, the preference for boy 

children (even among women), the exploitation of females as warriors, and the 

ability to commit suicide with ease as evidence of the male character of Tamil cul¬ 

ture. In this Sinhala estimation, Tamil culture is constructed as mercenary and 

masculine (yet emasculated), while Tamil women, though pawns of patriarchy, 

promote the virtues of manliness. 

For some Sinhalas, the LTTE’s use of women as warriors is a barometer for 

measuring the degraded condition of Tamil culture; other Sinhalas, however, pro¬ 

mote the image of women as warriors, hence demonstrating the worth of Sinhala 

culture. Though in contemporary Buddhist Sri Lanka the positive association 

between women and war is not uniform—Women for Peace is a case in point— 

the public discourse on women, peace, and Buddhism is one in which the loudest 

and most influential voice, that is, the government’s, advances the idea that the 

paradigmatic Buddhist female is she who protects Sri Lankan Buddhism from its 
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enemies. Her primary duty, either as keeper of memory or as warrior, is to foster 

Buddhism in a battle-fatigued sacred island. As memory, she instantiates particu¬ 

lar stereotyped female virtues; as warrior, she is partially liberated from patriarchal 

constructions of the female in order to liberate the island from the grip of the 

LTTE and, ultimately, from the West. Not unlike her Tamil sister, the new Sin- 

hala Buddhist woman must face death to remind herself of her liberation. 
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[AE CHI BOONLIANG: 

A Thai Nun Runs a Charitable Foundation 

Mae Chi Boonliang is sixty-five years old and has been a nun for forty-six years. She is 

very lively, humble and open-minded. In the past she taught Dhamma but now she is 

in charge ofa meditation nunnery and a charitable foundation in Bangkok. 

I became a nun when I was nineteen. When I was sixteen I was very sick. In the 

north of Thailand there is a tradition that if a child is seriously ill, the parents will 

ask for the child to become a monk or a nun if he or she becomes better. So when 

I was nineteen, I went to be a nun for a year. I was still ill and I did not want to 

be a nun in these conditions. So I went to the Emerald Buddha in Bangkok and 

prayed that if the Buddha wanted me not to be a nun, to let me go free. If I were 

to be a lay woman, I would be one. If it was not to be, then he must make some¬ 

thing happen. At that time my father got very ill and died. I felt that I had nobody 

to depend on, so I remained a nun. 

I went to a temple and stayed there for fourteen years. I meditated, chanted, and 

performed services for funerals, and felt that I got nothing. I heard of another tem¬ 

ple where they did more meditation. It was said that it was a good place for a nun 

to live and meditate. One did not need to do a lot of chanting or perform funer¬ 

al services. I moved to that temple and stayed there for a year. 

Eventually, I went to Ragburi to visit Mae Chi Ghee, where they just meditat¬ 

ed and did not sleep. Mae Chi Ghee would tell the nuns that to practice medita¬ 

tion they should look at everything and blank out nothing, just as they would 

look at nature. One day as I was meditating, I saw a rusty gutter, and I suddenly 

felt sad and sorry that it was going bad and rusty. I experienced that life was imper¬ 

manent. I learned Dhamma from that gutter. I decided then and there that I would 

remain a nun forever. 

I came to this nunnery and charitable foundation in Bangkok because Mae Chi 

Prapit asked me to be the head nun here. I was of the right age and had been a nun 

for many years, so I would take good care of the place. I have been here for twenty- 

five years. I wanted to leave after three years to go and meditate with Mae Chi Ghee 
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again, but I was asked to continue as head nun and to perform other essential 

functions here at the Thai Nuns’ Institute. 

This is a place for young women who want to be nuns, and who want to train 

and help poor villagers. At the beginning it was not working well, and I wondered 

how young Thai women could become good nuns. The monks suggested that the 

women be taught sewing. So they prayed and chanted, and learned how to sew and 

how to meditate as well. The young nuns made a promise to stay for two years after 

they finished the course. After two years they could stay here, go to another nun¬ 

nery, or stop being nuns. There is no charge. They promised to go and teach poor 

villagers in the provinces during those two years. 

The women who come here to train are from remote villages. Their parents are 

very poor. They come here to study and to learn how to sew. When they go back 

to their villages, they can have an occupation. But because we observe strict disci¬ 

pline here, some people cannot stay because they cannot obey the rules. If they 

want to stop before the end of the two years, they have to pay three hundred bahts 

per month for food, accommodation, and cost of living. If they are very stubborn 

or very naughty and do not listen, they may go without paying anything. 

After they graduate, many of them stop being nuns. They can get good jobs 

in factories or in the flower making shops. They know how to behave well and are 

good workers, and employers are happy to have them. Other nuns leave to study 

further because they have come here with little education. The Asia Foundation 

will help them. We have many supporters like the Asia Foundation, some gov¬ 

ernment departments, and several women’s organizations. 

This is social work and welfare, because these women normally have fewer 

opportunities. If they come here, they have the opportunity to learn and help oth¬ 

ers. In this institute, we only teach nuns, and these nuns will go to the villages and 

teach the lay people. In the morning you saw a group of villagers who came to say 

goodbye to the nuns who were their teachers. 

I am just the administrator. I wake up at 4 a.m. and meditate. After that I man¬ 

age the finances and supervise the teachings. I also take care of the guests when they 

come to visit. I am a little tired and would like to retire from being an adminis¬ 

trator and let other nuns do this. But the nuns want me to stay even if I do noth¬ 

ing; they want me to stay as supervisor and head and they will do the rest. There 

are about forty people in the nunnery. There are three teachers: one teaches Dham- 

ma, one sewing, and one flower making. 

As a Thai person I have a responsibility to help my country. The country, the 

king, and the religion have to help each other. I am only sorry that I can only 

teach a few nuns because of the lack of funds. I have been a nun for many years 

and feel that everything is anicca, impermanent: everything changes. I am happy 

to be a nun and to be able to help myself and other people. I understand now 
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what real happiness is. I do not think about the future, I stay with the present. I 

believe that if you do good things, you will bring good results. Once the queen said 

that we should spread happiness to others. If you are happy, you help others; then 

other people share your happiness. We must help each other. 

Compiled by Martine Batchelor 
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Mae chi sansenee: 
XMjuSI 

A Thai Nun as Patroness 

Mae Chi Sansenee is a Thai nun whose temple is situated in a park she created on the 

outskirts of Bangkok. Her garden is full of lotus flowers, ponds, and bridges, and is an 

oasis of calm in the heat of Bangkok’s arid suburbs. 

I became a nun thirteen years ago because I was tired of living. I wanted to stop 

for a while. To stop, you have to choose a new way to go, and I chose Buddhism. 

I do not know if I will stay a nun all my life, but right now being Buddhist is the 

most important thing I can do. I try to do my best as a Buddhist nun. I became a 

nun at a temple two kilometers away from here. My teacher, the head monk of that 

temple, suggested that I buy this large piece of land. After my teacher died, I decid¬ 

ed to repay him by following in his footsteps. He used to help a lot of people. I 

thought that on this piece of land I could build a place to continue in his spirit of 

compassion. 

There are seven projects altogether. I started off with a preschool for handi¬ 

capped children at the main temple. The second project is a junior high school 

where we train students to understand the core of Buddhism, as well as other stud¬ 

ies. They do not have to meditate as much as in retreat, but they have to under¬ 

stand what is meant by Buddhism. What does it mean not to be selfish? What does 

it mean to have compassion and understanding for other people? 

We also help a group of young boxers who come from upcountry and earn 

money boxing. Being a boxer does not mean you have to be cruel. It would help 

boxers to practice Buddhism. I have been supporting them so that they can have 

a spiritual life too. Other ideas are to have university students come here and 

meditate, and for lay women, nuns, and young unmarried mothers to come and 

do retreats. 

All of these programs are about applying the teachings of Buddhism. People 

who attend are not necessarily Buddhist—they may come from a Christian back¬ 

ground. It does not matter. They do not have to be believers, because the Buddhist 

teaching is universal. There are many things that they can take with them and 

apply in their daily lives. 
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I use work as the focus of meditation. While I am working I follow my breath. 

I do a lot of breathing exercises and make sure that I am always aware of what I 

am doing. My mind is calm, my breathing is calm. This is the reason why I have 

been able to work so hard. As a nun, there are certain things that I have to be 

aware of as well. For instance, I wake up early in the morning and do formal med¬ 

itation before I come out, and I meditate a lot before I go to bed. When there is a 

lull in my activities, I take time off for retreats. Then I stay alone and do a lot of 

intensive meditation. 

When there is nothing going on, no activity, I live here alone, but when there 

is a large retreat, volunteers come to help. Some of the volunteers are nuns, but 

most are lay people. In Thai Buddhism, it is not a condition that nuns have to be 

together—we only have to belong to the Thai Nun’s Institute. I do not have to be 

in a large nunnery if I can be financially independent. Most nuns cannot be finan¬ 

cially independent so they choose to be in a temple. At first I stayed at my teacher’s 

temple because I felt the need to study, but now I feel quite ready to be on my own 

and to help others. I have become very relaxed and happy, and feel that all the ener¬ 

gy I’ve put in has been worthwhile. I would like to do more and more. I will be 

forty in a month. 

At first finances came only from my family. My family had been very generous 

to other temples in the past. When I suggested that I wanted to set up this place, 

all the donations came together as a family fund and supported all these activities. 

No-one who comes here has to pay anything. However, people who practice 

around here see how their society can benefit from this place. Some of them come 

back and make donations, and for this reason these projects have been going on 

for some time. 

Compiled by Martine Batchelor 
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DIVERSITY AND RACE: 

New Koans for American Buddhism 

Janice D. Willis 

On a hot summer’s day in 1981, I stood in the inner courtyard of a large Buddhist 

monastery in central Bangkok. The courtyard, showcasing the “Thousand Buddhas,” 

was ringed by hundreds of life-sized Buddha statues, each one gilded and lightly 

draped with a delicate saffron shawl. Yet, even amid so many Buddha figures I found 

myself gravitating, ever so slowly, toward the sole statue there that still sat awaiting its 

new gold-leaf. In its as yet unrefurbished state, it sat peacefully, peering out from a 

body as black as soot. I had spent the previous year and a half in Nepal and had stud¬ 

ied and taught Buddhism back in America for more than a decade. Buddha statues 

were no novelty to me. But this one in particular drew my attention because of its 

blackness. I was irresistibly drawn to it, pulled forward, I believe, by the urge to see 

myself reflected there. I asked a friend to take a photo of me staring back into this black 

Buddha’s face. It seemed obvious that this Buddha was for me. It spoke to me because 

it mirrored me, physically and viscerally. I hoped to find others along my way. And, 

upon my return to the United States, I hoped to find other Buddhists who shared not 

only my interest in Buddhism but my racial background, my color, as well. 

For many years after that I did not find other African-Americans in the centers 

and circles of Buddhism in which I orbited back in the States. There seemed to be 

very few African-Americans with either the time for, or the interest in, matters 

Buddhist. Of course, I had occasions to teach African-Americans in my university 

classes on Buddhism, but in most Buddhist venues outside the classroom our num¬ 

bers seemed almost inconsequential. 

In 1996 I wrote an essay about Buddhism and race and about African-Americans 

and Buddhism for an anthology called Buddhist Women on the Edge: Contemporary 

Perspectives from the Western Frontier-1 It was no accident that the anthology 

focused on Buddhism as experienced and perceived by women. For throughout 

Buddhism’s time in the United States, it has been mainly women who have chal¬ 

lenged, and raised questions about, Buddhism at the institutional level.2 Virtually 
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all other books published on the subject of Buddhism in America have focused 

almost exclusively on meditation and on the tradition(s) of Buddhism as a spiri¬ 

tual path and practice.3 

From that day when I stood in the Wat of a Thousand Buddhas, more than sev¬ 

enteen years would pass before I picked up a Buddhist magazine and read the fol¬ 

lowing advertisement: 

Why doesn’t Buddhism attract more people of African-American, Lati¬ 

no, and other ethnic backgrounds? A group of practitioners in the Bay 

area have formed the Buddhism and Racism Working Group, and in 

November they’ll host a conference to address this question. “It is our 

hope that by addressing issues of race and diversity, our sanghas may 

become more welcoming and responsive to people from all back¬ 

grounds,” says Working Group member Rosa Zubizarreta....“Healing 

Racism in our Sanghas,” November 7 in Berkeley, will provide an 

opportunity for Buddhists from a variety of cultures and traditions to 

explore how their attitudes toward people of other races affect both 

themselves and their communities. The conference is co-sponsored by 

the Buddhist Peace Fellowship.4 

Yet, even before seeing this advertisement, I had managed—on my own—to 

find other African-American Buddhists. In this essay I aim to introduce some of 

them and allow readers to hear our views—as African-American students, teach¬ 

ers, and practitioners of Buddhism in America. Of course, this does not mean that 

we share a single view. Our experiences are as varied as we, as unique individuals, 

are ourselves. I must admit, however, that I chose these particular African-Amer¬ 

icans on purpose because I knew them to be serious, thoughtful, and extremely 

articulate individuals. (I also knew that they were industrious and compassionate 

enough to respond in relative haste to my request for their views.) Aiming to rep¬ 

resent diverse Buddhist traditions, I contacted five individuals, four of whom 

responded in full. One is a Zen practitioner, another a Tibetan Buddhist lama, 

another a Theravada vipassana practitioner, and the last is an academic student of 

Buddhism in America. I myself am a professor of Indie and Tibetan Buddhism. 

For the most part, I have tried to let each speak for him- or herself. However, I 

first devised a questionnaire in order to give coherence to the project. I asked them 

questions about their respective backgrounds, their earliest encounters with Bud¬ 

dhism, and their teachers. I asked whether, in fact, they considered themselves to 

be Buddhists, and I asked them to speak about their own experiences at Buddhist 

centers here in America—whether they found them to be “open” and welcoming 

spaces, whether they had ever personally experienced any forms of discrimination 
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in them. Lastly, I asked them if they had any specific advice for other African- 

Americans, or for persons of color in general, who might be considering beginning 

Buddhist practice, and I asked them to share any specific recommendations for 

improving the current situation. 

Their Backgrounds 

Lori Pierce comes from a comfortable, upper-middle-class religious family in 

Chicago where her father is a surgeon. She was raised in the Catholic schools and 

church of the area, and was active in the church through high school and Lake For¬ 

est College, where her interests broadened to include world and comparative reli¬ 

gions. Her first exposure to Buddhism, she writes, was academic. 

Reading Herman Hesse’s Siddharthavf&s probably my introduction_ 

Through classes and casual reading I eventually began to read Shunryu 

Suzuki, D.T. Suzuki, Philip Kapleau, Robert Aiken, Eido Shimano, 

Alan Watts, etc. Sometimes it came in a “new age” package, but I came 

to Buddhism like many Americans—by way of the dregs of the coun¬ 

tercultural movement. There was nothing systematic about it; we knew 

next to nothing about the complex intercultural movements that dis¬ 

tinguished Japanese Rinzai Zen from Tibetan Buddhism. We read what 

was available and, as newly mature adults, believed that we were free to 

believe what we liked and be what we wanted to be. 

After college, Lori went to California and for a time worked in the poor Black 

neighborhood of West Oakland for the Jesuit Volunteer Corps, an organization 

she describes as “a kind of Catholic urban Peace Corps.” Referring to that experi¬ 

ence as her first prolonged exposure to Black people since leaving the mainly White 

surroundings of her Chicago life, Lori determined that the question of religion and 

the question of race ought not to be separated. After studying a bit about Bud¬ 

dhism in the Bay Area, she entered the World Religions program at Harvard 

Divinity School. Of her California ventures into Buddhism, Lori writes, “I was sit¬ 

ting randomly on my own, studying tai chi, and running. It didn’t occur to me to 

go to find an organization with which to get involved. And in the Bay Area in the 

early 1980s, there was just too much choice.” Lori now lives in Hawai’i with her 

husband and six-year-old daughter. She is currently completing her doctoral dis¬ 

sertation for the University of Hawai’i on the racial dynamic of the religious 

encounter between European Americans and Japanese Americans in Hawai’i dur¬ 

ing the years before World War II. 

Lama Thupten Gyalsten Dorje (Jerry Gardner), writes of his early life, “I was 
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born on Guam to a military couple and then adopted by a different military cou¬ 

ple. I was raised as an only child.” His family moved around a lot in the U.S., liv¬ 

ing in Alabama, Texas, Washington, North Carolina, New York City, and 

Oklahoma. It was in Alabama that, with his grandmother, he attended Baptist 

services. “I remember the preacher yelling and shouting. It seemed surrealistic to 

me as a young child.” In his early years, Gardner became obsessed with death. 

“Even though I wasn’t Catholic, I used to sleep with a rosary.” When he was twelve 

years old, he began his lifelong practice of the martial arts. This practice included 

meditation and he found he liked the discipline of learning to discipline his mind. 

Martial arts also helped him to become less fearful of death. 

In 1968, in New York City, he met his first Buddhist teacher, Master Ronald 

Takanashi, a Pure Land Buddhist priest. Takanashi was the first to introduce him 

to a more formal meditation practice—for example, how to practice, and how to 

set up a shrine. Jerry began to search out books and teachers to guide him “to the 

mastery of self,” and then determined to go to the east. “In 1970 I sold my belong¬ 

ings and was ready to travel to India or Tibet to search for a teacher.” However, a 

series of “seemingly unfortunate” events occurred that forced him to cancel his 

trip. As a result, he met Lama Sonam Kazi in New York, and was accepted as his 

student. Commenting upon this turn of events, he says, “I find it interesting that 

instead of going to the mountains of Tibet to find a teacher, I went to the high- 

rises of New York City!” 

Then, while living again in Guam in 1988, the opportunity arose for Jerry to 

travel to Kathmandu, Nepal. He remarks, “I went there without having any knowl¬ 

edge of what might occur or who I might meet, but my goal was to have a direct 

experience of Buddhism in a place where it was lived as part of the ongoing fiber 

of the society.” In Nepal, Jerry met Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche, who sent him to his 

father, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche. The latter became his root teacher. In the past ten 

years, he has traveled to Nepal two or three times each year. Most recently, he has 

been receiving teachings from Khenpo Kunchok Molam Rinpoche and writes that 

“it was Khenpo Kunchok Molam Rinpoche who was so kind as to ordain me as 

Lama Thupten Gyalsten Dorje.” 

In 1994, after moving to Salt Lake City, Utah, Lama Dorje and his wife estab¬ 

lished the non-profit Urgyen Sam ten Ling Meditation Center, in the “Nyingma, 

Dzogchen, Long Chen Nying Thig” lineage. Lama Dorje is the center’s resident 

teacher. He also continues, now as a teacher, his martial arts—in the form of tai 

chi, kung fu, and mime—at the Red Lotus School of Movement, which he owns 

and directs. 

Lewis Woods describes himself as “an African-American man who has lived his 

whole life in the post-civil-rights-movement U.S.,” and goes on to note: 
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By the time I was five years old, my family had moved to Berkeley, CA. 

This was in 1968, the heyday of student activism and radical social 

change. Though I was relatively sheltered from the events taking place 

across town, the atmosphere of liberalism, openness to change, and the 

questioning of authority and tradition was my native cultural landscape, 

if you will, reaching me through my teachers and my parents who very 

much chose to live in Berkeley because of this atmosphere. 

Commenting upon the religious life of his family, Lewis writes, “If our family 

had a religion, it was atheism. Both of my parents had rejected the religions of their 

youth by the time I was born— At present I am the only person in my immedi¬ 

ate family who is at all religious.” At the age of eighteen, Lewis “became a born- 

again Christian and remained within that evangelical, mixed race, doctrinally 

conservative church for four years.” But at the age of twenty-two, he “made a deci¬ 

sive break with Christianity and began studying Judaism.” In fact, after a three-year 

period of study which included becoming conversant in modern Hebrew and two 

prolonged visits to Israel and the occupied territories, Lewis formally converted to 

orthodox Judaism. 

Lewis first encountered Buddhism through the books of Alan Watts and Suzu¬ 

ki Roshi though, he confides, “initially, I was more interested in Taoism than 

Buddhism.” In the end, it was the Buddhist Dharma that impressed Lewis most. 

“For so long the only Buddhists I knew were in books. I didn’t meet a ‘real’ Bud¬ 

dhist until well after I had become convinced of the merits of Buddhism.” 

Although Lewis began by mainly sitting Zen in the Bay Area, he later took Bud¬ 

dhist refuge and lay vows with Geshe Michael Roach. He describes his daily prac¬ 

tice as being “pretty idiosyncratic,” saying that he draws “most on Tibetan and 

Theravada traditions, though his background in Zen is never far below the sur¬ 

face.” Lewis remains one of the main anchors of the Berkeley headquarters of the 

Buddhist Peace Fellowship. 

Ralph Steele was born on Pawleys Island, one of the sixteen islands along the 

coast of South Carolina that stretch out for 160 miles between Myrtle Beach and 

Charleston. When Ralph was five years old, his father died, and so he describes his 

mom as being a single parent. “I was raised mostly by my grandparents,” Ralph 

says. “Everyone called my grandmother Sister Mary; and everybody called my 

grandfather Baba James. My great-grandfather was called, by everyone, simply 

Father.” Ralph’s family members were very religious, and strong supporters of the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church, “for more than no years supplying minis¬ 

ters, deacons, treasurers and bookkeepers to the Church.” 

When Ralph’s mother remarried a military man, the family left Pawleys Island 

and began traveling, moving first to Montgomery, Alabama, then to Bakersfield, 
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California, and then on to Japan, where Ralph went to high school. There, he 

encountered a Japanese martial arts master and began studying seriously with him. 

Even though I was only thirteen or fourteen years old, eventually I 

ended up in his class, the only student who was not in the military. And 

I learned a lot from him. I began to understand the concepts of Bud¬ 

dhism from a practitioner’s perspective through the eyes of martial arts. 

And I began to go into temples at an early age and to get some under¬ 

standing of what was going on there. 

Before entering college, Ralph enlisted in the military and served a tour in Viet¬ 

nam. He found himself in “very heated situations” and he saw many of his friends 

die. “I had to call on my own deep, deep inner self and what my martial arts 

teacher and Sister Mary and Baba James had taught me in order to keep my san¬ 

ity and survive.” 

After returning from Vietnam, Ralph became a student at the University of 

California, Santa Cruz, and later did graduate work at Santa Clara University. In 

both locations, and in other places, he found Buddhist teachers: Zen master Kobun 

Chino, eclectic Steven Levine, Tibetans Kalu Rinpoche and Sogyal Rinpoche 

among them. But, eventually, Ralph found his primary teacher in Jack Kornfield, 

and in Theravada vipassana meditation he found his main practice. Ralph is now 

a therapist living in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Specializing in combining psy¬ 

chotherapy and Dharma practice for pain and grief management, his office group 

is called Life Transition Therapy, Inc. Having led vipassana groups himself, Ralph 

is in training to become a vipassana teacher. He is currently doing intensive med¬ 

itation retreats in Burma and Thailand. For some years, he has also been writing 

his memoir, which is entitled Tending the Fire. 

Jan Willis was born in Birmingham, Alabama, and raised until college age in a 

coal mining camp just outside the city limits. Both my parents were active in the 

Baptist church, my father being one of the youngest deacons of his church. 

Although my own baptism was a wonderfully expansive and spiritually liberating 

experience, I was not much attracted to the Baptist faith. As a high school student, 

I took an active part in the civil rights movement and marched with King and 

others during the Birmingham campaign of 1963. Always good at mathematics, I 

won a number of scholarships for college and selected Cornell University where, 

initially, I majored in physics. It was at Cornell that I became interested in Bud¬ 

dhism, in large part because of observing Buddhist monks and nuns immolate 

themselves protesting against the Vietnam war. I read works mostly by Alan Watts 

and D.T. Suzuki and determined to study and meditate in Japan. I was able to 

spend my junior year in India on a University of Wisconsin Year in India program 
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scholarship and, while studying in Banaras, I met Tibetans living in Sarnath. I 

was immediately captivated by the Tibetans and was warmly received by them. 

Consequently, I never got east of India. In 1969, in Nepal, I met Lama Thubten 

Yeshe, who became my main teacher for the next fifteen years until his death in 

1984. Back in the United States, I finished a B.A. and an M.A. in philosophy at Cor¬ 

nell, and then enrolled at Columbia, where I earned my Ph.D. in Indie and Bud¬ 

dhist Studies in 1976. In 1996 I was asked to write about my own personal journey 

from the Jim Crow South to Tibetan Buddhism. I have now completed this mem¬ 

oir. The book, titled Dreaming Me: An African American Baptist-Buddhist Journey, 

will be published by Riverhead Books (Penguin and Putnam) in the spring of 2000. 

Five African-Americans on Buddhism in America 

In my 1996 essay on African-Americans and Buddhism, I described myself as a 

“Baptist-Buddhist,” remarking that I found the hyphenated description most gen¬ 

uine. I wrote then: 

I’ve headed my essay this way simply because it is descriptive of who I 

am. Actually, I think of myself as being more “an African-American 

Buddhist” really; when I seek to make sense of things or to analyze a par¬ 

ticular situation, I am more likely to draw on Buddhist principles than 

Baptist ones. But.. .if it seems as though the plane I’m on might actu¬ 

ally go down (and such has been, frighteningly, the case), I call on both 

traditions! It is a deep response.5 

Not surprisingly, then, the questionnaire I sent for the present essay included 

the following question: Do you consider yourself to be a Buddhist? Do you ever find 

yourself qualifying or hyphenating this appellation? The answers I received were 

straightforward and varied. 

Lori: “I see [taking Buddhist refuge] as something akin to being rebaptized. I fig¬ 

ured if you’re going to take refuge, to take on a teacher, you had better be pretty 

ready, pretty committed to this path, at least committed to the teacher. I wasn’t— 

still am not—sure enough to want to do that. When people ask me if I am a Bud¬ 

dhist, I assume.. .they mean: have you taken refuge? Do you have a teacher? What 

is your practice? This to me is not something to be taken lightly.... Maybe I’m like 

a divorced person after having left the Catholic church; I’m not that anxious to 

make the mistake again. I’ve been known to say that I would be willing to enter¬ 

tain returning to the liberal American Catholic Church when it breaks from Rome, 

ordains married people, accepts homosexuals, and acknowledges its role in the 

perpetuation of patriarchy, sexism, and racism. I don’t want too much, do I? 
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Lama Dorje: “I am Buddhist. I follow the Buddhadharma. For me, the mixing 

and matching [hyphenating] does not work. The Buddhist tradition is complete. 

If one has truly embraced the teachings of the Buddha, there is no need to add or 

mix anything else.” 

Lewis: “I definitely consider myself a Buddhist, especially now that I have taken 

the five lifetime lay vows. I seldom feel a need to hyphenate that appellation except 

under certain circumstances. Adding African-American to the term Buddhist is 

important at times, but it really doesn’t modify the term Buddhist in the same way 

that calling myself a Theravada Buddhist, Vajrayana Buddhist, or an eclectic Bud¬ 

dhist does. Calling myself a Northern California Buddhist, or better, a Berkeley 

Buddhist probably says a bit more about my approach to the Dharma. But even 

that doesn’t explain enough to make it worth mentioning....When I’m feeling 

confident enough to follow my own path, I think of myself as a ‘critical Buddhist,’ 

as one whose approach to the Dharma is rooted in an attempt to take seriously the 

problems posed for Buddhism by modern, pluralistic social conditions and by 

contemporary philosophy and science. It is also based on an endeavor to remain 

responsibly open to criticism regardless of the quarter from which it arises. I also 

like to call myself an Engaged Buddhist to make it clear that I do not think that 

attention to social problems is tangential to the practice of awakening.” 

Ralph: “Of course I’m a Buddhist, from head to toe! Also, I’m a Hindu, a big- 

time bhakti [devotional] man. It’s pretty hard for an Afro-American to run around 

saying he’s a Hindu in this culture.. .but, a Buddhist? Yes, I am. A Buddhist from 

head to toe. I’ve taken vows many, many, many times; and any time the string falls 

off, I put one on again. So, that’s who I am. And—what can I say?—the practice 

keeps my sanity.” 

Jan: “In an odd way, I have always found myself feeling especially ‘at home’ 

when I am with Tibetans in Nepal or India. I attempted to comment upon this 

feeling of welcomeness in my 1996 essay by saying: 

The Tibetans took me in instantly and I saw in them a welcoming fam¬ 

ily of compassionate and skilled people who, as I viewed myself, were 

refugees. I soon learned that the Tibetans possessed a type of knowledge 

and wisdom I longed for—knowledge of methods for dealing with frus¬ 

trations, disappointments, and anger, and of developing genuine com¬ 

passion. Indeed, their very beings reflected this. They had suffered 

untold hardships, had even been forced to flee their country. We shared, 

it seemed to me, the experience of a profound historical trauma. Yet, 

they coped quite well, seeming to possess a sort of spiritual armor that 

I felt lacking in myself.”6 
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When I asked whether, in their experiences, these four African-Americans had 

ever noticed or felt discrimination or prejudice toward them in Asia from Asians, 

most of them skipped the question, giving, on my subsequent inquiry, the uniform 

response No. Like me, they found their Asia experience to be most welcoming. 

Lama Dorje was quite specific on this point, saying, “When I visit Nepal, I gen¬ 

erate a fair amount of curiosity from Nepalese and Tibetans, as I truly am a stranger 

in a strange land. If anything, my differences tend to draw people to me. Person¬ 

ally, I feel more comfortable walking the streets of Kathmandu than the streets of 

America!” 

However, when I asked, Do you find Buddhist centers in the U.S. “open” places for 

you and other people ofcolor? Do you see yourself represented in them? all four respon¬ 

dents had comments. 

Lori: “Going to the Cambridge Buddhist Association was my first experience 

with zendo culture, and I have to say I found it a bit off-putting. I liked Maurine;7 

she was like a stern but loving grandmother, but.. .what, I wondered, was the point 

of schlepping all the way over there (a forty-five minute walk from our house) if, 

after sitting, chanting, and walking, you just went home? Where was the fellow¬ 

ship? Where were the tea and cookies? What was the point of a Sangha if you did¬ 

n’t know anyone’s name? The whole thing felt so formal and distant, I never really 

warmed up to it.” 

Lama Dorje: “The Buddhist centers I have visited have been accepting of me as 

a person of color. But, then again, I don’t walk in the door with the concern, ‘Am 

I going to be accepted?’ My feeling is that the Buddha taught all people, and his 

teachings are for all persons. The Buddha, himself, was a person of color. At this 

point in time, people of color are not well represented in the American Buddhist 

tradition.... In general, Buddhism has limited exposure in the Black communities, 

so even if someone of color had an interest in Buddhism, the resources may not 

be as apparent. Obviously, Buddhist centers are not as common as mainstream 

American religious organizations. An individual really has to make an effort to 

seek the Buddhist resources out. But I think these same dynamics are also found 

in many communities, regardless of color.” 

Lewis: “I have found the predominantly White Buddhist centers that I have 

been involved with open but not especially welcoming. I’ve never been overtly 

discouraged from participating in a Buddhist event. However, I have felt margin¬ 

alized, not seen, and at times not just misunderstood but written off as all but 

inscrutable. In just about every Buddhist setting I have ever found myself, my 

being African-American has meant that my concerns are second-class, my experi¬ 

ence insofar as it is conditioned by my ethnic identity is seldom addressed direct¬ 

ly, that I have to do a lot of translating in order to apply the teachings to the social 

situation in which I find myself, and not infrequently have to endure the ever so 
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unpleasant experience of having to listen to a White person talk about how much 

further we have to go in this society towards achieving true equality for African- 

Americans.” 

Ralph: “All Buddhist centers are ‘open,’ as far as I know. It’s just a question of 

whether you’re bold enough to walk through the doors. Of course, for any person 

of color who walks through any Buddhist center’s door, it’s just like walking 

through the doors of any European church where people of color don’t normally 

go: you will be on stage. People of color need to understand that. The main con¬ 

cept of Buddhism is seeing things as they are; but it’s the human nature in those 

Buddhist centers that manifests. Some people will be surprised and they’ll be taken 

aback. But, they won’t close the doors on you. Still, until the people in those cen¬ 

ters, the practitioners in this country, deal with the fire inside themselves—the 

rejection, the hate, the anger, the racism—there will always be a conditioning in 

the fabric of those places. So, don’t walk through the doors of temples in this 

country without expecting some subtly unintentional action coming towards you. 

Don’t be offended by that because the practitioners [at those centers] themselves 

are not totally enlightened people. Who is? It takes time. This is a big process; a 

big subject matter here.” 

Jan: “All too often I find myself one of only a handful of people of color in 

Buddhist venues, whether retreats or large public lectures by prominent Asian 

Buddhist teachers. Yet, there seems to be little open and frank discussion of either 

why this is the case or of how the situation might be changed. That is a discussion 

that needs to take place.” 

Ralph’s response to the former question made it seem only natural to consider 

the last set of queries on my questionnaire at this point. I had asked respondents, 

What advice would you give to African-Americans or other persons of color who are 

considering beginning Buddhist practice? Ralph wanted to forewarn people of color 

not to expect Buddhist centers to be any different than other institutions in this 

country. How could they be? Lori chose not to give a more specific answer to this 

particular question. She had, after all, already given focused and quite serious atten¬ 

tion to it in her essay “Outside In: Buddhism in America.”81 give below the com¬ 

ments offered by Lama Dorje, Lewis Woods, Ralph Steele, and myself to this 

specific query. 

Lama Dorje: “Typically, it’s not part of the Buddhist tradition to proselytize, but 

rather to let people come to the teachings/teachers on their own. But as Buddhism 

progresses in America, it may be a good idea to take a more engaged approach 

and create a better means of visibility that would allow easier access to the Bud¬ 

dhist practice for individuals who are interested. Speaking directly to people of 

color, if they see that there are Buddhist practitioners and teachers of color, this 

might be encouragement that they, too, have a place in this age-old religion that 
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was started in a land that was infused with people of color. I’m interested in being 

instrumental in broadening the base of Buddhism in America to include people of 

color. If there is any way I can assist in this goal, please let me know.” 

Lewis: At this point in time I would probably caution African-Americans or 

other people of color who are considering beginning Buddhist practice at a pre¬ 

dominantly White center to be prepared for racism. I would also make it clear 

that I think that, up to a point, the Dharma is worth it. I would also suggest that 

they join with others for support, and express the hope that we all take responsi¬ 

bility for those who will come after us and to do what we can to make sure that 

others will have an easier time in the future.” 

Ralph: I d say, I m a person of color, and I hope to see you at some of my 

retreats. Don t look to the practitioners at any center to teach you about racism. 

Don’t expect the practitioners themselves not to be biased, at least unintentional¬ 

ly. One thing to remember is it’s not the practitioners, nor the teacher—any 

teacher. It’s the teachings, the Dharma itself, that is important. That doesn’t 

change. That’s what is over two thousand and five hundred years old. That does¬ 

n’t change. And that’s what has saved me and kept me in this practice. I’m sitting 

in this room with two hundred people, la-di-da, and I’m the only person of color. 

So what? It’s no big thing. Because I know my practice. And I can sit here and do 

my practice and do my thing. And that’s what’s so wonderful about this practice: 

it’s about direct experience. And you don’t need anybody to hold your hand, or 

anything of that nature. That’s why I’m still in this practice. Because, if I needed 

someone to hold my hand, or if I needed to believe in something, I wouldn’t be 

in this practice.” 

Jan: “There are many valuable insights to be gleaned from Buddhist teachings. 

These insights are as meaningful, and as potentially healing, for persons of color 

as for any other human beings. Therefore, I would encourage all people of color 

who have a desire to learn more about Buddhism to do so, through books, lectures, 

and visits to Buddhist centers and retreats. A well-known saying among African- 

Americans is ‘Keep your eyes on the prize.’ After carefully investigating and choos¬ 

ing a Buddhist teacher and organization or center, people of color should be willing 

to give the teachings and the practice a try.” 

I asked these articulate African-American Buddhists, Are there specific recom¬ 

mendations for helping to make Buddhist centers more receptive and accessible for peo¬ 

ple of color? Both Lama Dorje and Ralph Steele suggested that when people of 

color could see themselves represented in centers, they might come. Both said that 

becoming teachers themselves in their respective Buddhist traditions was part of 

their personal attempt to help provide such representation. (As I read their respons¬ 

es, I felt myself back in that monastery in Thailand.) 

Jan: “In this regard, I am in complete agreement with Lama Dorje and Ralph. 

DIVERSITY AND RACE 313 



If we, as people of color, prepare ourselves to become and continue to be teachers 

in Buddhist venues, whether in Buddhist centers or in universities, we will have an 

impact. I also believe that Buddhist centers throughout America ought to mount 

more concerted efforts to make themselves more open and accessible places. Host¬ 

ing ‘open houses’ is a good way of breaking down even invisible barriers. For longer 

retreats, center-sponsored scholarships and work-study programs may serve to help 

alleviate conflicts in choosing between one’s job and time for meditation.” 

Lewis Woods and Lori Pierce had more theoretically based recommendations. 

Lewis: “Because racism and White supremacy are not going to end within Bud¬ 

dhist centers very much before they end in society—and at the rate things are 

going many Buddhist communities are lagging behind even the corporate world— 

the Buddhist community as a whole has a Dharmic responsibility to take affirma¬ 

tive action. Such action should at least include supporting the creation of 

alternative pathways (separate retreats, classes, and even separate centers) to the 

Dharma for African-Americans and other people of color. For these alternatives to 

be truly Buddhist they must be based on a recognition of the impermanent, unsat¬ 

isfactory, and not-self nature of racial and ethnic identity. In practice, this means 

not only that they must acknowledge that the day will come when such separate 

institutions are no longer necessary, but that they will actively look forward to it. 

Secondly, such action should also include acknowledging the contradiction in 

speaking of ‘American Buddhism’ when so many Americans are under-represent¬ 

ed, if not functionally un-welcome, in Buddhist communities. 

Thirdly, I hope that Buddhist teachers and leaders will not just acknowledge the 

racism that plays a role in the culture of their centers, but take responsibility for it 

and make every effort to include outgrowing it as part of the practice of Buddhism.” 

Lori shares her analysis and recommendations with people interested in these 

issues, in the classroom and through her published works. Since 1995, she has been 

writing and lecturing about “how institutional racism works to undermine dis¬ 

cussions of race in religious groups.” 

Race and Gender 

Before concluding this multivocal discussion, it seems only appropriate, given the 

context of the present anthology, to ask one additional question, namely, 

Would/Does gender make a difference? Although my original questionnaire did not 

ask this specific query, Lori Pierce and I do have some comments to make on this 

important concern. 

Jan: “Yes. Gender makes a profound difference. For most of my early life, it 

seemed that the specter and concomitant hindrances of racism far outweighed 

those of sexism, even though, of course, the two worked very closely together. The 
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question was, how was I, as a Black girl, going to be able to succeed in the world? 

For Black boys, there were some avenues open; but for Black girls, the possibili¬ 

ties seemed much more limited. Today, as an adult woman Buddhist scholar, the 

links between racially based and gender-based discrimination seem all the more 

obvious. Although I have managed to forge a career in an academic field that I find 

personally very rewarding, it is still a field that is disproportionately dominated by 

men. While some women are now assuming leadership roles in Buddhist centers 

throughout America, very few of these women are persons of color. Even fewer 

women of color are instructors of Buddhism within academia. As long as this is the 

case, Buddhism in America will continue to mirror the hierarchical and patriarchal 

institutions it has maintained throughout its long history in Asia. If genuine progress 

is to be made, the issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality need to be addressed 

much more seriously than they have been thus far. Only then will the tantalizing 

promises of Buddhist philosophical notions like selflessness, interdependence, inclu¬ 

siveness, and, ultimately, insight and compassion become real possibilities.” 

Describing the aftermath of a lecture she had delivered at a conference on Bud¬ 

dhist diversity, Lori remarked, “I left there thinking that the Buddhist communi¬ 

ty needs a forum for an extended discussion of all aspects of race and gender, 

diversity and discrimination. I was encouraged by Rosa9 who suggested to me that 

we must somehow make diversity a central practice. We always wonder what is 

‘American’ about ‘American Buddhism,’ and Rosa suggested to me that diversity 

might be it. What might make American Buddhism distinctive is the challenge to 

think through problems of racial ideologies. To sit with them. How would you 

make that not just part of your practice, but the center of your practice?” 

And on this matter, I think that Lori’s remarks should be the final word. In 

Rinzai Zen practice, for example, one makes a koan the center of one’s practice. 

One “sits” with it. A koan is a riddle, a puzzle, a question that cannot be “solved” 

by linear, discursive reasoning. Yet, as countless generations of Zen practitioners 

have demonstrated, koanscan be resolved. Again in Lori’s words, “a koan is unsolv- 

able, but resolvable.” So, what if Buddhists in America made “diversity” and “race” 

and “gender” their koansl I say, go ahead, American Buddhists. Please try these new 

koans on! 

Notes 

1. See my “Buddhism and Race: An African American Baptist-Buddhist Perspective” in 

Marianne Dresser, ed., Buddhist Women on the Edge: Contemporary Perspectives from 

the Western Frontier (Berkeley: North Atlantic Books, 1996), pp. 81-91. 

2. Lori Pierce makes this observation in her essay “Outside In: Buddhism in America,” 
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in Dresser, ed., Buddhist Women on the Edge, p. 98. She writes: Most of the published 

material by, for, and about Buddhism in America is about Buddhism as a spiritual 

path and practice. Though this is certainly interesting and important (and necessary, 

if Buddhism is to be a tool in understanding and destroying discriminatory prac¬ 

tices), this emphasis can distract us from questions concerning racism and sexism. 

Feminist scholars and female Sangha members have vociferously critiqued Buddhism 

at the institutional level and examined how through hierarchical structures or adher¬ 

ence to unsuitable cultural forms, it has exacerbated problems between male and 

female teachers and students and other Sangha members.” 

Jan Nattier, in an essay entitled “Visible and Invisible: The Politics of Represen¬ 

tation in Buddhist America” in Tricycle: The Buddhist Review vol. 5, no. 1 (fall, 1995): 

42-49), had earlier described those she termed “elite Buddhists” as having “redefined 

Buddhism as [being] synonymous with the practice of meditation.” 

3. One need only glance at the several publications devoted to the subject of Buddhism 

in America in the past decade to see that these works focus almost exclusively on the 

spiritual path and practice of the various traditions of Buddhism here. Besides Rick 

Fields’ journalistic social history, How the Swans Came to the Lake: The American 

Encounter with Buddhism (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1992), most other pub¬ 

lications treat one or more Buddhist traditions but always emphasize meditation. In 

the 568-page 1998 book Buddhism in America: Proceedings of the First Buddhism in 

America Conference, edited by Brian Hotchkiss, conference organizer A1 Rapaport 

left no doubt about it. In his introduction (p. xiii) he states, “I envisioned the Bud¬ 

dhism in America Conference as a forum at which modern-day meditation teachers 

could present, and attendees could experience, the essence of the Buddhist teachings 

on life, death, compassion, and enlightenment.” 

4. Shambhala Sun veil. 7, no. 2 (November, 1998): 11. 

5. “Buddhism and Race: An African American Baptist-Buddhist Perspective” in Dress¬ 

er, op.cit, p. 81. 

6. Ibid., p. 87. 

7. That is, Maureen Stuart Roshi, the head of the Cambridge Buddhist Association 

from the early 1980s until her death in 1991. Information about Stuart Roshi’s life can 

be found in Helen Tworkov’s Zen in America (San Francisco: North Point Press, 

1989), pp. 153-97. Following her death, a series of lectures by Stuart Roshi were col¬ 

lected in the book Subtle Sound: The Zen Teachings of Maurine Stuart, ed. Roko 

Sherry Chayat (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1996). 

8. See Lori Pierce’s “Outside In: Buddhism in America, in Dresser, op. cit., pp. 93—104. 

9. That is, Rosa Zubizarreta, none other than the member of The Buddhism and Racism 

Working Group who was quoted in the November 1998 advertisement in Shambha¬ 

la Sun for the one-day Bay Area conference, “Healing Racism in Our Sanghas.” 
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FROM PERIPHERY TO CENTER: 

Tibetan Women's Journey to Sacred Artistry 

Melissa Kerin 

Introduction 

It is genuine bliss for me [to go] through the process of [creating a sand] 

mandala. When lay people see a finished mandala, I feel they.. .more or 

less have an idea of the meditative residential mansion of the deities. By 

creating, I collect the merit, which [is] the stepping stone to the ultimate 

goal of liberation. 
Yangchen Dolkar, Tibetan Buddhist Nun 

from the Key dong Thuk-Che-Cho Ling Nunnery of Nepal.' 

Yangchen Dolkar’s words may seem typical of a Tibetan Buddhist nun who 

hopes that her meritorious building of sand mandalas will both benefit other sen¬ 

tient beings and lead her closer toward the Buddhist goal of liberation. However, 

her statement takes on new depth and meaning when read with the knowledge that 

Tibetan Buddhist nuns traditionally have not created sand mandalas. Through 

the course of this paper I will explore the significance of women becoming sacred 

artists of sand mandala and thangka, two sacred art forms that have been tradi¬ 

tionally practiced by men, monks and lay men alike. My intention is that this 

essay will not only convey information about the contemporary state of Tibetan 

women as sacred artists, but will also assist in formulating questions that will guide 

us in better appreciating and understanding the impact that this change has had 

on Tibetan Buddhist communities. 

My interest in the subject of women as sacred artists began in 1993 when I lived 

at the sKyid Grong Thugs rje Chos gLing (Keydong Thuk-Che-Cho Ling) Nun¬ 

nery2 in Swayambhu, Nepal, and studied thangka painting with an artist, Karma 

Thubtin, who lived close by. At the time, I shared a room with a nun named Ten- 

zin Sherab who was an aspiring thangka painter. During many evenings we spoke 
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Nuns with the Dalai Lama during the dismantling ritual of the mandala, 

Brandeis University, Waltham, MA (photo by Dear Batchelder) 

about her interest in thangka painting and the probability of her never receiving 

proper thangka instruction in her life, it being so rare for Tibetan women to study 

such work. Although Tenzin Sherab thought it nearly impossible to learn thang¬ 

ka properly, she continued to draw and show her beautiful renderings of Sakya- 

muni Buddha and Green Tara to those who were interested. 

A year later, I returned to India and Nepal3 in order to research the role of 

Tibetan women as creators of thangkas and sand mandalas. Returning to the nun¬ 

nery in November 1994,1 found that Tenzin Sherab and another nun were taking 

thangka painting lessons and several nuns had received instructions in making 

sand mandala (they had, in fact, just completed their first sand mandala that fall). 

I spent much of my time at the nunnery observing the progress of both the thang¬ 

ka lessons and mandala making, trying to better understand what inspired such 

changes. During this time, the nuns answered my many questions and shared with 

me the process of and their reflections upon creating these pieces. This paper is the 

result of research I conducted while in India and Nepal (1994-96) as well as con¬ 

tinued research conducted while a graduate student (1996-1999) and during the 

nuns’ visit to the United States (1998). 
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A Brief Introduction to Sand Mandala 

(dkyil ’khor) Thangka (thang ka) 

When we speak of sacred art in a Tibetan Buddhist context, we are discussing 

images that are used as vehicles to bring both the creator and the viewer closer to 

the divine. 4 These images are not valued for aesthetic or financial reasons, but 

rather serve as inspirational tools for engaging in the sacred realm of Buddhism, 

as objects for meditation, for initiations into practices, and as offerings to deities. 

Because the sacred image not only signifies the divine realm, but is also thought 

to contain the very essence of the deity, when engaging a sacred image, the prac¬ 

titioner potentially encounters a moment of transformation. Physically positioned 

in front of a thangka or mandala—both signifying and embodying the divine—the 

practitioner is inspired to reflect on the nature of self in relation to the nature of 

the sacred realm.5 Ideally, all the processes involved in sacred art—patronizing, 

creating, and viewing—are, therefore, primarily religious experiences that focus on 

gaining merit6 and entering into the divine realm. 

The two art forms with which we are concerned are thangka painting and sand 

mandala making. Thangka is a powerful visual tool usually conveying the image 

of a deity, bodhisattva, Buddhist teacher, lineage holder, or even a mandala. Tra¬ 

ditionally, these sacred images are precisely painted on a thin cotton canvas with 

natural pigments made from stone. Each image is drawn to specific measurements 

and iconography derived from authoritative Buddhist texts.7 Given that thangkas 

are often used as meditational tools, they have to be perfectly rendered in order to 

ensure the integrity and efficacy of the practitioner’s meditation. 

The mandala is an integral symbol and theme permeating all of Tantric Bud¬ 

dhism. The mandala form pertinent to this paper is dkyil ’khor, a flat or two dimen¬ 

sional circular structure made of brilliantly colored sands that are carefully placed 

to form intricate and perfect geometric patterns. The Tibetan term dkyil ’khor, 

meaning center and periphery, or circle, appropriately reflects the creative process 

of the mandala itself, for the practitioners start the creation of the sand mandala 

at the center of the mandala platform and move outward to the periphery. A sand 

mandila, however, is but one of the multiple forms that mandala can assume. As 

Luis Gomez writes, “A mandala may be produced mentally, drawn temporarily on 

the ground with colored sand, or represented in permanent form through paint¬ 

ing or sculpture.”8 To this I would add that the mandala can also be represented 

by a practitioner’s hand gesture or mudra as well as by a small three-dimensional 

image made from metal disks that are piled with rice or barley into a pyramid-like 

structure; these last two are referred to as manda la. All mandalic forms, despite the 

physical differences, embody and express the same cosmological and ontological 

principles. Lokesh Chandra speaks of the mandala as that which is “above all, a 
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map of the cosmos. It is the whole universe in its essential plan, in its process of 

emanation and of reabsorption.”9 

Venerable Tenzin Yignyen, a monk from Namgyal Monastery who has been 

making sand mandalas for over fifteen years, describes sand mandalas as having 

multiple meanings, which unfold contemporaneously. During a conversation we 

had at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, he said: 

There are many different levels of the mandala. On the gross level, 

mandala is a palace or a pure land where the pure beings reside. On 

another level, mandala shows all the [Buddhist] teachings from the start 

to the end.... The mandala [also].. .shows the impure elements of our 

existence_It also reveals our impure mind, speech, and body— It 

shows how we [can] purify the inner and external worlds. And it shows 

what the result of purification will be.10 

As Venerable Tenzin Yignyen notes, the mandala has the primary purpose of 

revealing the mental obscurations and impurities while also presenting a method 

by which to transform these impurities into the positive qualities of an enlightened 

being. Consequently, the sand mandala can be regarded not only as a “map of the 

cosmos,” but also as a map that reveals the way for one to initiate transformative 

changes affecting the mind and body of a human being. 

While I was researching Tibetan sacred art, I was struck by the seeming pauci¬ 

ty of Tibetan woman as creators of sacred art such as thangka and sand mandala. 

It seemed that the exclusion of Tibetan women from these art practices was not 

based on written injunctions prohibiting women from becoming sacred artists; 

rather, their exclusion is more subtle and complex. In fact, Venerable Tenzin 

Yignyen implied that women had permission to make (sand) mandalas provided 

they were given proper initiation. He speculated, however, that they never actual¬ 

ly became the creators of sand mandalas even with proper initiations because it was 

not accepted within the cultural and monastic traditions.11 It seems that women’s 

exclusion occurs on a social level, whereby they are prohibited from creating some 

types of sacred images while still permitted other forms of participation. An inter¬ 

esting dichotomy surfaces here: Tibetan women have had extensive involvement, 

in varying degrees, with thangka and mandala, but their involvement stops at the 

point of creation. Take the ritual settings, for example. Many nuns routinely go 

through the process of visualizing mandalas, making the “offering manda la,” or 

hand mudra, during daily meditation practices, but they never, however, created 

sand mandalas. This same dichotomy exists within thangka painting: lay women 

have a certain peripheral involvement with the art form, insofar as they contribute 

to the process of thangka painting by creating the sacred, clean space in which the 
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art is made and sometimes by assisting their husbands in painting the background 

of the thangka, but they rarely, if ever, engage in the creation of the main deity of 

the thangka}2 In an interview with the late Gega Lama, a well-known thangka 

painter of the Karma sGar Bris (Karma Gadri) tradition, he affirmed that there 

were women artists and further that women were instrumental in bringing Bud¬ 

dhist sacred art to Tibet in the eighth century.13 However, although a strong pro¬ 

ponent of women s influence in the sphere of sacred art, he was unable to name 

any sacred women artists. He did, however, mention his wife as being a thangka 

painter. With a smile he said, “I married one.” In subsequent conversations, it 

became clear that Gega Lama’s wife assisted in painting the elaborate backgrounds 

and detail work on her husband’s thangkas, but did not create the main deities in 

these thangkas. 

The Keydong nuns’ new role as creators of thangkas and sand mandalas radically 

alters this dichotomy; women are no longer left on the periphery, but are now 

learning the texts and skills necessary to competently and skillfully create these 

sacred images. Given these changes, we are compelled to ask, What are the rami¬ 

fications of these practices for Tibetan Buddhist women’s relationship to the 

sacred? Does this radical shift in tradition affect only the women who create these 

art forms? How, if at all, have the sacred art practices been subsumed within the 

monastic community of the Keydong Nunnery? 

The Import of Sacred Art Praxis for Tibetan Buddhist Nuns 

Why were women refused participation in the creation of sacred art forms? To 

answer this, it is important to bear in mind that the sacred art forms of sand 

mandalas and thangkas can be powerful mediums through which a practitioner, as 

creator and/or viewer, can access important teachings and meditative practices. 

Hence, Tibetan women, in their new role of sacred artist, are beginning to inter¬ 

act with the sacred realm in very untraditional ways, which require them to be in 

proximity to and, in certain cases, a conduit for the divine. I postulate that Tibetan 

Buddhist women’s questionable state of purity significantly affects their relation¬ 

ship to the sacred, thereby restricting women to the periphery of the sacred world 

in general. That is, Tibetan women’s complex and multifaceted relationship with 

the sacred realms (due to their perceived inherent impure state) is at the heart of 

their exclusion from these sacred art practices. I suggest that women’s new involve¬ 

ment in sacred art practice allows women more significant interaction with sacred 

realms and spaces and consequently alters their socially imposed status of being 

inherently impure. 

As previously mentioned, the exclusion of women from sand mandala making 

and thangka painting is not predicated on authoritative or overt statements of 
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prohibition. Even the Dalai Lama stated, during an audience with the Keydong 

nuns in January 1998, that there was no mention in the Buddhist texts of the Bud¬ 

dha forbidding or discouraging women from creating mandalas.1'" Women’s exclu¬ 

sion from sacred art practices has rather taken place at a social level. 

An example of this is found in the pilgrimage rituals at Tsa Ri, a sacred moun¬ 

tain located in the southeastern part of Tibet. Toni Huber noticed that Tibetan 

women are thought to have a very complex and difficult relationship with this 

sacred pilgrimage site.15 The uppermost region of the mountain is considered to be 

a mandala, the palatial abode of a Tantric deity couple, Cakrasamvara and Vajra- 

varahi. There are three routes around the mountain. The first is the longest and 

includes women; the middle route is closer to the summit and allows only men; 

the last circuit, “peak summit,” is generally restricted to male monastics, who can 

perform the correct rituals. This is considered the most dangerous and powerful 

area of the pilgrimage site because it is the actual seat of the two Tantric deities; it 

also contains a lake, which is believed to be the collection of the female deity’s 

menstrual blood. Women are denied entry into these last two circuits of the pil¬ 

grimage primarily because the summit is considered to be a pure mandala. As one 

monk said, 

Because it is such a pure abode, inside the mandala palace [of the moun¬ 

tain] , that is why women are not allowed.... They [the mountains] have 

mandalas of the gods and goddesses within them and are supposed to be 

too pure for women to visit. Wherever there are mandalas on the moun¬ 

tain women can’t go.16 

This quotation raises some questions about women and purity: Is the restriction 

of women at this site intended to protect women from harm, or is it to protect the 

space from women’s impurity? A less ambiguous quotation reinforces the latter: 

“The only reason is that women are of inferior birth, and impure. There are many 

powerful mandalas on the mountain that are divine and pure, and women are 

polluting.”17 

But what of the female deity on top of the mountain and her menstrual blood? 

Why are she and her menstruation considered pure and venerable? The presence 

and veneration of this menstrual blood reveals yet another dichotomy: the divine 

female body and bodily fluids are worshipped and yet real women are thought of 

as impure and polluting. Moreover, women are not allowed to be in proximity to 

the female deity’s residence or her “blood.” 

Larry Epstein and Peng Wenbin, in their article on a lurol ritual in the Amdo 

region of Tibet, discuss the issue of women’s menstrual blood and impurity. This 

ritual includes dancing, drumming, and singing as well as an offering of blood to 
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the deities by the male elders of the community. They observe that the majority 

of the roles seem to be performed by men, but unmarried girls participate in sev¬ 

eral dances. Epstein and Wenbin explain that women who are married or par¬ 

turient are excluded from participating, although they can watch. “Married women 

are not allowed to participate in either the labdze ritual or the dances because they 

menstruate. If they did participate, they would pollute the gods and disaster would 

befall the village. 18 Further, in writing about Tibetan women’s mutable and unsta¬ 

ble relationship to sacred space, Charlene Makley tells about her Tibetan friend 

who refused to enter a monastery in Labrang while menstruating. “She explained 

that there was not any written ‘rule’ about such taboos, but that it was one way that 

women could respect the Buddha by staying away from sacred places when 

unclean.”19 

Although these examples pertain to specific pilgrimages and rituals, the con¬ 

spicuous exclusion of women sheds light on the restrictions imposed upon women 

in the practice of sand mandala and thangka. While the issue of menstruation is 

complicated and only briefly touched upon here, it seems that it serves as one of 

the primary reasons Tibetan women are associated with pollution and impurity. 

Simply put, women cannot be the vehicles or vessels of the pure divine given the 

perceived polluted nature of their bodies. Yet, paradoxically, their recent practice 

of sacred art makes them conduits of the divine and places them in what tradi¬ 

tionally would have been considered “dangerous” proximity to the divine. 

All the materials used in creating mandalas and tbangkas are required to be pure, 

and several expiatory rituals are performed in order to ensure the sanctity of the 

materials. For instance, the five primary colors used in both art forms must first be 

emptied of any negative or harmful elements.20 And rituals are performed to ensure 

that the space on which and in which the image is made is free of defilements.21 

The responsibility of purifying the space and ridding the materials of impurities 

would not be given to those considered innately impure and polluted. Thus, it 

seems reasonable to surmise that women were not allowed participation on the 

grounds of the inherent sanctity and purity of the materials, instruments, and rit¬ 

uals employed in the making of mandalas and thangkas. 

Another contributing factor of this complex situation concerns notions of per¬ 

fection and the insistence upon perfection as an indispensable element of the rit¬ 

ually created images of thangkas and mandalas. If the artist makes a mistake, he 

endangers not only himself but also the practitioner using the art object. This 

point was elucidated during a short interaction I had with a Keydong nun. In 

1993, when I started learning thangka, a nun leaned over to me in the middle of 

pujd (prayer ceremony) at the nunnery and said, “You learn thangkaV’ I nodded 

my head “yes.” She shook her head “no” and said, “Dangerous.” This short inter¬ 

action made me realize that these sacred art forms are to be taken very seriously. 
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Although they have the potential to be extremely meritorious, they can also be 

very unmeritorious if executed improperly. There are severe ramifications if the 

artist makes mistakes on any part of the deity, especially the eyes. In his book Prin¬ 

ciples of Tibetan Art, Gega Lama translates (from different Tibetan Buddhist texts) 

all the punishments for an artist who makes mistakes on measurements. The mea¬ 

surements, which are derived from Buddhist texts, ensure not only the perfect 

ordering of a perfect, ritualized world, but also the perfection of each sacred image. 

These artistic renderings need to be flawless in order to adequately convey the per¬ 

fection of the deities or bodhisattvas depicted. These measurements, therefore, are 

sacred because they provide a “skeleton,” or underlying structure, for the venera¬ 

ble icon. 

There is no one particular reason why women could not work with measure¬ 

ments. My contention is that it was not appropriate to put the pure and sacred 

measurements in the hands of those who were considered impure. Further, it is 

plausible that the inherent risk in creating these art forms made it too dangerous 

for women, that is, for people who were already in a “low birth” status22 and, there¬ 

fore, who could not afford to risk putting this life or their next lives in further 

jeopardy. 

Another key notion underlying our discussion of women’s relationship to the 

sacred concerns how thangka and mandala function simultaneously not only as 

offerings to the deity, but also as dwelling places of the deity. Although the thang¬ 

ka or mandala is meant to serve as a divine house, the essence of the deity resides 

therein only after the consecration ritual. Yangchen Dolkar mentions in her quo¬ 

tation at the beginning of this article that the mandala is the “meditative residen¬ 

tial mansion of the deities. ” Once consecrated, the thangka is considered to be the 

“shadow”23 of the deity—the very essence of the deity is believed to reside on the 

canvas. Their creation requires extensive knowledge of the texts, use of consecrat¬ 

ed materials and tools, and employment of accurate measurements. 

The practice of sacred art radically places Tibetan Buddhist women in direct 

relation to the sacred sphere. Some would argue, however, that women’s involve¬ 

ment in the “patriarchal” sphere of sacred art is, at best, token and not a deeply 

rooted alteration with significant social implications. From such a perspective 

this practice could be misinterpreted as women simply seeking to do “men’s 

activities” and, by so doing, making the patriarchal sphere the standard by which 

their lives and achievements are judged. In talking and interacting with the nuns, 

however, I discovered that their primary intention for engaging in this praxis is 

rooted in issues of spiritual advancement and in hopes of cultivating more merit 

for their nunnery and community. The adoption of these two sacred art prac¬ 

tices has resulted in much more than obtaining merit, however. These practices 

have unequivocally challenged socially constructed notions of Tibetan women’s 
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impurity by virtue of the nuns’ interaction with the consecrated materials, sacred 

measurements, and expiatory rituals, all of which allow them a new and vital rela¬ 

tionship with the sacred. The new practices have also deepened and expanded the 

nuns knowledge of Buddhism, cultivated greater feelings of gratitude in them, 

developed their sense of capability, and provided them with the opportunities to 

meet with His Holiness the Dalai Lama and to travel to the West. 

The abbess of Keydong, Ani Dolma Younden, regards these sacred art practices 

as important additions to the nunnery, which have expanded the nuns’ knowledge 

and provided significant merit for the community. As the abbess noted, Keydong 

nuns, both in Tibet before 1959 and in Nepal, primarily performed pujd, recited 

prayers, memorized a few texts, and participated in sMyunggNas,24 a fasting retreat. 

Although these are important activities, the abbess feels that they were limiting. 

Mandala making and thangka painting, however, are specific and powerful ways 

to generate good merit for the nunnery and the community at large. Through the 

process of creating these sacred images, the nuns are beginning to grasp the com¬ 

plicated concepts of mandala and thangka, and to ask searching questions about 

iconography, symbols, and the basic tenets of Buddhism such as impermanence, 

non-attachment and, ultimately, the Buddhist notion of emptiness. Tenzin Sherab, 

one of the two thangka painters at the nunnery, said that although she is not a 

mandala maker, she feels as though the mandala creation at the nunnery has 

allowed her to visualize the mandala clearly in her own meditation. This is one of 

the purposes of the sand mandala: to be a tool with which one betters one’s “inner” 

or visualized mandala. Another nun, Ani Ngawang Tendol, who has not learned 

the art of sand mandala but has benefited from its creation at the nunnery, writes: 

Those who receive initiation and have finished the necessary prayers 

and retreats can learn the art of mandala. I have only some knowledge 

about its teaching and meditational aspects. For instance, before build¬ 

ing a mandala [the house of the deity], the individuals who are work¬ 

ing on [it] must develop the presence of the deity within themselves. At 

this point, they experience the realization of a subtle mind on a higher 

level of consciousness in them. It is also believed that even a single, tiny 

grain from the mandala helps gain thousands of virtuous merits and 

dissolves negativities of previous and present lives.25 

This description vividly portrays the depth of understanding nuns have come 

to have in their study of the mandala. Tenzin Sherab also said that since studying 

thangka, she has started to ask more questions about the deities she is learning. 

“Now,” she says “I know why the Buddha’s right hand touches the earth, why his 

hair is deep blue, and why he has a jewel on his top knot.”26 Understanding the 
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iconography helps her to understand the nature of these deities and what they rep¬ 

resent. Ani Dolma Tsering speaks for many of the nuns when she expresses grati¬ 

tude for having access to these art forms. “We are so lucky,” she said thoughtfully. 

“This [mandala making] is so precious and helps all beings. When we nuns start¬ 

ed learning this, I thought, ‘How can we do this? It is so difficult and dangerous. 

If we make any mistakes, our next life is very bad so we must be very careful.’” 

When I asked her why Tibetan women did not engage in this practice before this 

point, she said, “I don’t know... [but] we are so lucky that we can do this now.”27 

Doing such serious and significant practices at auspicious times of the year marks 

a considerable difference from the kind of work the nuns were doing in Keydong 

before they were involved in thangka and mandala making. 

The nuns’ movement from the periphery to the center of the sacred art world 

has proven to be extremely beneficial on a number of counts: they have had the 

chance to deepen their practice and understanding of Buddhism, and to see them¬ 

selves as serious Buddhist practitioners and in a different relationship to the sacred. 

Another important development derived from this undertaking is the nuns’ 

increased sense of capability. The nuns perceive themselves as capable agents in 

transforming their own beings (and others) through this focused and specific merit¬ 

making practice. Yangchen Dolkar hints at this very sentiment in her words that 

open this essay: “By creating mandalas, I collect the merit which [is] the stepping 

stone to the ultimate goal of liberation. ” This sense of capability has seeped into 

other areas of their lives as well; nuns are now teaching other nuns the skills of 

mandala and they have traveled to spread their knowledge of the Dharma and 

these sacred art forms. They are, therefore, functioning as competent sacred artists 

and effective teachers; this is a significant transition in their duties as nuns and one 

that deeply affects their sense of self and their role in Tibetan Buddhist society. 

Once the nuns learned sand mandala and thangka, they had the historic oppor¬ 

tunity to travel to the United States, where they were invited to create a mandala 

and thangka at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut. This journey to the 

West was significant because it was one of, if not the first formal delegation of 

Tibetan Buddhist nuns to the United States as teachers, meditation instructors, 

and sacred artists.28 The nuns created a second mandala at Brandeis University, and 

this marked the first time the Dalai Lama saw a mandala created by Tibetan Bud¬ 

dhist nuns. He also participated in the dismantling ritual. The liminal space of the 

United States, where the religious and cultural traditions of Tibet are not secure¬ 

ly in place, seemed like an appropriate place for this radical and nontraditional 

event to take place. 

This was not just a historical moment for the Buddhist tradition, but a very 

powerful one for the nuns who participated in the dismantling process as well. As 

the essence of Avalokitesvara resided in front of them in the mandala, the essence 
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of the deity was also present beside them, in the deity’s earthly manifestation of His 

Holiness the Dalai Lama.29 The nuns stood on either side of His Holiness and in 

front of the eastern gate of the mandala so as to face Avalokitesvara as they chant¬ 

ed the prayer requesting the deity’s departure. His Holiness then commenced the 

dismantling by picking up the five seed syllables residing on the central lotus. 

When he finished collecting these syllables, he placed some of the sand on the top 

of his head and in his mouth, an act that signified that this material was imbued 

with great power. By virtue of its consumption, the consumer embodies the essence 

of the deity. He then handed the role of ritual master to Ani Dolma Tsering and 

stood back to watch as she cut the eight power lines of the mandala, thereby col¬ 

lapsing the main pillars of Avalokitesvara’s palace. At the end of the dismantling 

process, he told the nuns how very proud he was of their work. His response to the 

mandala, and his participation in the dismantling ritual, were extremely important 

to the nuns because they publicly legitimized and affirmed their work and all their 

endeavors. Furthermore, this experience was personally transformative for the 

nuns. Usually, when in the presence of the Dalai Lama, any Tibetan will bow and 

keep his or her head lower than the Dalai Lama’s as a sign of respect. These women 

could not take on this normative and expected physical behavior because they 

were performing a significant ritual with him. 

Their journey to the West was, for both the Westerners involved and the Tibetan 

nuns themselves, an influential experience not only because of the historical nature 

of the event, but because of the intimate, memorable, and pivotal interactions that 

took place between the nuns and Americans. Through the many questions the 

Westerners asked, the nuns started reassessing their roles as nuns and as sacred 

artists, and the effect these sacred art practices would have on their Buddhist prac¬ 

tice. By answering the questions of American students and practitioners, the nuns 

have re-viewed their culture, their position as nuns, and their skills. Before the 

nuns left the U.S., they said they wanted to meet with their mandala and thangka 

teachers again to discuss the new questions they now have. Venerable Tenzin 

Yignyen, a mandala maker from Namgyal Monastery, said that this is the ideal way 

for students to learn the profound significance of the mandala, one step at a time. 

Mandala teachers, according to Yignyen, cannot teach the complete meaning of the 

mandala, with all its symbolism and profound meaning, at one time. The depth 

and dimension of the mandala unfolds layer by layer according to the students’ 

interest and perseverance. The student is meant to keep a dialogue running 

between him- or herself and the teacher, inquiring about the meaning until he or 

she comes to a profoundly deep understanding of the mandala,i0 
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The Impetuses for Tibetan Women 

Becoming Sacred Artists of Mandala and Thangka 

Given the traditionally limited role Tibetan women have had in the creation of 

thangka and mandala, one wonders what has spawned this significant change with¬ 

in Tibetan Buddhist nuns’ practice. In reflecting on this question, an observation 

of Alan Sponberg’s comes to mind: “Buddhist attitudes toward women were 

shaped, in part at least, in response to the social circumstances of the day.”311 posit 

that Tibetan women’s participation in sacred art practice has emerged from a 

matrix of cultural changes and social circumstances developing over the past forty 

years of exile. This paper isolates three significant and connected factors that have 

served as the main catalysts for the evolving artistry of women: the liminal state of 

exile, the increased dialogue between Westerners and Tibetans, and the active role 

taken by the Keydong nuns themselves. 

Tibetan exile has thrown much, if not all, of Tibetan culture, religion, and tra¬ 

dition into a state of flux. The Tibetan communities are now existing in what Vic¬ 

tor Turner would call the “betwixt and between” state of liminality.32 As Turner 

explains, “liminality is now seen to apply to all phases of decisive cultural change, 

in which previous orderings of thought and behavior are subject to revision and 

criticism.”33 This is certainly the case for exiled Tibetan communities living in 

Western and Asian countries. These exiled peoples are constantly influenced by 

both Asian and Western sensibilities, cultures, and traditions. As a result, the social 

codes and traditions of Tibetan culture are changing in order for Tibetans to adapt 

to their shifting environments, which change, in turn, has provided a space for 

transition and potentiality.34 One result is a change in social roles. The old social 

and cultural codes regarding gender have changed radically, thereby creating pos¬ 

sibilities that heretofore were not available to Tibetan women. Such possibilities 

include academic scholarships to Western institutions, fewer arranged marriages, 

establishment of women’s organizations such as the Tibetan Women’s Association, 

and the involvement of Tibetan Buddhist nuns in such practices as philosophical 

debate, religious dance, fire sacrifice, and sacred art. I suggest that the state of exile 

is the basic underpinning of the progressive shifts in Tibetan women’s involvement 

in religious activities, and that without exile there would be fewer, if any, of these 

radical changes.351 also suggest that there is a concomitant resistance to this struc¬ 

tureless, liminal state among members of exiled Tibetan communities, a resistance 

that comes in the form of reestablishing traditional religious and cultural prac¬ 

tices, with an emphasis upon such traditional Tibetan Buddhist activities as 

mandala making and thangka painting. Thus, the liminality of the exile experience 

combines in a unique way with a basic concern for cultural survival to make these 

practices accessible now for women. 
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Ani Tenzin Sherab painting a thangka, Bodha, Nepal (photo by Kanga Namgyal) 

Although the liminal space of exile contributes to the potential for change, it 

does not, however, create change itself. This leads us to the second factor, the 

growing interaction between Westerners and Tibetans since exile. The dialogue 

between Westerners and Tibetans has become a very fertile place for the exchange 

of ideas about religion, art, and tradition—and even nontraditional ideas about 

gender roles. In fact, it played a central role in the nuns’ learning mandala and 

thangka painting. The Dzongar monks of South India, from whom the nuns 

learned sand mandala making, traveled extensively through Europe in the early 

1990s, sharing Buddhist teachings and making sand mandalas. During several vis¬ 

its to the West, the monks encountered the same question from Westerners, “Do 

women also create sand mandalas?” The monks explained that, to their knowledge, 

women did not create sand mandalas. This comment was always followed by the 

insistent “Why?” from Westerners. Unable to provide satisfying answers, the 

monks became sensitive to the obvious absence of Tibetan women as mandala 

makers and raised this issue with their abbot. It was at this same time that the 

elder nuns from Keydong approached the Dzonkar monks about the prospect of 

having their young nuns learn different Buddhist practices to enhance and deep¬ 

en their knowledge of Buddhism. The Dzongar monks concern over the lack of 

women mandala makers, prompted by their contact with Westerners, together 

with the nuns’ interest in expanding their practice resulted in the nuns learning to 

create sand mandala. 

The physical location of the nunnery also has bearing on the interaction between 
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Westerners and Tibetans. The nunnery is located off a main thoroughfare that 

circles the Kathmandu Valley, making it easily accessible to visitors. Perhaps 

because of its accessibility, this nunnery has had a host of Westerners affiliated 

with it since it was first established in Swayambhu in the 1980s. This exposure has 

not only opened the nuns to different ideas and possibilities, but has also affected 

Westerners. When I lived with Ani Tenzin Sherab in 1993, an important exchange 

of ideas took place between us. I came to realize, for example, how few women 

sacred artists there were and, as a result, spent significant time in subsequent years 

studying women’s relationship to sacred art. As for Tenzin Sherab, perhaps she felt 

her interest in thankga painting was validated, and not an impossibility. Tenzin 

Sherab continued to draw and show her work to people, and was thus prepared 

when a woman from Switzerland saw her drawings and decided to sponsor thankga 

painting lessons for her. 

Last, and most essential, is the nuns’ role in establishing this change in tradition. 

The decision for the nuns’ radical change of practice came after several conversa¬ 

tions the elder nuns had amongst themselves regarding ways to expand the nun¬ 

nery’s educational opportunities and religious practices. These conversations led to 

their initial contact with Dzongar Monastery and the beginning of the nuns learn¬ 

ing sand mandala. Shortly after the nuns began studying mandala, several of the 

younger nuns between the ages of ten and twelve enrolled in grammar school. The 

nuns, with their shaved heads, would don their school uniforms and learn basic 

math, English, and history during the day, and return to the nunnery to take up 

their red robes and monastic duties in the evening. Although untraditional because 

it placed nuns in proximity to the laity on a daily basis, this practice of secular edu¬ 

cation for younger nuns was instigated by the elder nuns who felt it was necessary 

to have some of their younger nuns learn these basic skills. 

The elder nuns support all the nunnery’s new endeavors and feel that the nun¬ 

nery’s undertakings represent less a radical shift in Tibetan gender paradigms than 

an opportunity for the nuns to expand their learning and religious practice as well 

as to bring great merit to their institution and to the immediate lay community.36 

The nuns are not advocating that all nuns implement these radical changes with¬ 

in their monastic structure. Such a sudden transition, without clear and mean¬ 

ingful circumstances particular to the institution, would be suspicious and 

superficial. The Keydong Nunnery’s shift from the periphery of the sacred art 

world to its center grew out of a firm foundation in rituals central to this nunnery’s 

practice. Moreover, many Keydong nuns have had ongoing curiosity about tradi¬ 

tional art. Thus, the Keydong nuns involvement in sacred artistry was particular 

to them, for it grew out of an already existing context particular to the community 

of their nunnery. 

The three catalysts—liminality, Tibetan and Western interaction, and the nuns’ 
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willingness to transform tradition—have worked together to set a significant 

change in motion. But we are now in the position to ask, What has been the 

impact on and the response from within the Tibetan communities? What does 

women’s creation of sacred art mean in terms of the nuns’ present-day standing 

within Tibetan communities? 

Conclusion 

It is evident that these changes in practice have been beneficial for the nuns, but 

one is left asking how these changes have affected the larger Tibetan Buddhist 

communities. In investigating this question I draw upon Arnold van Gennep’s 

classic anthropological paradigm of the tripartite structure of the ritual agent’s rite 

of passage: the separation (pre-liminal) from the societal framework, the journey 

to the margin (liminal), a place without specific social structure, and lastly the 

return home, back to the community (post-liminal). This paradigm serves as a 

window through which one can view and understand the social implications of the 

nuns’ transition.37 Thus far, this essay has considered the first two states of the 

nuns’ journey; their pre-liminal state was the societal preconceptions and social 

conditions that precluded women from fully creating thangka and sand mandalas. 

In next analyzing the liminal state I explored the nuns’ journey toward becoming 

sacred artists and the impact this journey has had on their lives. 

Anthropologist Victor Turner explains the third element of van Gennep’s tri¬ 

partite structure—the post-liminal state, the time of re-entry into the community 

—in the following way: 

In the third phase (reaggregation or reincorporation), the passage is con¬ 

summated. The ritual subject, individual or corporate, is in a relatively 

stable state once more and, by virtue of this, has rights and obligations 

vis-a-vis others of a clearly defined and structural type; he is expected 

to behave in accordance with certain customary norms and ethical stan¬ 

dards binding on incumbents of social position in a system of such posi¬ 

tions.38 

In returning “home” to the community—after having developed skills in and 

knowledge of sacred art—the nuns cannot not simply return to the status quo and 

behave according to established social customs. Such an expectation would imply 

that these changes are happening in isolation and do not impact the community. 

I suggest that the “customary norms and ethical standards that are expected to 

reify certain social patterns of interaction are indeed altered because of the recip¬ 

rocal relationship between community and individual(s). After performing these 
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rituals and undertaking these practices, these nuns are perceived in a different light 

within the community, and as a result their relationship with society changes. 

Tenzin Dagyon, a young Tibetan woman who graduated with a B.A. in Eng¬ 

lish Literature at New Delhi University, exclaimed that she has a physical reaction 

when she sees these women in formal ritual costume performing dances and ritu¬ 

als that she solely associates with monks. “It is just something that we Tibetans have 

not seen before. I think it is quite good that they are doing these things.. .but it is 

still shocking. I am taken aback every time.”39 Tenzin thinks that these practices 

and this exposure will help the nuns’ practice as well as their image within the 

Tibetan communities. Tenzin feels it is important that Tibetans have the chance 

to see these women acting in such powerful and new ways. The Tibetan commu¬ 

nity will not associate them with just prayers and pujds, but will perceive them as 

serious practitioners. 

Tenzin’s reaction is positive, yet there have been other mixed responses. I have 

heard murmurs of discontent from people of the Tibetan lay and monastic com¬ 

munities saying that the nuns are engaged in a practice that they could not possi¬ 

bly understand. In general, it seems Tibetans are surprised at these drastic changes 

and may not know how to incorporate them into their own practice or how to 

respond to them. One is left asking how interested and supportive is the lay 

Tibetan community regarding women’s work as sacred artists? Ideally, the changes 

need to be accepted and supported by the Tibetan community. There have to be 

people willing to commission these nuns to make thangkas. Will the Tibetan com¬ 

munity support the thangka- and mandala-making endeavors through donations, 

commission, or in other ways? Will Tibetans treat the finished mandala and thang¬ 

ka as the container of the divine deity? 

These questions point to areas of potential social change and development and 

thus iterate that one of the greatest impact of the nuns’ transition into sacred 

artistry lies in their return to the collective. It is here, in the nuns’ re-entry into soci¬ 

ety, that the potential for creating ripples of change within the structure of Tibetan 

Buddhist society lies. This subtle and yet essential “call and response” between 

these communities (the women’s monastic community and the larger Tibetan 

Buddhist community) propels these vital social changes forward. Although we are 

left with several unanswered questions and while the full social ramifications 

remain to be seen, this whole journey to the “center” suggests that social change 

is on the horizon. 
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piled by Ellison Banks Findly, Trinity College, Hartford, Connecticut. 

2. This paper centers on a nunnery of the Gelug sect. The Keydong Nunnery was orig¬ 

inally established as a Kagyu nunnery nearly 130 years ago in southeastern Tibet by 

a Bhutanese lama named Drukpa Lama Sherab Dorge. It became part of the Gelug 

lineage during the Thirteenth Dalai Lama’s lifetime. 

3. These sixteen months’ of study were made possible by a fellowship from the Thomas 

J. Watson Foundation. 
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the divine in their respective works, Tibetan Painted Scrolls (Bangkok: SDI Publica¬ 

tions, 1999) and The Principles of Tibetan Art: Illustrations and Explanations of Bud¬ 

dhist Iconography and Iconometry According to the Karma Gardri School (Darjeeling, 

India: Jamyang Singe, 1983). 
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work of philosopher Emmanuel Levinas and his notion of the ethical moment, a 
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challenges the understanding of one’s very existence. Sacred art can be such a tool for 

reflection of this kind; granted, this profound transformation does not happen reg¬ 
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ual process. 
8. Luis Gomez and Hiram W. Woodward, Jr., Barabudur: History and Significance of 

a Buddhist Monument (Berkeley: The Regents of the University of California, 1981), 

p. 238. 
9. Lokesh Chandra, Tibetan Mandalas (New Delhi: Crescent Printing Works, 1995), p. 9- 

10. Venerable Tenzin Yignyen, interview, March 21, I99^> Hartford, Connecticut. 

11. Venerable Tenzin Yignyen, interview, March 21, 199^ Hartford, Connecticut. 

12. These observations were made only in India and Nepal, and therefore I cannot speak 

about women’s developing roles as sacred artists in Tibet. 
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13. He is referring to the critical role that the Nepali and Chinese princesses—who were 

betrothed to the Tibetan king Song Tsen Gampo—played in bringing the first pieces 

of Buddhist art to Tibet. Gega Lama, interview, winter, 1994, Bodha, Nepal. 

14. Audience with the Dalai Lama, Dharamsala, India, January 13, 1998. 

15. Toni Huber, “Why Can’t Women Climb Pure Crystal Mountain? Remarks on Gen¬ 

der, Ritual, and Space at Tsa Ri” in Tibetan Studies: Proceedings of the Sixth Seminar 

of the I.A.T.S., edited by P. Kvaerne (Oslo: Institute for Comparative Research in 

Human Culture, 1994), pp. 350-71. 

16. Ibid., p. 356. 

17. Ibid. 

18. Larry Epstein and Peng Wenbin, “Ritual, Ethnicity, and Generational Identity” in 

Buddhism in Contemporary Tibet Religious Revival and Cultural Identity, ed. M.C. 

Goldstein and M.T. Kapstein (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), p. 134. 

19. Charlene E. Makley, “Gendered Practices and the Inner Sanctum: The Reconstruc¬ 

tion of Tibetan Sacred Space in ‘China’s Tibet,”’ The Tibet Journal 19, no. 2 (sum¬ 

mer 1994): 82. 

20. This ritual is no longer performed as often in thangka, but it is still performed for 

mandala by the nuns. 

21. It is worthwhile to note that these sanctified materials are vastly different from the 

materials used by women in creating butter sculptures and torma, which come from 

the domestic sphere, such as barley flour, butter, water, and wax (and sometimes a 

pigment of oil or poster paint). These materials are not consecrated but they are still 

thought to be “pure” since they are offerings to the deity. The main difference, how¬ 

ever, is that these art forms do not contain the deity while sand mandala and thang¬ 

ka do. Furthermore, they do not require special tools; they are made entirely by the 

hands of the practitioner. Sand mandala and thangka, however, require pure or con¬ 

secrated substances, special instruments, tools, ceremonies, and ritualized movements 

with which to make them. 

22. This is derived from Barbara Aziz’s study of the popular Tibetan word for women: 

sKye dMan, which is translated as “born low.” 

23. This statement is from Sakya Ksorchen Tulku, a thangka painter based in Bodha, 

Nepal. I am aware that in some sense it may be idolatrous to refer to art as being 

merely a shadow of the deity, representing, therefore, a distorted and fallible image. 

Here, it was intended in a positive manner. 

24. This austere fasting ritual has been and continues to be a very important practice to 

this nunnery. The abbess has participated in it scores of times, her longest retreat last¬ 

ing over rwo years. Even now, it is common to visit the nunnery and find that sev¬ 

eral of the nuns have initiated their own sMyunggNas retreat, some extending for as 

long as 108 days. This practice is said to have originated from a fully ordained nun 

by the name of Gey Lungma Palmo (dGe sLong ma dPal Mo) in the tenth or eleventh 

century. Given the importance of this practice to this nunnery, it is not surprising that 

they learned to create the mandala of compassion that is used in the sMyung gNas 
practice. 
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New York), p. 4. 

32. Victor Turner, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian Culture (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1978), p. 2. 
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34. It is important to note that there are most likely differences in the amount of change 

occurring for Tibetans in Tibet as opposed to Tibetans in exile. There are obvious¬ 

ly many different factors with which each community has to contend. 

35. This is based on several interviews I had with the senior Keydong nuns in February 

1998. 

36. Tenzin Dagyon, interview, June 1998, Somerville, MA. 
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PERFORMING MANDALAS: 

Buddhist Practice in Transition 

Judy Dworin 

His Holiness the Dalai Lama, in talking about religious practice in his autobio¬ 

graphy, Freedom in Exile, says, 

It is not sufficient for religious people to be involved with prayer. Rather 

they are morally obliged to contribute all they can in solving the world’s 

problems.... For what is religion? As far as I am concerned, any deed 

done with good motivation is a religious act. On the other hand, a gath¬ 

ering of people in a temple or church who do not have good motivation 

are not performing a religious act when they pray together.1 

What His Holiness is describing is a spiritual and moral consciousness in which 

we take responsibility not only for ourselves but for how we affect other beings and 

the earth. And many of the basic tenets of Buddhism, such as nonattachment, the 

transitory nature of life, the interconnectedness of all beings, karma and reincar¬ 

nation, support this viewpoint. These ideas resonate in different forms in other tra¬ 

ditions such as Native American spirituality and Taoist thought. 

Buddhism’s fundamental spiritual and moral consciousness and basic tenets 

offer a critical message to our survival as a world civilization. As a creative artist 

committed to making art that speaks to issues of our contemporary culture and cel¬ 

ebrates a spirituality that can be expressed through performance, I feel a distinct 

connection with these Buddhist ideals. And it is with this in mind that I embarked 

on two diverse creative projects that had, at their foundation, these important 

Buddhist values. Several questions arose for me in this process: Can ideas be trans¬ 

lated from a culturally specific context to encompass a more universal meaning 

while still retaining their cultural origins and identity? Can contemporary perfor¬ 

mance be an effective vehicle for such a translation? And how can performance be 

integrated into educational settings to communicate more effectively important 
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cross-cultural understandings and to reinfuse a spiritual consciousness into the 

learning process? 

In this paper I will discuss these questions as I describe the process of creating 

two works: Wheel, a large-scale dance-theater piece developed for an internation¬ 

al performance weekend celebrating the creation of a mandala of compassion by 

seven Tibetan nuns; and Moving Mandala, a community-based performance piece 

involving 150 school children, my performance ensemble, an African-American a 

cappella group, a percussionist, and the seven Tibetan nuns. 

In February of 1998, seven Tibetan nuns from Keydong Thuk-Che-Cho Ling 

Nunnery in Kathmandu, Nepal, arrived at Trinity College in Hartford where they 

were invited to create an Avalokitesvara mandala of compassion that same spring. 

These nuns, among the first women monastics ever to learn the sacred art practice 

of mandala, were, for the first time, sharing this process outside of their home 

environment and with a largely Western audience. It was this sacred art symbol of 

the mandala, contextualized in this historic moment in women’s spirituality, that 

inspired my work on these two performance projects. Each project, in its own 

way, took the traditional Tibetan Buddhist sacred art process of mandala and 

attempted to communicate its values in a contemporary, cross-cultural perfor¬ 

mance setting. 

The process of creating a sand mandala is an act of spiritual transformation. 

The viewer, if open to the experience, enters a meditative world, confronting per¬ 

sonal and cosmological demons and moving beyond them. The mandala is both 

microcosm and macrocosm and includes the individual and the universe in its 

transformative power. As Philip Rawson, in his discussion of sacred Buddhist art, 

states, “The many varied icons represented in Tibetan art are not meant to depict 

separate objective or imaginary human-shaped beings, or even particular spirit- 

beings, but states of being which the human viewer is meant inwardly to adopt.”2 

Performance in and of itself is a fitting medium through which to communicate 

the symbolic nature and essence of the mandala. One of the key concepts that the 

mandala teaches is the ephemerality of life: once this intricately detailed sacred art 

manifestation is completed, it is dismantled, and the sand is offered back to the 

earth. Performance too is transitory. The moment of performance happens and in 

an instant it is gone. Both the performer and the audience experience a lesson in 

nonattachment. Just as the mandala, once created, is destroyed, the moment of per¬ 

formance vanishes. One cannot hold onto either experience, and this is the lesson. 

As I began to work on the idea of translating the essence of the mandala into per¬ 

formance, I researched its significance in terms of Tibetan Buddhist culture par¬ 

ticularly and other cultures comparatively. In terms of the Tibetan Buddhist 

tradition, the sand mandala houses important and powerful deities. They are “tem¬ 

porary dwellings for divine principles”3—created to represent diagramatically the 
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cosmic order as it emanates out from the center in a coherent network of inter¬ 

connections and interrelationships.4 The mandala is a fleeting symbol, which 

encourages and supports a meditative process of envisioning what the physical 

mandala represents. Its intricate designs and iconography all have specific and lay¬ 

ered cultural meanings. They trigger a meditative journey in both the creator and 

the viewer. The mandala is a visual metaphor for the path to enlightenment. As 

Robert Thurman suggests, 

In Buddhist usage, a mandala is a matrix or model of a perfected uni¬ 

verse, the nurturing environment of the perfected self in ecstatic inter¬ 

connection with perfected others. It is a blueprint for buddhahood 

conceived as attainment not only of an individual’s ultimate liberation 

and supreme bliss, but also an attainment of such release and bliss by 

an individual fully integrated with his or her environment and field of 

associates.5 

As I investigated the specific meanings of the iconography of the mandala, I 

began to grapple with the problem of presenting its meaning in a context that 

would be relevant and accessible to a Western audience. In this regard Chogyam 

Trungpa’s writings were enormously instructive and helpful. As I read his book 

Orderly Chaos: The Mandala Principle, I began to envision the piece as a portray¬ 

al of the samsaric condition into which Buddhists believe humans are born. I imag¬ 

ined people traveling through a land of shadows, being confronted with, stymied 

by, and sometimes able to pass through ignorance and confusion to reach a clear¬ 

er vision. I saw this journey as a wheel, the Buddhist wheel of existence perhaps— 

a circular path, a mandala. As Chogyam Trungpa states, 

Liberation and confusion are seen in terms of a mandala pattern, but in 

that mandala pattern, realization and confusion are still interdependent, 

still conditioned. Therefore, even freedom or spaciousness or goodness 

is also part of the samsaric mandala, along with a wickedness (or what¬ 

ever you want to call it). So we are not discussing a war between samsdra 

and nirvana and considering how one of them could defeat or over¬ 

come the other. We are discussing the environment in which the ener¬ 

gy of those two can exist and maintain itself. We are talking about the 

energy that gives birth and brings death at the same time, that totality 

on its own absolute level without watcher and without observer. 

I chose the emotional states associated with the samsaric condition ignorance, 

aggression, pride, passion, and jealousy—to be the focus of the first part of this 
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mandalic journey. These are the temptations, the lure to attachment, which bind 

us to our ignorance. I saw the four principal performers in this piece as travelers 

through samsdra, passing through and utilizing their experience to reach a clearer 

vision, a sense of freedom, focus, and insight. From this focus on the personal, my 

intention was to suggest the universal, just as the body can be a map for the cos¬ 

mos in Buddhist thought. 

I chose several selections of reading to share with the ensemble of performers.7 

When I create work with my ensemble, we engage in a process of exploration and 

collaboration based on ideas, structures, and images that emerge from my initial 

visions for the work. It is a collaborative dialogue, a democratic forum in which 

the performers’ identification and ability to play with the material at hand becomes 

critical to the way the piece evolves. In this case, because some of the initial read¬ 

ing about the mandala was specific to Tibetan Buddhist iconography, the per¬ 

formers felt stymied. However, as we explored the samsaric condition, that is, the 

environmental and emotional field from which humans emanate and evolve, we 

began to make progress. The notion of samsdra as a state of ignorance and confu¬ 

sion was something with which each ensemble member could identify. A forma¬ 

tive image for the piece emerged at this time when one of the performers simply 

closed her eyes and began to cautiously make her path through the space in the 

midst of the sighted movers in her way. This became a metaphor for samsdra—the 

blindness with which we approach life—that can evolve into clear vision and free¬ 

dom with an adherence to method, meditation, and disciplined practice. 

Spatial considerations for this piece were also critical in its evolution. The Aval- 

okitesvara mandala has a center point and two axes that divide it into quadrants 

representing the four directions: east, south, west, and north. At each direction 

there is an entrance gate and a specific color associated with the direction itself. The 

east is blue, the south is yellow, the west is white, the north is green, and the cen¬ 

ter is red. I wanted in some way to integrate the spatial integrity of the mandala 

with the design created on stage. 

The piece was to be performed on a proscenium stage with the audience facing 

the stage. But this frontal focus seemed antithetical to the circularity of the 

mandalaMcitd concept. I began to include the entire hall as potential performance 

space so that the audience could have a sense of total immersion in the samsaric 

world being created and the eventual evolution out of it. Also, the use of the entire 

hall was an attempt to create circularity in a rectangular space. 

The world of samsdra was created on stage with a grouping of panels made of 

cotton netting fabric. Each panel was approximately four feet wide and was with 

two layers of fabric from floor to ceiling, with three panels side by side in a row, 

and two panels in front. The five panels presented a metaphor for the five samsaric 

conditions. Panel no. 2 was the entrance point to the larger mandalic universe. 
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The horizontal arrangement of the fabric was chosen in part to indicate the bound¬ 

aries that samsara presents; the circularity of the piece was created by the per¬ 

formers’ movements—energy, or trace lines that disappeared at the moment they 

occurred. Just as the physical aspect of the mandala disappears after it is made, so 

did the currents of the performers’ energy. 

In addition to the core members of the ensemble, I invited Korean shaman/artist 

Hi-ah Park to join the piece along with four ethnically diverse women’s singing 

groups and solo vocalists. Hi-ah’s role in the piece was to introduce the other side 

of samsara—to invite the possibility of clear vision and insight at the opening and 

conclusion of the piece. She was the shamanic connection—the conduit between 

the spirit world and the mundane world, suggesting also Tibetan Buddhism’s ear¬ 

liest roots in Bon-po shamanism. As Philip Rawson points out: 

Like other archaic peoples, the pre-Buddhist Tibetans interpreted the 

forces of the outer world in terms of their own spiritual life-energy. 

They saw the objects of nature—trees, rocks, mountains, lakes—not as 

inert but animate, and interpreted them as manifesting spirits of their 

own far more powerful than humans and capable of destroying them 

totally.... When Buddhism came to Tibet shamanic rituals did not van¬ 

ish, though their bloody sacrifices were interpreted as metaphorical. 

Buddhist monks and nuns took over many of the shaman’s rites, myths, 

and symbolisms, and adapted them to Buddhist ideas.8 

Hi-ah Park’s role in the piece was the shaman’s role: healer of both the indi¬ 

vidual and the community—artist and spiritual messenger working to help the 

community and its inhabitants move to a more beneficial place. 

The four women’s singing groups were selected to represent the multicultural- 

ism of the earth and its womanhood. They were Ulali, a Native American a cap- 

pella singing group; W^omen of the Cross, an African-American gospel group; 

Rozmarin, an Eastern European trio; and Dadon, an internationally known 

Tibetan rock singer. Both the context in which this piece was performed, a week¬ 

end celebrating the feminine sacred, and my own personal commitment to giving 

voice to women’s spirituality, influenced the choice of these all-women groups. 

The singers introduced not only the confusion and dissonance, but also the par¬ 

ticular sense of disconnection among women of this world: the feminine voice, the 

wisdom keepers of the mandala displaced, struggling to be heard, and voicing the 

pain. My own role in the piece, along with composer/percussionist Ed Fast, was 

to give further voice, by way of my own singing, to the unfolding of samsara 

throughout the course of the piece. 

The nuns’ participation in Wheels a significant contribution and was pivotal 
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to rooting it in its Tibetan Buddhist context. I invited the nuns (all between the 

ages of nineteen and twenty-four) to participate in the piece while they were still 

in Kathmandu. At the time they expressed their willingness to do so, but I knew 

the real test would be when they came to the States and actually saw the work. It 

was only then that they could ascertain whether it resonated with their own val¬ 

ues and beliefs. 

Although they had never seen modern dance and had not been exposed to West¬ 

ern presentations of Buddhist ideas in a performance medium, the nuns were both 

responsive to the direction the piece was going in and agreeable to having a role 

in it. This was the most positive confirmation I could have of the potential of the 

piece for cross-cultural communication. Throughout their entire stay I was con¬ 

tinually impressed with the nuns’ openness to new forms, ideas, and ways of doing 

things. At the same time they continuously demonstrated a clarity of purpose and 

vision in themselves as Tibetan Buddhist monastics; they were also able to engage 

fully in new experiences and relate them to their own belief system. 

The following is a description of Wheel as it was performed on March 13 and 

14, 1998: 

The piece opens with one of the nuns going to center stage and light¬ 

ing a butter lamp and some incense. In the darkness of that one candle 

the voices of samsdra—callings by the four women’s singing groups— 

are heard from various parts of the audience space. As their dissonant 

calls diminish, the nuns are heard chanting. Their chant is a prayer that 

invites the Buddha into the space. 

On stage a blue light fades up showing four panels of cloth. The fifth 

panel, the east gate (panel #2), is raised, leaving an opening through 

which to pass. Shaman artist Hi-ah Park enters through this opening, 

picks up the incense and butter lamp, and performs an invocation to the 

four directions. She is accompanied by the nuns’ chanting as well as the 

sounding of their horns, bells, and drum. She exits through the open¬ 

ing, and as she does the fifth panel descends...the world of samsara is 

before us. 

The four performers appear from the wings. They are shadow figures 

in a land of shadows—they become larger than life, then diminish in 

size. Sometimes we see only legs or heads, sometimes full bodies. They 

embody ignorance, the birth state of all humans. They are distortions 

of the clear path. The images crescendo in rhythm and synchrony—all 

of a sudden the bodies behind the panels emerge in a blast of light. They 

look at each other—suspiciously, curiously—separate, there is no sense 

of community, commonality. 
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The focus turns to one of 

the four performers—the sole 

male in the group (Sean Mal¬ 

oney). He starts to push at the 

downstage left panel (#5). His 

pushing gets more frenetic 

and aggressive: he uses his 

head, his legs, his full body to 

push against, to force, to 

dominate. He becomes the 

epitome of aggression as the 

tension and action in his 

body builds. Suddenly his 

attention is diverted from the 

panel to a woman facing him 

at the east gate (K.C. Chun). 

They back off stage from each 

other and then wind them¬ 

selves into cocoon-like shapes 

in panels #1 and #3. 

The next section begins with another performer (Debbie Goffe) lying 

downstage of panel #4. A small vibration goes through her body. The 

vibration builds as she discovers panel #3. The vibration can be seen as a 

shudder or as the burst of some undefined energy. She clings to the 

panel—tries to wrap herself in it to resemble the cocoon-like shapes that 

surround her. She doesn’t fit however—she can t find a comfortable place. 

She travels through the space as though with a sense of ownership—the 

excessive pride of someone who is really, underneath it all, afraid. 

She tries to enter the east gate (panel #2) but with no success. She 

stumbles into one of the other performers (Lisa Matias Serrambana) 

who is tentatively unwrapping herself and reaching out to her. She can¬ 

not accept this gesture, and the section ends with a faceoff as she push¬ 

es the other dancer out, claiming the space as her domain a domain 

shadowed by her own fear. 

The next section examines passion as the two remaining dancers (one 

male, one female—Sean Maloney and K.C. Chun) cocooned in their 

panels slowly unwrap themselves. The woman, accompanied by sounds 

of female laughter that is sometimes giddy, sometimes sensual, sometimes 

hysterical, explores the panels rapturously in numerous ways: as cloth¬ 

ing, adornments, possessions. There is an atmosphere of acquisitiveness 

“Pride” (photo by Damyan 

Popchristov) 

PERFORMING MANDALAS 345 



as the male observes her, then eventually grabs the panel she is playing 

with. A game of domination takes place—he is physically stronger than 

she, but she is wily and seductive, using her powers to possess him as 

well. Finally he becomes a partner in this game, and the section ends 

with her gathering all of the panels in her arms as he lifts her and she lifts 

them to the sky. It is the ultimate possessiveness—phallic in its imagery 

as both male and female are in partnership in the upsurge of energy that 

takes place. 

The piece next explores jealousy. The male enters with another 

dancer (Lisa Matias Serrambana). She is pregnant (actually eight- 

months pregnant during the run of the piece). Her very real pregnant 

state lends a vulnerability to this moment as she is seen traveling with 

her male partner, and also challenges the cultural stereotypes of the 

appropriateness of a pregnant woman dancing onstage. However, his 

gaze wanders as they move together through the space, and he connects 

with another dancer (K.C. Chun) to whom he is drawn. They move 

behind one of the panels and sensuously embrace each other. Their 

movements become more passionate and involved as the pregnant 

woman looks on as if through a window at this overt infidelity. She 

runs back and forth towards the panel with increasing freneticism and 

finally returns to her own panel (#5)—moving through her pain and 

gradually soothing herself with a softer swinging of the panel in rhythm 

with her body motion. 

Thus, the piece paints fleeting portraits of the samsaric conditions 

that humans experience in life and can sometimes move through. The 

panels and the dancers’ manipulation of them help to illustrate this 

sense of attachment to suffering as the dancers physically attach them¬ 

selves and detach themselves from them in their interactions. The lights 

designed by Blu and the musical score composed by Ed Fast with vocals 

by me all work integrally to support the samsaric environment and the 

journey towards some higher dimension. 

The next section is the emergence from this samsaric condition to find 

a directed path leading to clearer vision. The male dancer becomes the ful¬ 

crum to which two of the female dancers connect. They roll in a clock¬ 

wise circle on the floor, creating a crescendo of energy, which raises 

them up to a standing and circling position while the pregnant woman 

circles upstage with the fabric of the east gate panel. There is a sense of 

freedom, of release, as the four dancers begin to circle in the space mov¬ 

ing through the world of samsdra, moving along the wheel of life. 

Shaman Hi-ah Park appears at the east gate. She takes a wide, low 
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stance and, one after the other, two female dancers emerge, as though 

being born from her. They roll out and roll over each other in a syn¬ 

chronous rhythm of folding and unfolding as Hi-ah leaves the stage. 

There is a sense of harmony, synergy, but it is not sweet—rather it is a 

directed sense of connection, a flow of energy.10 

As the two dancers leave the space, the pregnant woman and the male 

dancer again meet. There is a connection as their bodies merge. It is the 

joining of male and female energies—the male compassionate method 

or means joins with the female wisdom and intuitive power. They are 

seen inside the downstage right panel (#5, the home panel of the preg¬ 

nant woman), the male and female energy now joined at the imma¬ 

nence of birth. 

There is a rainbow of light cast on each panel as the four dancers each 

pass through a panel and then begin to circle throughout the entire 

space, creating fleeting mandalic designs of interweaving circular ener¬ 

gy. As the dancers run through the space they are joined by the four 

women’s singing groups who travel from their positions in the audi¬ 

ence to the stage singing harmonious vocalizations as they move. 

Hi-ah Park appears a third time. As she does the east gate opens, and 

the panel disappears out of view. As Hi-ah enters, each dancer finds her 

place in front of a panel. One after the other the panels drop down to 

the floor, and the dancers drop to their knees in a posture of humility 

and meditation. Meditation in Buddhist philosophy is the method, the 

way out of samsara indicated here by the dancers kneeling position as 

the physical reality of the samsaric mandala disappears. Just as the sand 

mandala is dismantled, so too this dismantling on the stage reinforces 

the idea of the transitory nature of all things and the importance of 

nonattachment and adherence to method. 

Hi-ah Park moves downstage to a circle of light—the sacred center 

of the mandala. The nuns begin to chant again; this time it is a prayer 

in which they present incense and other sacred offerings to the Buddha 

and ask him to keep us from samsara, the world of ignorance. Hi-ah 

spins and spins in the center of the light—the wisdom center, the other 

side of ignorance, the moment of insight and clarity. She stops, and 

with arms uplifted to the heavens the light slowly fades as the nuns 

finish their chanted prayer. 

Wheel is a vehicle through which basic tenets of Buddhism are portrayed, con¬ 

textualized universally and cross-culturally. The joining of the women s singing 

groups with the dancers, the seven nuns, the composer, and myself, speaks to the 
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interconnection of all beings in the world and to the possibility of insight and clar¬ 

ity. Dialogues with the audience following each performance indicated that peo¬ 

ple were both moved and reflective. Individuals could place their own experiences 

into the visual imagery that was portrayed—it was personal and also went beyond 

the merely personal. 

Hi-ah’s presence in the piece suggested both the notion of the performer as 

shaman and performance itself as having shamanic or transformative possibilities. 

The earliest roots of performance can be found in the sacred rituals of indigenous 

cultures as performed by the shaman, rituals for the health and spiritual renewal 

of the community. The contemporary world, in its focus on technology and mass 

communication, gives rise to a sense of growing spiritual bankruptcy; to a world 

devoid of personal and communal ritual. Art and, in this case, performed art, can 

help to fill this void and present a sacred space in which to open channels of spir¬ 

itual expression. Wheel was one such example of this. And the voices directing this 

focus on spiritual expression in the piece were women’s voices, implying the impor¬ 

tant role that women can play in this regard in global culture. 

The actual performance of Wheelwas in and of itself a lesson in impermanence. 

Some time after the piece, the nuns departed for Kathmandu, Nepal; the male 

dancer left the ensemble to seek a performance career in New York City; and the 

pregnant woman gave birth her baby. No reviewer was available to see the perfor¬ 

mance that weekend so there is no written record and the videotape documenta¬ 

tion was dark with an echo in the sound, which distorted its quality. The live 

performance, in and of itself, was, like the process of mandala, to be experienced 

and then never to appear in the same way again. 

© © ® © © © 

The second performance project inspired by the mandala involved a group of 150 

school children from Parkville Community School in urban Hartford. At the time 

of this project, the Judy Dworin Performance Ensemble was in the second year of 

a residency working with the fourth- and sixth-grades to integrate movement into 

their language arts and social studies curriculum. 

The purpose of the ensemble’s residency at Parkville was to encourage learning 

development by introducing movement as another means of both affective and 

cognitive expression. Many of the school children at Parkville, a largely Hispanic 

population, have language skills considerably below grade level. Since language 

development is directly related to success in learning, this is a critical area for the 

school curriculum to address. In addition to improvement in language arts, the res¬ 

idency focused on building personal interactive skills and a sense of community in 

the classroom. 
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In the months before the nuns’ arrival, we had been exploring topics such as 

direction, maps, and the notion of discovering new lands with the fourth grades. 

We had been investigating ideas of democracy and community with the sixth 

graders. When the nuns arrived, it seemed a particularly ripe opportunity to give 

the children a real cross-cultural and multi-arts experience that could extend out 

of what they already had been learning. 

The children were introduced to the idea of the mandala through a direct 

encounter with the nuns while they worked on it. On three mornings in early 

March, a different group of the children came to Trinity by bus to observe the nuns 

making the mandala. They visited the mandala site for about forty-five minutes, 

during which time several children were invited to use the chakpus (the funnels 

through which the sand flows to create the sacred designs) and design something 

with the sand. Then they went to a separate space where they were given pieces of 

brightly colored paper, magic markers, and glue sticks, a large poster-size piece of 

cardboard, and asked to design their own paper mandala. They then watched a 

piece performed by the ensemble, a section of which they would later learn. Some 

of their reactions follow: 

I loved the trip. The mandala was fantastic. The color they used a lot 

was green and white. Then when it was my turn to draw, my heart was 

in my throat. The nuns look really nice. Oh! How they did their morn¬ 

ing prayer was fascinating, and was cool. I loved that because it looked 

like they are really into it.... It is true that the nuns say that you have 

to let go to things and go on with your lives. Also when you had to 

make your own mandala it was exciting because I never made one. I 

felt like a nun, and I really enjoyed it. 
Rosa,” fourth grade 

The Buddhist nuns used sand and rocks. The rocks are crushed, washed, 

dried, and then painted. The first thing they have to do is design it (like 

a blue print), which is hard work because they have to use a lot of geom¬ 

etry skills. Then, they use a special tool to [make] the sand perfectly align¬ 

ed. The nuns explained to us that once the mandala is finished one nun 

destroys it while the others meditate. When we left, me, Sophia, Matt, 

and Ashley showed them our mandala. They applauded our mandala. 

Manuel, sixth grade 

I like the mandala because it was very artistic and beautiful. It made me 

feel like soaring through the sky and making my own mandala. 

Alfredo, sixth grade 
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I think the mandala was pretty neat. I was wondering how the nuns 

made the center walls so stiff. I wonder how the sand stays in place. I like 

the colors of the mandala. The colors reminded me of happiness. They 

reminded me of positive things, joy, compassion for others, love, and 

courage. 

Carla, sixth grade 

Learning new things is fun, and I learned a lot of new things. I learned 

that with team work you can do anything you want. I know it’s hard to 

make a mandala out of sand because if you breath too hard you could 

mess it up. So know that team work is very important to do things. 

The mandala to the nuns and even me is important because there are 

not a lot of people who show their religion and culture, and it’s impor¬ 

tant to show who you are, and I like that. 

Marfa Elena, sixth grade 

When we met with the children again after their experience with the nuns, we 

discussed ideas of samsara with them, ideas about confusion and ignorance, pride, 

jealousy, possessiveness, and aggression. We assigned each class a particular samsdric 

emotion based on our perception of what might be most helpful for them to work 

with, that is, the more aggressive classes had to portray aggression and its opposite 

of peace. They were each to create their own world of shapes that would connote 

the initial samsdric condition. Gradually this led to a crescendo of movement, a 

field of chaos culminating in everyone collapsing to the ground. Composer and 

percussionist Ed Fast developed a score for samsara, and each class used it as a 

structure around which to design their pieces. 

The Moving Mandala was site specific—it was conceived to take place at Eliz¬ 

abeth Park in a historic rose garden, which itself is a mandalic landscape. It is con¬ 

figured with arbored pathways, which converge at a central gazebo. An open field 

is situated directly in front of the rose garden. Given that Tibetan Buddhists see 

mandalas as existing in nature as sacred landscapes, the outdoor location seemed 

particularly appropriate. The piece was designed so that the samsara section would 

be performed in the field in front of the rose garden, dividing the field into quad¬ 

rants with two circles of students in each quadrant and one group in the sacred 

center. The nuns designed a mandala logo for t-shirts, which were printed and 

purchased for the children.12 Each class was given a t-shirt based on the color asso¬ 

ciated with their samsdric emotion, based on each of the five buddhas of the 

mandala, east, south, west, north, and center. Likewise, their samsara mandala cir¬ 

cle was placed in the field according to the actual direction to which it was linked. 

After the chaotic collapse of samsara, the children (150 in number) began to 
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move from their positions on the ground to standing positions, and out of their 

pockets they pulled a kata—a silk scarf that Tibetans customarily place around 

someone’s neck as a demonstration of honor, respect, and welcome. This section 

symbolized an emergence out of chaos into a more directed path, and was thus sim¬ 

ilar to Wheel. 

Each class then proceeded to one of the arched gateways opening onto the rose 

garden, where a nun awaited them. The nuns placed the katas on the children as 

they proceeded along the pathway. When everyone had found their places, they per¬ 

formed ensemble a short segment of the piece entitled Fields, which they had seen 

at Trinity College. Fields is slow and meditative and largely circular, inspired by tai 

chi chuan. It is about centering, connection, and breath. At the conclusion of this 

segment the children exited from their pathways accompanied by the singing of an 

a cappella gospel group Women of the Cross’s rendition of “Down by the River¬ 

side.” As they sang, “ain’t gonna study war no more,” many of the children spon¬ 

taneously joined in. Each class then began to create a wheel configuration in their 

original samsdra circles in the field with the katas connecting a small central group 

of children to a larger outside circle, each turning slowly in a clockwise direction. 

As the “wheels of life” turned, the nuns chanted a prayer for world peace and trust. 

The children’s MovingMandala was a 

deeply felt experience. When the children 

exited the rose garden, they certainly looked 

transformed, as did the audience who had 

moved to watch the dance around the cen¬ 

tral gazebo inside. The children’s exuberance 

after the performance was contagious—their 

sense of fulfillment and their understanding 

of what they had done were both apparent. 

It was a remarkable feat that for twenty min¬ 

utes, 150 ten- to twelve-year-olds sustained 

complete concentration and focus and per¬ 

formed all together with only one rehearsal 

directly before the performance.13 The event 

was a meditation in the truest sense. A sacred 

event had taken place, and even the threat¬ 

ening clouds held off and were replaced by 

sunshine as the piece ended. 

The piece was the talk of the school. By 

word of mouth, child to child, the story of the mandala was told, along with other 

information such as who the nuns were, why they were living in exile, that they 

were the first women to make a mandala in the U.S., and that the mandala was 

“Moving Mandala, ” Parkville 

Community School student, 1998 

(photo by David DiGiacomo) 
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about compassion, peace, community, and wisdom. Many children asked the nuns 

to autograph their t-shirts and katas. 

In completing questionnaires after the experience, the children spoke to its signi¬ 

ficance in their own lives: 

What does the mandala teach us? 

This mandala taught us that this moving mandala is not to play around 

with. It’s a very special thing.—Eduardo, sixth grade 

The mandala teaches us to be more helpful, to love everyone when you 

can. It teaches us how to feel our movements and to be yourself. Also it 

teaches to feel compassion.—Marisol, sixth grade 

I think a mandala teaches patience and how to work together. 

—Andrew, sixth grade 

The mandala teaches us to be one. Something like a group or some¬ 

thing like a community and to be together.—Julieta, sixth grade 

The mandala teaches us that from being in a state of confusion you can 

go to clear vision and understand what is happening around you. 

—Gabriela, sixth grade 

It teach us that there should be peace.—Monica, fourth grade 

Well, I think it will teach us how to get along with each other because 

when we made the wheel together, we did it in a team. 

—Rosa, fourth grade 

What did you learn from creating the dance? 

I learned that being friendly is a fantastic thing to do. 

—Ana, fourth grade 

I learned that there is hope and that it does not matter in what stage you 

are in, there is always time to turn back.—Marfa Elena, sixth grade 
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What did you learn from performing the dance? 

That peace, love, hope, compassion, and being trustworthy is better 

than anything in the world.—Lisa, fourth grade 

That when we all work together like in a dance it comes out nice. 

—Luis, fourth grade 

I’ve known how to perform but I feel very good about myself and every¬ 

body else.—Eduardo, sixth grade 

I learned that I could make peace all over the world. 

—Ana, fourth grade 

When I performed the dance I learned the points of greed, and of not 

being greedy. I like not being greedy.—Maria Elena, sixth grade 

What is our dance about? How did it change from beginning to end? 

Our dance was about jealousy and being mean. How it changed from 

beginning to end was that at first we were all mean at each other, but at 

the end we all came together and formed a wheel and we were all happy. 

That’s how it all changed from the beginning to the end. 

—Julio, sixth grade 

Our dance is about how everything is not forever and how things change 

over a period of time. It changed when every single circle did some¬ 

thing different. It seemed like each circle was a different planet and they 

were going about their business. Then it’s like the universe turns into 

chaos and all the planets go wild. Then everything is destroyed. After 

that the planet’s life form grows into a new community. We explore. 

Then we all meet at a star, the sun.—Shakirrah, sixth grade 

It is clear from these selected comments as well as from many others that this 

experience impacted the children in a number of important ways: 

i) It introduced the children to cross-cultural exchange through direct expe¬ 

rience. The fact that the children had the opportunity not only to meet the 

nuns, but to observe their work on the mandala itself was significant. Addi¬ 

tionally, they had a chance to work on their own visual mandalas as a group 
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as well as to translate all of this learning into a creative performance project. 

And they had the chance to perform this project as a large-scale communi¬ 

ty event in Elizabeth Park, an environment that reinforced the basic values 

of the project itself—the interrelationship of all beings, the transitory nature 

of all things, the idea of honoring each other and the earth, and the affir¬ 

mation of such values as peace, cooperation, community, sharing, and shed¬ 

ding of ego. 

2) It enhanced the children’s understanding of art, spirituality, and commu¬ 

nity. First and foremost, the students’ sense of spiritual and moral con¬ 

sciousness was expanded. Also they enlarged their understanding of art as a 

sacred activity, as well as of what goes into the process of making and per¬ 

forming art. 

3) It helped build the children’s self-confidence and ability to work as a com¬ 

munity. The children expressed an enormous sense of pride and accom¬ 

plishment in their work as co-creators and performers in the project. They 

also expressed an understanding of the importance of working as a commu¬ 

nity to realize shared goals. They worked hard, overcame fears of perfor¬ 

mance, and understood the frustrations and the joys of working cooperatively 

to achieve a higher end. 

In conclusion, in both of these performance projects I attempted to commu¬ 

nicate and universalize the basic tenets of Buddhism, which are so vividly 

expressed in the process of creating a Tibetan Buddhist sand mandala, in this 

case, the mandala of compassion. The projects were designed to promote cross- 

cultural dialogue and exchange and to catalyze a sense of spiritual consciousness 

and awareness. 

The systems that male-dominated cultures have created, which move us into 

the twenty-first century, have encouraged us to believe that more is better than 

less, that faster is better than slower, and that power is to be expressed in mater¬ 

ial possessions and control, not only of ourselves, but of others. It has a familiar 

ring with samsdra. The cross-fertilization and suggestion of both a global and a 

spiritual consciousness that these projects encourage are part of a growing chal¬ 

lenge to these long-standing ideas of progress that influence many of the present 

world systems. 

As women begin to be heard in both sacred and societal circles, they can bring 

alternatives to these realities—they can catalyze change. The creation of a sand 

mandala by the seven young Tibetan nuns—among the first women ever to learn 

this traditional sacred art—and the experience of their collective process were strik¬ 

ing examples of this. For me, as a woman and a creative artist, it was an inspira¬ 

tion that translated into another artistic form—a dance/theater performance. And 
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that performance itself became a catalyst, shaping felt experience of spiritual and 

cultural phenomena into multi-layered images which reached the observers not 

only intellectually, but past intellect to a place of feeling, and perhaps action (or 

non-action, as the case may be). And all of this, from the creation of the mandala 

to the performance of Wheel, embodied the Buddhist idea of the transitory nature 

of all things. The further expression of this was the Moving Mandala piece per¬ 

formed by the children at Parkville Community School. 

The children at Parkville learned about peace, sharing, compassion, and how to 

work as a collectivity, a community, through the direct experience of a process 

that had these values at its foundation. Their reactions indicate the potency of 

their experience. And their performance, too, allowed them to experience the fleet¬ 

ing nature of life from a Buddhist perspective. Their experience of movement itself 

was its own lesson in impermanence. 

These are examples of ways in which women and artists can bring spiritual con¬ 

sciousness to a new level in the very complicated labyrinth of our contemporary 

existence. As the old ways become tired and begin to counter progress in its most 

holistic sense, the arts and performance can channel a resounding voice in the 

development of spiritual and global consciousness.14 
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WOMEN, ART, 
AND THE BUDDHIST SPIRIT 

Ann W. Norton 

This article evolved out of an exhibition of Buddhist art I curated, which 

focused on women and complemented a sand mandala created by 1 ibetan Bud¬ 

dhist nuns.1 The seven nuns who came to Trinity College, Hartford, shared their 

ritual arts and practices with a large Western community, all the while remaining 

true to their traditions except for the highly unusual fact that they were women. 

These same nuns, however, also showed a genuine interest in and acceptance of 

non-traditional Buddhist art generated in the West. They reflected the same open¬ 

ness that His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama had shown in his allowing nuns 

to produce traditional ritual arts and to bring these arts to the West. With such a 

permissive attitude prevailing, I feel more confident to explore new territories of 

Buddhist artistic expression. 

Introduction 

A new chapter in the arts of Buddhism has begun. Tibetan Buddhist nuns in exile 

are creating sand mandalas, painting thangkas, and dancing as dakinis, thus break¬ 

ing a long, monk-dominated tradition. While women have played an important 

role as subject in Buddhist art from early times onward, traditional arts were ordi¬ 

narily created by men. Only in the late twentieth-early twenty-first centuries do 

we see radically new developments as women become more active contributors to 

the traditional arts. In the realm of “non-traditional” art, however, we see endless 

possibilities for self-expression. Non-traditional Buddhist art is more difficult to 

categorize than the traditional, because it encompasses not only the globalization 

of “modern” art but also the expansion of Buddhism (to include non-Asian fol¬ 

lowers of Buddhism, Asians in diaspora who often turn back to the Buddhism of 

their roots years or even generations after their initial move from Asia, and non- 

Buddhists who have made an intellectual study of Buddhist philosophy and art). 
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Traditional Buddhist Art 

For over two thousand years most Buddhist art has remained strongly traditional. 

Even as Buddhism spread to different lands, new ways of interpreting the faith 

developed and quickly became codified within each culture. Now, at the end of the 

twentieth century, there are again new and individual approaches to expressing 

Buddhism in art—changes that are often quite subtle but nevertheless quite sub¬ 

stantial. This article will focus on some of these changes in the arts of Buddhism 

as interpreted by women, highlighting contemporary works, both traditional and 

non-traditional, and works by Western women as well as by Asians in diaspora. 

Women appear in the earliest figural art of Buddhism, as evidenced by the many 

“tree goddesses” from such sites as Sanchi, Bharhut, and Nagarjunakonda.2 By the 

second century b.c.e., the miraculous birth story of Siddhartha Gautama, who 

later became the Buddha, emerged, and artworks showing a beautiful young 

woman in a dancing pose under a tree became identified with Queen Maya, the 

mother of the Buddha. The tree goddess, after which Queen Maya is patterned, 

is actually an ancient pre-Buddhist fertility motif from India, which can often be 

seen in the art of the Indus Valley culture, Hinduism, and Jainism as well. 

As the Mahayana tradition of Buddhism developed, the iconography expand¬ 

ed to include personifications and divinities. Some of these figures had friendly, 

calm aspects, others angry and frightening. Over time and with different cultural 

contributions, the growing number of divinities and spiritual helpers would change 

in appearance. An example can be seen in the Hindu-Buddhist goddess Marlcl. 

Popular in Bengal as early as the tenth century, she is shown as a lovely young 

woman in a chariot drawn by seven pigs (figure i). Her name means “ray of light,” 

in reference to her personifying the dawn, and originally she triumphed over ill¬ 

ness, especially smallpox. In more complex Tibetan Buddhism, MaricI is seen in 

the form of a dakini or “skygoer.” As the dak ini Vajravarahi, her pig connection 

can be seen in the tiny boar’s head sprouting from the right side of her head (fig¬ 

ure 2). The iconography of this image goes still further to express the terrifying 

nature of a dakini: not only does she exhibit a scowling visage, but she also origi¬ 

nally held a chopper and a skull cup filled with blood. Her jewelry is carved from 

human bones, a pointed message that one must detach oneself from life and from 

fear of death. The late Stella Kramrisch made clear the beneficial nature of these 

frightening females: “This liberatrix lives on the essence of life out of the skull-cup 

wherein there is no distinction of substance and non-substance.... Her ecstasy is 

the power of inspiration.”3 

The highly positive nature of these powerful deities has been understood by 

Tibetan monks, who for centuries have dressed and ritually danced as dakinis. 

Only in the last few years have Tibetan Buddhist nuns been given permission to 
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Figure I (see p. 3/0) 

Figure 2 

dance as dakinis as well. One of 

the nuns from Keydong Thuk- 

Che-Cho Ling Nunnery of Kath¬ 

mandu reported that she “tried to 

become a dakini,” and that the 

object of the dance was to “bene¬ 

fit and protect His Holiness, the 

Dalai Lama.” 

A milder Buddhist goddess, 

Tara is beloved as a personifi¬ 

cation of compassion. The white 

form of Tara, who sits in the lotus 

position, helps devotees to find 

inner peace. As Green Tara, she is 

Active Compassion, portrayed 

with her right leg pendant, pre¬ 

pared at a moment’s notice to 

jump from her throne and come 

to a person’s aid. During the 

Trinity College exhibit and mak¬ 

ing of the sand mandala, Ani 

Tenzin Sherab painted a thangka 

of Green Tara, thus providing 

another example of women 

becoming involved in creating 

artforms that had before been 

almost exclusively the domain of 

men. 

The numerous Buddhist div¬ 

inities, both peaceful and wrath¬ 

ful, exist on two levels. One level 

is in a richly decorated palace, 

whose ground plan is in the form 

of a mandala. The other level is 

in the mind of the meditator. 

Through strenuous meditation and 

ritual practice, elaborate and ulti¬ 

mately ephemeral sand mandalas 

can be created. Such a mandalavtas 

made and then dismantled at 
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Trinity College in 1998 by the 

seven visiting nuns from the 

Keydong Thuk-Che-Cho Ling 

Nunnery.4 

Western Contributions 

The majority of pieces in the exhi¬ 

bition accompanying this impor¬ 

tant event were traditional Tibetan 

Buddhist works. One work, how¬ 

ever, showed a radical break with 

tradition—the “Three-Dimension¬ 

al Mandala' by Suzanne Wind 

Greenbaum, an American artist 

who, while not a practicing Bud¬ 

dhist, studied in depth the form 

and meaning of the mandala. The 

resulting mixed-media work is her 

own interpretation of this com¬ 

plex subject. The standing part of the artwork enables the viewer to walk fully 

around it, offering the possibility of performing pradaksina, or circumambulation. 

The accompanying four painted panels (of which figure 3 is one example) repre¬ 

sent the four gateways through which a devotee can enter into the mandala. Each 

is painted in the color of that direction, and includes designs and details relevant 

to its complex meanings. At the “innermost” and “highest” place in this sacred 

precinct is a crystal of highest wisdom, while around it are actual human finger 

bones, denoting the detachment heralded by the dakinis. 

In figure 3, Greenbaum shows the gate to the eastern quadrant. Red in color, it 

is her interpretation of the portal of entry into the mandala. As the beginning, it 

refers also to the pregnancy of the Buddha’s mother, Queen Maya. The artist has 

used a logarithmic spiral for this panel’s composition. She explains, “The Bud¬ 

dha, like the spiral, is without beginning and without end.”5 The fourth panel 

indicates the northern gateway into the mandala. Mainly blue in color, it refers to 

both death and liberation. The panel echoes the three-dimensionality of the stupa 

through the central mast, painted in a glowing blue-white of bardo, the interme¬ 

diate state between lives. The small, glassed niche, placed like a reliquary, con¬ 

tains teeth, symbolizing impermanence and detachment. Also included here are 

parts of computer circuitry, which Greenbaum interprets as suggesting the Eight¬ 

fold Path of the Buddha’s teachings. 
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A forty-two-inch wooden base 

holds the actual mandala, which 

consists of five glass discs with pho- 

toetched or silkscreened symbolic 

designs. The base itself is meant to 

refer to the Vedic sacrificial post. 

On the top disc are human hand 

bones, which not only reiterate the 

message of impermanence and 

detachment, but also make subtle 

reference to ritual hand gestures, or 

mudras. 

The last hundred years have 

brought not only a new wave of 

Western scholarship in Buddhism, 

but also an increasing number of 

Westerners who have been spiritu¬ 

ally moved by Buddhist teachings. 

Carol Brighton and Mary Laird are 

two California artists whose works 

express the influence of Buddhism in their lives. 

Mary Laird, whose degrees are from the University of Wisconsin, Madison, is 

the proprietor of Quelquefois Press in Berkeley. In her works, she often treats rec¬ 

ognizably Buddhist elements in new ways. Laird is a member of a Sufi communi¬ 

ty that employs Buddhist meditation among its practices. The group s pilgrimage 

to Tibet in 1986 was particularly influential on her subsequent works. In For Sus¬ 

tenance: a Tibetan Deity, Laird has used the medium of a handpainted woodcut on 

silk to express a powerful goddess who reflects but does not exactly copy traditional 

forms (figure 4). Here we see the double vajra (thunderbolt), a small Buddha fig¬ 

ure, and hand gestures usually connected with the goddess Usnlsavijaya, the vic¬ 

torious goddess of the Usnisa,” or the buddha intelligence, who is popular in 

Tibetan Buddhism. The artist states that since she chose not to reverse the figure 

before making the woodcut, “the result was a mirror image of the correct and tra¬ 

ditional view.”6 
In her Prayer Flag Sculpture, Laird again draws on a known Tibetan Buddhist 

practice but adds elements of her own. She relates that “the prayer flags were poems 

of praise and heart that I letterset and printed on sheeting that I dyed according 

to the colors of the cakras. I circumambulated the main pole... [and] concentrat¬ 

ed on becoming one in the heart of Buddha when I did this.”7 This offering/instal¬ 

lation was in Black Earth, Wisconsin, near the site of a Native American sweat 
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lodge. Later, one of the flags was taken to Drepung Monastery in Lhasa.8 Laird 

states of her work: 

In attempting to break down barriers, my work links opposites, sug¬ 

gesting the interconnectedness of all things, the energy that transpires 

behind that which appears_ Our hope lies in how we resolve... 

[these].. .personal and collective conflicts and how we share our visions, 

as we continue to work and seek the beauty of that unlimited part of our 

collective being, the essences behind it all.9 

Carol Brighton, who holds a degree from the University of California at Berke¬ 

ley, is a papermaker and printmaker who uses handmade paper with engraving 

and collage. Working in small editions variee and monoprints, she sees much of the 

inspiration for her art coming from her Asian travels and experiences, as well as 

from her Buddhist practice.10 Brighton’s work combines sensitive interaction of 

mixed-media techniques and esoteric, philosophical interpretations of Tibetan 

Buddhism. 

In a piece called For One Departure Only, Brighton refers in part to reincarna¬ 

tion but also reflects a more Western approach to mortality through what appear 

to be tombs. She writes that 

the arched grottoes (sometimes seen as windows, or tombstones) are a 

simulacra form of the Buddhist caves in China, where hundreds of grot¬ 

toes are carved with Buddhist images in honor of ancestors. The work 

is about time as a dynamic circumstance of our physical dimension, a 

marker for our impermanence, and for the momentariness of conven¬ 

tional phenomenon. This is a departure for one person, and once only, 

across the threshold of time.11 

For an editions variee entitled Squaring the Circle, Brighton created The Watch¬ 

man (figure 5), reflecting her own interpretation of the mandala, especially in rela¬ 

tion to meditation. Describing the work, Brighton states: 

The work is about integration.... The ladder could be seen as a symbol of the 

process of ascent (or descent), the bird is a symbol for the timeless flight of 

the soul. The square and the circle have a tradition in mandalas as symbolic 

images for the earth and the cosmos, and the “x” for the unknown. In the 

middle of all this is a meditating figure, sitting still, the observer.12 
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Asians in Diaspora 

Unlike Westerners who have 

espoused a new religion, Asians 

in diaspora may turn to Bud¬ 

dhism either because they have 

an unbroken family tradition or 

because they are trying to return 

to their disrupted roots. The 

complexities of this issue can only 

multiply, since more Asians from 

many different countries are leav¬ 

ing their original homeland for a 

variety of reasons and settling in 

many different parts of the 

world. Compounding this, with 

each generation further away 

from the initial break from Asia, 

new problems, new revelations, 

and new attitudes will come. 

Tibetans in exile have a compelling need to keep their culture alive. This is par¬ 

ticularly clear in the case of the Tibetan Buddhist nuns now living in Nepal. Lay 

artists also follow traditional styles, however, as seen in the work of lay woman Ten- 

zin Yewong, who escaped from Tibet in December, 1991 at the age of sixteen. 

Travelling mostly at night for nearly a month, she and twenty-five other young 

people braved cold, frostbite, and Chinese border guards, finally reaching Dharam- 

sala, India. There she joined the School of Applique Thangka Art, run by Master 

Dorje Wangdue, and studied traditional applique for five years. She has recently 

settled in Nepal, where she is just establishing herself as a practicing artist, and is 

one of the first woman to work in this technique, tier applique thangkas include 

such traditional subjects as Amitabha, Green Tara, and Sakyamuni. 

The Tibetan applique medium was referred to in texts before the seventeenth 

century.13 The fine fragments of silk cloth, generally Chinese in origin, contribute 

to both the preciousness and the fragility of such works. Most surviving examples 

date from no earlier than the mid-eighteenth century.14 While earlier works might 

include embroidered inscriptions giving a dedication, a break with tradition can 

be seen with Tenzin Yewong’s signature appearing on the lower right-hand side of 

her thangkas. (This is also true of Ani Tenzin Sherab, who signs her thangkas on 

the front, in the lower left- or right-hand corner.) It is remarkable that such a 

difficult and time-consuming technique continues in 1999. Applique thangkas tend 
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to cost more than painted ones, and 

the better customers are often for¬ 

eigners, either visiting Nepal or order¬ 

ing from abroad. But Tenzin Yewong 

is not discouraged by the hardships of 

publicizing and selling her work. She 

states, 

It is my sincere desire to estab¬ 

lish a school of Tibetan applique 

thangka art where I can teach 

this unique art of Tibet to many 

young Tibetan girls and keep 

this great tradition alive.... I am 

determined to make this [my] 

career.15 

I include Ken Takashi Horii in this 

article because of the special way 

women and Buddhism have influ¬ 

enced his art. A third-generation 

Japanese-American, Horii was originally trained in both painting and cabinetry. 

In 1983 he traveled to India on a research project. There he was deeply moved by 

the great sculptural monuments such as Karle, Ajanta, and Ellora, carved out of the 

“living rock,” as well as by the Buddhist centers of Sarnath and Sanchi. By his sec¬ 

ond trip in 1987, he had turned to wood sculpture as his medium.16 

Buddhism began to take on more importance for him during this time as well. 

His maternal grandfather had been associated with Shingon Buddhism in Japan, 

and his grandmother, who had been born in Gifu, Japan, maintained a strong 

connection to Buddhism despite the wrenching experience of internment during 

World War II. Horii’s wood sculpture took a radical turn when in 1989 he creat¬ 

ed Gifu Diary as a memorial to his grandmother (figure 6). This marked the first 

time he was moved to incorporate his own Buddhist roots into his art. The work, 

using the craft of refined woodworking, combines Japanese and Indian iconogra¬ 

phy. Gifu Diary, no longer extant, was nearly nine feet high. It was made of hun¬ 

dreds of small pieces of laminated wood, and was Horii’s own interpretation of a 

Buddhist stupa, the original emblem of the living Buddha” and a reminder of his 

experience of nirvana, or final release.17 

Gifu Diary was followed by a series of large, wooden sculptures dealing with 

aspects of Buddhist prayer. During this period Horii created Unrevealed Truth, 
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Figure 7 

a work dedicated to his sister who died at the age of three, before he was born. 

Five feet high, the piece appears to be a giant scroll (or sutra), bound in the mid¬ 

dle by a wide, lead band. It is clear that it will never be opened. There is writing 

on the inside of the band, but the text, a message to his sister, is known only to 

the artist. 

Most recently, Horii has created a vibrant series of twenty-four sculptures relat¬ 

ing to his newly adopted daughter from China, Jina. In April, 19981 he and his wife, 

Harriet Pappas, went to China to bring Jina out of the orphanage where she had 

lived for her first year. Watching the baby in her crib, Horii observed how the 

one-year-old would calm herself for sleep by holding her hands in different ways, 

seeming to watch the patterns of shadows on the wall. He imagined Jina doing this 

in the orphanage—hundreds of times while confined to her crib—over the many 

months before he and his wife had met her. For Horii, the baby s hand move¬ 

ments suggested Buddhist mudrds, or sacred gestures, and he interpreted them on 

the level of Jina’s and his shared Buddhist heritage (figure 7).18 

Haruko Okano is a third-generation Japanese-Canadian artist from Vancou¬ 

ver, British Columbia. She is a mixed-media, interdisciplinary artist who in recent 

years has been involved in artistic collaborations among artists, in both the visual 

arts and other disciplines. Some of her strong artistic statements, including per¬ 

formances, installations, and works involving viewer participation, have produced 

both shock and admiration. Her works often address such subjects as Japanese 

attitudes, problems pertaining to Asians in a non-Asian culture, and women s 

issues. But Okano’s own Buddhist practice can be felt—sometimes subtly, some¬ 

times obviously—behind most of her work. Her family tradition belonged to the 

WOMEN, ART, AND THE BUDDHIST SPIRIT 365 



Japanese Mahayana tradition 

focusing on Amitabha Buddha. 

Okano herself now follows the 

Sakya lineage of Tibetan Bud¬ 

dhism, with an emphasis on 

guru-yoga and bodhisattva 

vows.19 

Okano’s Preciousness of Human 

Existence is a 1995 installation, 

that invites the viewer into a 

shrine setting. It combines tradi¬ 

tional ritual objects and images, 

as well as surprising details (fig¬ 

ure 8). On the wall above a row 

of altars, each covered by a cloth 

printed with Buddhist symbols, 

is a row of small photographs, 

including one of the artist, a 

nude, and a Kannon painting. 

These images alternate with mir¬ 

rors of the same size in order to 

“capture the face of the individ¬ 

ual viewers as they walk across 

the installation.”20 The sacred¬ 

ness of the space is clear, however, so that even though a photograph of a nude has 

been placed near one of Kannon, there is such an integrity in the restrained atmos¬ 

phere that there is no disruption of the total effect. In the foreground of the instal¬ 

lation is a meditation bench, on top of which lie a kata (silk scarf) and mala 

(meditation beads), and, underneath, a pair of worn Nike running shoes. “These,” 

in the words of the artist, “are used Nike runners because the whole installation was 

inspired by a Nike advertisement aimed at women that implied women were never 

goddesses and would never be goddesses but that through trying out a pair of Nike 

runners the company could give women the experience of being goddesses.”21 

The Preciousness of Human Existence was created for an exhibition entitled “Art 

and Spirituality II” at the Richmond Art Gallery in British Columbia. “Based on 

the foundation of Buddhist understanding of human rebirth... [it] rejects the idea 

that women [like all human beings] are not divine.”22 

Laotian-American Ammala Douangsavanh is a junior at the University of Rhode 

Figure 8 

Island. She and her parents came to the United States as refugees in 1981. Her par¬ 

ents are devout Buddhists, and while the Laotian community in Rhode Island has 
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an active temple, Douangsavanh was not pressured to go. Her own relationship to 

the faith evolved through traditional Laotian dance. “Eventually,” she states, “danc¬ 

ing and religion, which... [had been] separate entities for me, merged.” Douangsa¬ 

vanh takes Lao dance seriously, and is now the cultural representative for the 

temple. But Douangsavanh is also a woman of the times and, as she researches 

Buddhism, she is questioning old viewpoints from a more feminist perspective. She 

is asking questions like, “Why did women have to be sinful beings? Why was it 

improper for a woman to touch a monk? Why couldn’t women be as virtuous as 

men?” These questions, combined with such imagery as that of Queen Maya and 

the story emphasizing the virtue and faith of Yasodhara, wife of Prince Siddhartha 

(later the Buddha), led to Douangsavanh’s writing the following poem:23 

“Reincarnation of a Woman” 

Tell me I cannot reach enlightenment 

Because I am a woman 

I am bound to the earth 

My sole purpose is rebirth 

Tell me I will continue to dwell in spiritual Hell 

Reborn again and again 

Because I am a woman 

Incapable of seeing the next level 

My sole purpose is tied to the earth 

Tell me I am Evil 

Because I am a woman 

Because I am tied to the earth 

A device of seduction, I cause wars 

I move destruction, with the scent of my skin 

I make fire with my lips 

Evil temptress that I am 

Tell me that I am all these things 

And I will tell you this, 

I reside in my glass palace 

And drink Truth from a golden chalice 

I am given infinite lives 

To enlighten infinite minds 
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Release me from the cycle 

And there will be no one to teach your disciples 

Then you will die 

Don’t you know that it is I that keeps you alive? 

I am your connection to the two planes 

Yet you think me inferior 

Blinded by your egoistic ways 

Understand that we coexist 

You could not have the universe that is this 

If I was not the sun that showed you the earth 

Now, simple man, you’ve become one with the universe 

Including me 

I am bound to the earth 

Because I am a woman 

My soul’s purpose is rebirth. 

Mayumi Oda, born in 1941 outside Tokyo, experienced early in her life the hor¬ 

rors of nuclear war. She grew up in a family rich in Buddhist philosophy and art 

appreciation. She was named in memory of her grandmother, a devout Nichiren 

Buddhist much admired for her compassion and social awareness. “Mayumi” 

means “sandalwood,” the fragrant wood used for Buddhist rosaries and incense.24 

After graduating from Tokyo University of Fine Arts in 1966, Oda moved with 

her American husband to New York, where she studied at the Pratt Graphic Cen¬ 

ter. Motherhood helped inspire her early silkscreen prints of colorfully exuberant 

women, including Buddhist male divinities transformed into goddesses (figure 

9).25 Samantabhadra, (male) bodhisattva of universal kindness, has an elephant as 

his vehicle. Oda has freely translated this traditional iconography to depict a med¬ 

itative female, confident in her elephant vehicle before a rainbow of hope and 

renewal. Of her Goddess, Samantabhadra, Oda wrote, 

She turns meditation into action and dream into reality. We tend to 

think there is someone out there to help us do this, but unfolding the 

path completely depends on ourselves. When we become Samantab¬ 

hadra herself we can freely ride this wheel of Dharma and receive won¬ 

derful support from people, friends, and teachers.26 

Reflecting on her silkscreen prints of goddesses, Oda stated in a 1995 interview, 

When I was pregnant in the late 1960s, I needed a vision that was very positive 
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and could give me strength. For 

my talisman, the goddesses came 

to me. They became a guiding 

light—I drew my strength from 

them.”27 

A new phase in Mayumi Oda’s 

work evolved in the late 1980s, 

when she painted large canvases of 

goddesses which could hang as 

inspirational banners in sacred 

spaces.28 Turning away from the 

commercial aspect of art, she 

found that she could communi¬ 

cate to larger audiences with these 

portable hangings. Her Manjusn 

(bodhisattva of transcendental wis¬ 

dom), whose iconography is 

drawn from Tibetan Buddhist 

icons and who is traditionally 

male, appears in female form. But 

some aspects of her Manjusrl ban¬ 

ner, such as the wisdom-guarding 

dragon and the ignorance-destroy¬ 

ing flaming sword, refer to the more wrathful side of Buddhism sometimes need¬ 

ed for enlightenment and salvation. A work from the same series, Dakini, the Sky 

Goer, shows a ferocious dark-blue female dancing in a pool of blood and sur¬ 

rounded by flames.29 

Oda’s banner series reflects her growing concern for world issues. In 1992 she was 

moved to action when reprocessed plutonium was to be shipped from France to 

Japan. She founded Plutonium Free Future, which, together with a related orga¬ 

nization, Rainbow Serpent, is dedicated to demonstrating against and raising 

awareness about the hazards of nuclear energy.0 

Oda breaks preconceived categories. Although she has lived in America for over 

thirty years, she refers to herself as a “Japanese living abroad. 31 In the last few 

years she has experienced a growing appreciation of her art in Japan, and in 1999 

her Goddesses was translated into Japanese. She has in many ways returned to her 

own family and cultural roots, but her art and actions show her deep concern and 

compassion for the future of the earth, which goes beyond religion or nationality. 
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Conclusions 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century we see expressions of Buddhist art that 

reflect ancient traditions as well as new interpretations. Old molds and old icono¬ 

graphies are being broken or transformed. What remains is personal devotion, 

expressed individually. Will we need to emphasize gender in future studies of Bud¬ 

dhist arts? We need to remember that the princely bodhisattva Avalokitesvara of 

Indian Buddhism gradually became transformed and feminized into the androgy¬ 

nous East Asian Guanyin and Kannon. Vajrayana Buddhism makes clear the need 

for both genders in the many consort and yab-yum figures. And both nuns and 

monks of Tibetan Buddhism hold the feminine bell of wisdom (ghanta) together 

with the masculine thunderbolt of compassion (vajra) in all important rituals. 

This paper has focused on a few examples of women contributing to or inspir¬ 

ing the transformation of Buddhism in the late twentieth century through the 

arts. Both women and men are becoming ever more free to validate their own spir¬ 

ituality through the arts, and these personal visions reflect a new vitality seen and 

felt in the contemporary Buddhist spirit.33 
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SPACE AS MIND/MANDALA PLACES: 

Joan Halifax, Tsultrim Allione, and Yvonne Rand 

Sarah D. Buie 

Space and mind—or space as mind—exist in a dynamic and interdependent rela¬ 

tionship. The spaces we make and inhabit both express and encourage qualities of 

mind, and it is from mind that spatial form emerges. Awareness of this relation¬ 

ship and its significance for the transformation of consciousness is apparent in 

spiritual traditions, ritual practices, and architecture worldwide, and has been long 

understood by Buddhist teachers in the siting and creation of stupas, monasteries, 

shrine rooms, and practice environments. Among these teachers are some con¬ 

temporary Buddhist women who bring heightened sensitivity to the creation of 

spaces for practice and living. In unprecedented ways, they integrate Dharmic, 

feminine, environmental, and traditional values and visions to create places that 

express and encourage a deep relatedness to the planet and the energies that gov¬ 

ern it, while at the same time supporting a powerful level of practice. At different 

centers in New Mexico, Colorado, and California, teachers Joan Halifax, Tsultrim 

Allione, and Yvonne Rand are among those bringing into form a great deal of 

what they understand about the nature of mind and our oneness with the natur¬ 

al world. Each of their environments is unique in its history, its setting, and its 

direction, and each is an extraordinary example of the grounding of place-mak¬ 

ing in an awareness of the interdependence of all life places that serve as and 

express the mandalic condition in which we all exist. 

Over the last six years, Joan Halifax has led in the development of Upaya, a res¬ 

idential and teaching center on the outskirts of Santa Fe on the site of earlier Bud¬ 

dhist communities. While proceeding in an organic and incremental way, 

integrating existing structures into the Upaya campus, Joan s vision for its present 

form has been comprehensive. It is based on her deep understanding of the con¬ 

sonance of mind and spatial expressions. She considers our condition of interre¬ 

latedness and interdependence (ties to ancestors and traditional uses of the land, 

natural cycles and resources, placing sites within the local topography of mountain 
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and river, the interdependence of exterior and interior spaces, and relationships 

within the community itself) in the design choices she has made. Caring steward¬ 

ship of the land and its resources has been a constant factor in development of the 

site. In its physical forms (buildings, materials, construction methods, rooms, 

shrines, works of art, gardens, location, etc.), Upaya expresses qualities of attentive 

and intimate dwelling, which Joan encourages as characteristics of mind and prac¬ 

tice; it also embodies and allows for appreciation of the ceaseless flow of change and 

evolution, and the play of duality within the whole. 

Tsultrim Allione first went to southern Colorado in 1993, and moved there to 

begin work on the newly purchased Tara Mandala in 1994.1 visited and spoke with 

her there during her fifth summer on the land, at which time the community was 

still living in dwellings that resembled Tibetan summer encampments. In our dis¬ 

cussions of space as it reflects program and practice here, she too emphasized inter¬ 

relatedness—in the honoring of ancestors who lived on the land before, in a 

conscious exchange with the mandalic topography of the land itself, in the play of 

inside/outside in the design of new buildings, and in the fundamental symbolism 

of both circle and mandala as guiding images for their community. In the spirit of 

dharmic attention to the earth, the Tara Mandala community brings thoughtful 

and skillful awareness of the environmental implications of their settlement to the 

project, and intends to live as lightly as possible on the land, hoping to co-exist with 

the many animals who also live there. Their development plan includes the most 

progressive current thinking in the areas of energy, water, wastewater treatment, 

renewable materials, passive heating and cooling, as well as agricultural methods, 

preservation of natural wetlands and open space, and restoration of eroded hillsides 

and plantings. Their commitment to attentive and intimate modes of dwelling is 

being tested on a large scale, as they shape from scratch a complex human habita¬ 

tion within a landscape, and seek a natural balance within it. The mandalic moun¬ 

tainside container in which they live physically reinforces an appreciation of the 

mandala principle (our existence within an interdependent causal whole), which 

informs all of their work. 

Joan and Tsultrim are relative newcomers to the places they now tend so 

thoughtfully. Yvonne Rand has lived in the same place for the last twenty-six years, 

slowly bringing into form the extraordinary compound of home, meditation hall, 

retreat kitchen, office, garden, and orchard that comprise the Redwood Creek 

Dharma Center. Located in northern California in the watershed of the western 

flank of Mount Tamalpais, this small Dharma center lies within an ecosystem 

Yvonne has known for nearly three decades. She describes the various local flowers 

and plants in her garden as though they were old friends. Her environment is on 

an intimate scale, in a constant state of evolution, and expressive of great care in 

the steady stream of small decisions that she has made, whether in the choice of 
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materials for a floor or pathway, the siting of a bench, or the assembling of a shrine. 

One experiences a quality of harmony in the easy flow of these spaces, indoor and 

outdoor, in the constant cycle of birth and death and birth among her many plants 

and animals, and in the ways she attends to the oneness of mind, body, and spir¬ 

it in her spaces, programs, and teachings. Her true and intimate dwelling in this 

place models how we might inhabit the larger mandala of the earth. 

Shrineroom in yurt, Turn Mandala (photo by Sarah D. Buie) 

The mandala is an all-encompassing spatial archetype; it maps in visual form the 

space of the whole, of all potential, and the interdependent quality of all form and 

activity arising within that space. At each of these three centers, one sees a conscious 

engagement with mandalic principles and many other spatial archetypes as well 

in response to the natural settings in which they live, and within the structures they 

create. These include awareness of location, relative to the energies of the land 

around and beneath them (feng-shui) and in regard to the four cardinal directions. 

Experiences of threshold are significant in both practice and living spaces; the 

unfolding of paths expresses interrelatedness, and serves as an environment for 
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mindfulness practice. Cave, mountain, river, and tree are natural archetypes with 

significance in all of these environments. The mandala arises in architectural forms, 

in ecologically sensitive ways of living, in the relationships of buildings to the nat¬ 

ural environment, in the topography of the land, and in the forms and activities 

of the community. 

Finally, these three teachers create numerous opportunities for the experience 

of emptiness, the ultimate spatial archetype, and the ground from which all form 

arises. Throughout, their skillful manifestations of and within archetypal space 

further our awareness of the universal conditions of energy and relationship, as well 

as of the space and mind which all living beings inhabit and share. 

Joan Halifax and Upaya, Santa Fe, New Mexico 

Joan Halifax trained as an anthropologist, and over the years of her remarkable 

career has integrated her understanding of shamanistic practices and indigenous 

healing systems with Buddhist practice and teaching. The author of several books, 

Joan does extensive work with death and dying (her book Being with Dying is 

forthcoming), and with engaged Buddhism, including environmental, prison, 

and health issues. She holds the Lamp Transmission from Thich Nhat Hanh, 

which she received in 1990, and belongs to the Tiep Hien Order. She is a found¬ 

ing teacher in the Zen Peacemaker Order, and was given Faka by Tetsugen Roshi 

in 1999. 

In 1992, she founded Upaya on the outskirts of Santa Fe, in the valley through 

which the Santa Fe River flows down to the city from the Sangre de Christo moun¬ 

tains. The physical space of Upaya began with the main house, which Joan was 

given by Richard Brown Baker Roshi and Laurance S. Rockefeller. She has shep¬ 

herded a steady organic expansion of the compound over the last six years, in order 

to meet the gradually expanding demands of program and community. She feels 

it is now nearly complete. Upaya includes a number of buildings on acreage 

between Cerro Gordo Mountain to the north and the Santa Fe River to the south, 

and there is ongoing work on the landscaping of the entire “campus.” As a space, 

Upaya reflects (both in particulars and as a whole) Joan’s heightened sensitivity to 

the way space shapes and expresses consciousness. 

The compound is sited in an especially powerful location, in terms of geoman- 

tic energies as well as the historic use of the valley as a passageway. 

The building was given to me, I didn’t choose it.... I really wanted to 

be in the countryside near wilderness.. .but it was given to me, and I was 

grateful for many reasons. It is in an east-west valley, very traditional, 

and a river runs through it—the Santa Fe River—which is the main 
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artery of this bioregion. Earlier inhabitants used this as a passage from 

area to area, so you feel the presence of ancestors here; also Hispanic 

peoples farmed and logged it. So it is the watershed, the main artery— 

all the water in Santa Fe comes from these mountains and drains 

through this valley. It is the perfect place for a Buddhist center because 

it is a liminal environment between civilization and the natural world. 

The main building and the compound as a whole are sited such that the path 

of the sun both marks the cyclical passage of time and provides maximum heat and 

light. As spatial archetypes, mountain and river form a dynamic, synergistic pair¬ 

ing, and Upaya sits between them here, in the vital space of their coupling. This 

is auspicious from a feng-shui point of view, according to whose ancient principles 

the buildings are also sited: 

The sun throughout the year rides the eastern ridge, and it becomes a 

calendrical marker, a solar marker denoting the times of the year, the sol¬ 

stices and equinoxes. There is a fantastic view west. When I’m sitting in 

my office I can look all the way across to the Jemez Mountains. Just 

north of our main building is Cerro Gordo Mountain—it is a small 

mountain but from the top you can see Mount Taylor, the Jemez 

Mountains, Cataya—and south of our River House is the Santa Fe 

River. We have a strong mountain/river orientation, being on the south 

side of the mountain, and facing south, our accumulation of solar ener¬ 

gy is very strong here. 

This is a classical temple space. In China, temples are given a specific 

form based on the human form, and [are placed] so that the buildings 

[relate well] to the natural environment and to each other. [Here] the 

head is the mountain [Cerro Gordo], the throat is the main building 

[Upaya House, meeting space, residence for students, and Joan s resi¬ 

dence], the heart is the zendo [Cerro Gordo Zen Temple], and the 

kitchen and bathing functions are in the River House. The spine runs 

north to south, in terms of feng-shui—it is amazing how it sponta¬ 

neously ended up perfect. 

The mandala is evoked in the ways that Joan uses the buildings, and in the rich 

assembling of cultural references, which coexist in satisfying harmonies: 

There are some really important aspects of the way [I use the space in 

teaching]... the space can be changed very easily, it is a container, and 

things within the space can be rearranged easily, and they are so that 
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there is a sense of open space, and constant movement within the space. 

The spaces themselves are very feminine, the adobe walls have a very soft 

sculpted feeling, with wooden vigas and latillas supporting the ceiling. 

The iconography from the four worlds is represented; it is very south¬ 

western in feeling, and Buddhist (Tibetan, Zen), Hispanic Catholic, 

and native American [elements] are present.. .it is not subdued, there is 

a feeling of brightness and aliveness. 

Loosening yet observing the boundaries between inside and outside is important 

to Joan, who has also given particular attention to the thresholds of the buildings, 

and marked them with wreaths, sculpture, and ristras (garlands of dried chili 

peppers): 

The interior space is different than the exterior space—the inside has [a] 

female feeling. Outside and inside.. .they are connected through many 

doors and many windows...there is a sense of transparency but con¬ 

tainment. I think these are features we try to cultivate in our meditation 

practice. The plaster is like a living skin on the walls, something that 

covers the earth. Human touch is very apparent.. .this building is beau¬ 

tiful to live and practice in, soft and extremely sturdy, beautiful and 

solid, feminine and transparent. It works wonderfully environmen¬ 

tally—it is cool in summer, and holds heat in the winter. 

It is more than a home—it is a public space with many doors. The 

main building has ten doors, so it is very connected [to the outdoors] 

and River House also has ten doors. Non-inclusivity is very impor¬ 

tant. .. I added a lot of doors to this house, and to the other building 

as well.... 

As an environment, Upaya celebrates and expresses its location and makes careful 

use of natural resources, recycling whenever possible: 

I spent most of the spring working on the landscaping myself.. .I’ve had 

a lot of fun doing this.... When construction was finished around these 

buildings it was scorched earth, really awful, so that everything you see 

around the buildings we put in, and what I’ve tried to do is create a 

sense of wildness, with native grasses, [and] flowers that seed themselves 

through the seasons like flax, poppies, Mexican hats, and so on; we have 

a lot of native plants—juniper, chamisa, ponderosa, aspen, New Mex¬ 

ico privet, mountain madrone. There is a really incredible feeling of 

seasons here. In formal gardens one feels an attempt to fix something in 
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time and space, while here we really let things express change. We have 

worked hard to create a landscape that is natural, has its own life, that 

attracts wildlife, insects, birds, deer, bees, butterflies, that is low main¬ 

tenance, that carries through the seasons in a beautiful way, and that uses 

little water, and provides shade for us when we go outside. We created 

a wetland...[using] waste water from the house, and cattails and other 

plants that purify the water—all the waste water from the house goes 

through the wetlands system. And then we have an underwater irriga¬ 

tion system [for] our fruit trees in the meadowlands. And on the north 

side of the house we have a beautiful vegetable garden, herbs, lettuces, 

and things_It’s a whole marvelous system. 

The importance of scale, of the size of the space and the activities within them, 

relates to Joan’s conviction that practice involves becoming intimate with our¬ 

selves, our minds, and with the world: 

It does feel like a kind of village or a site for a big clan.... We can house 

about thirty-five people, including our staff, which is really just perfect. 

My main interest is not to create a big home Sangha. Our zendo cannot 

hold more than thirty people—this is small. This is a training center, 

where people come from all over the world, to study engaged Bud¬ 

dhism, and to learn how to practice in the world. [At this size] I don’t 

feel I have committed myself physically or fiscally on a scale that is 

going to exhaust me, the people [who] work with me, or our resources. 

We’re kind of like an inexhaustible source because we’ve kept the con¬ 

tainer small. 

It’s on an intimate scale, which is so important. I don t get a lot of 

pleasure standing before a thousand people and lecturing my real 

nourishment [comes] from very deep, concentrated contact with a few 

people at a time. This is a limited environment—we can’t have hun¬ 

dreds of people here. Intimacy is the key in having a practice that is 

true, because you are trying to become intimate with the world, abid¬ 

ing in ultimate closeness. Here we try to have a sense of Sangha, com¬ 

munity, while at the same time living alone together. There is a great 

respect for people’s individual spaces. There is often deep silence here. 

The rooms are quite insulated from each other because of the adobe, the 

deep walls, so its quite quiet, although we’re not far from the center of 

the city. So it is a strong community with a great respect for solitude... 

transparency and containment.... 
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The current common practice space is the Cerro Gordo Zen Temple, built over 

twenty years ago. It is a white, square building, with a white stupa in its courtyard 

(the first Tibetan stupa built in this country). Joan proposes that the last building 

project she will undertake at Upaya be a more feminine space, in its geometry, 

color, and in the ways it will be used. It will be dedicated to Jishu Glassman (Bud¬ 

dhist teacher and wife of Bernard Glassman), who died in the spring of 1998: 

I think we’ll have one more building project here, one last project—a 

kiva dedicated to Jishu Glassman. We will call it a roundhouse.. .par¬ 

tially sunken in the ground, with no symbols at all. It will be a place 

where we will meet in council, where there will be music, dancing, med¬ 

itation, and it will be intersectarian (Buddhist-wise), but also interfaith. 

It will be called Essence of Compassion (Jishu’s name). On the south 

side of the building, we’ll place a large red boulder, a stupa for her, 

where others may also place ashes. I think we can build this as a com¬ 

munity project. The current zendo is a square, and so is the white 

stupa—they are more male in their energy...the roundhouse will be a 

feminine counterpart. The interior plaster of the roundhouse will be 

ochre-colored plaster, a gorgeous gold interior, and you will come in 

through a low door.. .it is good that people bow down, [as they do] in 

the current zendo. 

We do a lot of work with council, with the circle. We feel that it is a 

profound practice of deep listening and speaking, of right speech, very 

democratic, deeply allowing of differences. It is very important to hear 

from everybody. 

Joan has and continues to create spaces in which movement is both possible and 

encouraged, in which multiplicities of view coexist and find voice; the Buddhist 

space of emptiness is present in both form and process at Upaya: 

In terms of emptiness, these are almost like cave dwellings with noth¬ 

ing in them. You can take all the furniture out. The principle of empti¬ 

ness is strong here—the sky is important here, which is why we created 

a lot of outdoor space. This environment is beautiful all year round, 

and the sky is such an important element to the practice here, because 

you want to mix your mind with the sky. You see weather systems com¬ 

ing and going, and it’s just weather. If we were just taking refuge inside 

these adobe buildings, inside the cave, I think it would be very restric¬ 

tive. We create a lot of outdoor feeling here, people sit under the portals, 
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we meet in a lot of outdoor spaces as well as indoors. Sometimes we do 

walking meditation practice in the zendo courtyard, and also between 

the buildings...the making of paths has been really important, how 

worlds connect is relevant. 

We have put a lot of time, energy, and money into pathmaking, con¬ 

necting outdoor and indoor spaces. This area was used as a passageway 

before, and it still is.... This is a watering hole, people travel to it, are 

nourished [by] it. Only a few of us are here to give care to the pilgrims. 

It is an east-west path, a passageway for many people who have had cat¬ 

astrophic illnesses.... There is a feeling of a deep east-west travel, from 

awakening to dying. 

Usually, when most women come into a center, [the creation of the 

space] has already been done.. .like in the San Francisco Zen Center, like 

what Blanche Hartman inherited, which was created by men. [Upaya] 

is really grounded in a female vision. 

Tsultrim Allione and Tara Mandala: Pagosa Springs, Colorado 

In alpine meadows and valleys between a small breast-shaped peak and the strong 

currents of the San Juan River, a remarkable process of place-making is under¬ 

way. The Buddhist community of Tara Mandala is creating a center for study, 

practice, and environmentally conscious living within a landscape of a powerful¬ 

ly mandalic character. One comes to Tara Mandala from Pagosa Springs—first 

down the valley of the San Juan River, then west into Burns Canyon. Climbing 

gradually up to the center itself, the land has a wild, fresh quality to it, opening to 

the vast sky and panoramas in all directions. Covered with wildflowers and a vari¬ 

ety of trees (ponderosa pine, pinon, cedar, fir, and cottonwood), it is home to a 

great number of animals—hawks, ravens, eagles, owls, foxes, elk, deer, wildcats, 

bear, wild horses, among many others. One arrives at the center with glimpses of 

prayer flags catching the wind, and the white yurt, the original shrine structure, on 

the mountainside in the distance. 

Tsultrim Allione is the founder and spiritual director at Tara Mandala, this 

unique retreat center on 850 acres of land between the San Juan National For¬ 

est and Ute tribal land in southwestern Colorado. She was first ordained as a nun 

by His Holiness the Karmapa in 1970, and studied with Kalu Rinpoche, Apho 

Rinpoche, Trungpa Rinpoche, and others. She gave up her vows to marry and 

raise three children, but returned to teaching when they were older. Her most 

recent study in Dzogchen practice has been with Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche, 

Gungteng Tulku, and Tulku Somgnag. She is the author of Women of Wisdom, 

SPACE AS MIND/MANDALA PLACES 381 



an introduction to the role of enlightened women in Tibetan Buddhism. She 

intends for students at Tara Mandala to be supported so as to be able to enter the 

depths of meditation practice as was once possible in Tibet. 

I had several dreams about moving to the West and [about] land like this 

.... We had a circle at a retreat in California when I finally decided to 

really start looking, and everyone meditated and saw what they saw in 

terms of land.... In that vision I saw stripes of rock, different colors. 

When we came to look at this place I recognized those rock formations 

[at the entrance to the canyon where Tara Mandala now lies], but it 

wasn’t until I climbed the breast-shaped peak and stood on top that I 

realized this really is a mandala—it has a quality of receptivity and gen¬ 

tleness. This land has a very feminine quality; it holds you, and it has the 

feeling of center and fringe like a mandala, and lots of different things 

can be happening on the land without disturbing each other, because of 

the way it’s set, with ridges and separate valleys.... When I stood up on 

top of Ekajati Peak I said to Dave, [my husband], “This is it,” and he 

said, “But we haven’t looked at anything else,” and I said, “I know, but 

this is it.” 

The five-hundred-acre property they purchased (plus surrounding private 

parcels now owned by community members) had been part of a very large ranch, 

which stretched almost to Pagosa Springs; it had been logged, homesteaded, and 

farmed in more recent years, but there is also evidence on the land of its earlier 

habitation by the native people, perhaps Anasazi or Ute. Pithouses, a metate (grind¬ 

ing stone), and arrowheads have been found here; Tsultrim speculates that the 

mountain may have been the site of vision quests. Having a relationship with those 

who lived here before is very important to Tsultrim, and she has sought connec¬ 

tions from the beginning with the Utes, and especially Bertha Grove, one of the 

elders, who is supportive of Tara Mandala and has been doing ceremonies on the 

land since they came here: 

What you are trying to do here has the blessings of the land’s guardian; 

in fact all that you are trying to do is already here, you must just bring 

it from the spirit world into the material world. So it will not be diffi¬ 

cult, there will be a lot of support. 

There was no known name, native or otherwise, for the small breast-shaped 

mountain, so they called it Ekajati Peak, after the protectress of Dzogchen, who 

has one breast, one eye, and one tooth. One feels the presence of the mountain and 
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its nourishing energy at the center of the Tara Mandala, as it serves to center one 

wherever one moves on the land. From its eastern slope, one looks east toward the 

rising sun and the San Juan River, San Juan Mountains, and the Continental 

Divide in the distance. From its western face, one sees the setting sun, as well as 

Chimney Rock with its Great Kiva (one of the most northerly Anasazi sites) close 

by, and the Four Corners area, rich in sites sacred to native peoples. 

Orienting the site to relate to major topographic features and to the movement 

of the sun is important in the community planning, as is building in such a way 

that the animals will continue to thrive, by leaving at least half the land undevel¬ 

oped for “wildness, animals, and visions quests,” and by developing in clusters, 

with as little impact on the natural landscape as possible. In its master plan, the 

community lays out its ecological design principles, which include careful atten¬ 

tion to all aspects of their use of land and natural resources, including use of solar 

energy, a solar well pump, biological wastewater treatment, passive heating and 

cooling, and the use of renewable materials in construction. In siting, they will take 

advantage of the natural peaks and valleys that both separate and join spaces with¬ 

in the topographical mandala. 

Essentially [development will be in] three different stages: this area [will 

contain] the more public, larger spaces for summer programs; the next 

valley over is the residential retreat center, and beyond that [lie] the her¬ 

mitage cabins. [The original yurt] will always be here because this is the 

first [building], so it is sacred; it’s been empowered by all the practice 

that we’ve done here already so [it] will always be maintained. The new 

part will be on the ridge—with a kitchen, dining room, our store, child¬ 

care. ... We want to [build] an elders’ home for people who want to go 

into retreat until they die, and to have a school, an institute, and a big¬ 

ger meditation hall.... We are in the process now of working [on all of 

it] with an architect... 

We’re living outside now. We live outside for five months a year in 

a tent. We eat outside and cook outside, and we want to try to main¬ 

tain that feeling of outside in the buildings, with a lot of windows and 

open doorways, breezeways, outdoor cooking and eating areas.. .bancos 

and portals, things like that. [For the public area,] the idea is [to have 

a] summer encampment, which was traditional in Tibet. People come, 

receive teachings, and camp in the valleys, and they would go off to 

their caves and hermitages for the winter. 

In many ways, Tsultrim and the Tara Mandala community are working to live 

out new models for relationship, to the land, to other living beings, to community, 
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and to mind as they work with council and partnership models. Spatial arche¬ 

types, particularly those of the circle, the mandala (with the four cardinal direc¬ 

tions), and the tree, are central images and resources for them. 

You notice we have a round space and we have the shrine in the mid¬ 

dle [of it] instead of at one end.... We’re trying to move out of the 

dominator model into the partnership model, and we work with coun¬ 

cil—we have councils every day, small ones—so having the shrine in the 

middle means that everyone is facing the shrine and everyone is facing 

each other, instead of [being] in rows. Having the shrine in the middle 

creates the sense of the divinity facing each person, and each person 

facing each other, so there’s a recognition of the awakened quality of 

each person. We [also] have this seat, the teacher’s seat...the image is 

like a ra^with one bigger bead... [but still it’s] a circle, with everyone 

connected. 

All the meeting and ceremonial spaces (like the outdoor dance plat¬ 

form) will be round; the housing and the kitchen will have straight walls, 

but the kitchen will be U-shaped, with a fire circle in a central courtyard 

looking out to the east. What I’d like to do when we build our medita¬ 

tion hall is to [model] it on the circle with the four directions—the 

mandala principle—so there would be five shrines. Every year we do an 

event at Spirit Rock in California and set up five shrines of the five 

dakinis on the mandala principle, and work in that space. Everyone is 

always commenting how amazing it is to be in a space where every direc¬ 

tion is sacred. Normally you just aim at one of them, but to have that 

experience of five shrines creates a very whole feeling. 

Adjoining the outdoor kitchen space at Tara Mandala is their mother tree, a box 

elder, with a shrine of small offerings from the community—reminiscent of the 

tree shrines in India and Nepal where appreciation of the tree’s role as tree of life 

and axis mundi is continually demonstrated. 

Another model we have used is that of the tree, with the trustees at the 

roots, the existing council as the trunk, the various functions and activ¬ 

ities of the center as the limbs, and the retreatants as the leaves, coming 

and going. 

Tsultrim has built a small retreat cabin on the ridge below the peak of Ekajati. 

It is built into the land on a promontory in such a way that it feels deeply rooted 

and protected, at the same time that it acts almost as the prow of a ship, its windows 
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opening to views west, to the Four Corners area, Chimney Rock, and miles 

beyond. From this lofty place, one especially appreciates the remarkable natural 

container in which this community is rising, as well as the potential for structures 

to expand and support conscious awareness. Here, the balance of containment 

and expansiveness, safety and vulnerability, and the integration of natural given ele¬ 

ments with architecture make a space that is both intimate and universal, a space 

for the transformation of mind. 

I chose that place, partly because of its strong relationship to Chimney 

Rock—it is a very powerful site, with a number of kivas below the peaks. 

[The cabin itself] has natural logs inside, like you are inside a tree, and 

one wall is the natural rock of the ridge. The stone acts as a solar mass 

and holds the heat, so that it doesn’t freeze there in the winter [despite 

the elevation and exposure]. 

A Nepali teacher who visited here often goes into a trance in places, 

and she did so here, and said a lot about the land. She said that every¬ 

thing would occur as we had planned, though a lot would take place 

after we’d died. She said that there were Taras here, and that the Bud¬ 

dha had passed over here and dropped a bead from his mala. She saw a 

Vajrayogini mandala in my retreat cabin, in the wall of stone. 

Yvonne Rand and Redwood Creek Dharma Center, Northern California 

Yvonne Rand is a Buddhist meditation teacher who holds retreats at Redwood 

Creek Dharma Center, and teaches all over the country as well. She was born in 

San Francisco, and has lived within a fifty-mile radius of the city all her life; she 

has lived and taught in her current center for twenty-six years. In the intimate 

space she uses to meet with students individually, she has pictures of her root 

teachers as well as images of some of the great practitioners in all of the schools of 

Buddhism, including Shunryu Suzuki Roshi, Dainin Katagiri Roshi, the Four¬ 

teenth Dalai Lama, the late Venerable Tara Tulku, and Harry Kellett Roberts. 

She is currently writing a book on her work with people as they are dying, as well 

as a book on right speech. 

Yvonne is very knowledgeable about the ecology of the area of California where 

she lives and practices; she applies her experience with the plants and seasons of the 

bioregion to the development and tending of an extensive garden. 

We are located on the western flank of Mount Tamalpais in the water¬ 

shed of Redwood Creek. We are at the opening of the valley, and Mount 

Tamalpais is the nearest high holy place. Harry Roberts, with whom I 
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studied for a number of years, worked as a cowboy in the adjacent val¬ 

ley where Green Gulch Farm Zen Center is now located. For a number 

of years a small group of us went out for a weekend once a month, year- 

round, criss-crossing the coast range from San Francisco to the Oregon 

border, studying plants and geology and all manner of things having to 

do with where we live. 

Yvonne has created her retreat center over a number of years, slowly converting 

existing structures and adding others, so that now the compound is a rambling, 

comfortable mix of low buildings (home, meditation hall, retreat kitchen, small 

retreat huts, office and studio space) all with windows and doors opening out, 

encouraging a great deal of living outdoors in the abundant garden and orchard. 

The threshold to the compound is a gate house with a small shrine housing six fig¬ 

ures of compassion, one for each of the six realms of existence; a gingko tree is 

planted nearby. A visitor enters here and follows the winding path through gardens 

to the zendo; the path itself is a golden orange—concrete colored with iron oxide. 

Outside Tibetan temples you usually find incense burners. I found a 

clay Mexican fireplace, which is the same shape as those censers, and we 

have it here at the front porch and entry into the meditation hall. 

The meditation space is at the heart of the compound and embodies much of 

what Yvonne speaks of in her teaching. A fluid, light-filled space, it houses an exten¬ 

sive collection of Buddhist art, especially from the Tibetan Buddhist traditions. 

My main focus in teaching is on training the mind, aiming for cultivated 

awareness—awareness that can lead to the dissolving and transformation 

of our conditioning. On the Buddhist meditation path there is a clear 

description of the possibility of anything unwholesome being trans¬ 

formed into what is wholesome. The Tibetan sacred art tradition 

expresses the possibility of transformation well. We have many figures 

of wisdom and compassion, of male and female. Sarasvatl is at the front 

gate, Prajnaparamita is here, and in the meditation hall we have Vajrayo- 

ginl, Tara—many, many buddhas and bodhisattvas. 

The door of the meditation space faces east, and there are altars all 

around the sides of the room. There are many windows so there is a 

sense of being outside when we are inside, and we can see the great trees 

that stand at the west, north, and south. I wanted the room to be as open 

as possible. We have radiant heat so the room can actually be kept quite 

cool and still be comfortable, because the floor is warm. And the room 

386 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



has come to have quite an energy from all of the time people have spent 

doing practice here. I find this space calm and welcoming. 

We use blue for the meditation cushions. Blue is the color associat¬ 

ed with healing in Buddhism and for us Americans it is a welcoming and 

friendly color. People who come to practice here sometimes have to 

spend a long time learning to have ease in their practice. So I encour¬ 

age people to explore all of the postures for practice and not just sitting 

meditation. I encourage an understanding of the mind/body relation¬ 

ship. You cannot practice meditation, really, without attention to the 

physical body. In Zen, coming from Japan, which is a body culture, 

much teaching is done nonverbally and by watching one’s teacher close¬ 

ly. Learning in that way bypasses language. The physical body and 

breath body are the basis of meditation, if it is taught effectively. The 

body does not lie. I welcome practitioners, including adepts in yoga and 

tai chi or chi kung, when we do retreats. We need to pay attention to 

the details of sitting, posture, alignment, the physicalness of awareness, 

awareness of eating, with meditations on interdependence, on the food 

being eaten—being present with the texture and taste of the food, the 

physicalness of chewing and swallowing. 

The meditation space is built on the site of an old painting studio, and in a 

serendipitous way, four trees around it mark the four cardinal directions—a dawn 

redwood to the south, a coast redwood to the west, a red alder to the north, and 

at the gate house to the east, a gingko. Dawn redwood and gingko are among the 

oldest species of trees known on the planet, while red alder has a relatively short 

life span. The gingko was planted recently, while the other three trees are the old¬ 

est living beings in the compound. Yvonne sees them all as embodying teachings 

on time, interdependence, change, and impermanence. 

There are four trees, marking the directions. They stand as guardians 

around the meditation space. The dawn redwood does not make seed 

until it has been growing for seventy-five years, so one plants it for the 

next generation. It gives us the long view. Inside the meditation hall, we 

have an altar set up for reminding us about impermanence. That is the 

theme I decided to work on in my own practice for this year, but also for 

my teaching focus this year. We can all spend a long time with this focus. 

Indoor and outdoor spaces here are linked by the flowing energy of windows, 

doors, paths, arbors, decks, and patios, which make the indoor and outdoor spaces 

truly interdependent and equally important to life in the compound. 
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There is a deck all around the meditation hall for walking meditation. 

I encourage students to meditate out of doors, and we have a number 

of areas where people can walk or sit outside in the garden. Sometimes 

we sit outside and let our eyes rest on the sky, considering the vast, spa¬ 

cious sky-like quality of the mind. 

In the extensive gardens of the compound, a large area with a serpentine path 

among plantings near the creek is dedicated to walking meditation. Several old 

tractor wheels have been mounted on posts and painted with mantras—American 

prayer wheels—and a rock garden of Jizo-like forms is located across from Yvonne’s 

writing house, tucked away in the back of these gardens. The range of colorful 

flowers and their abundance is breathtaking and at the same time, very conducive 

to slowing down and paying close attention. There are some native flowers (lily, 

iris, currant, coffeeberry, manxantia, sorrel, thimble berry, ferns) and also medic- 

inals like lemon balm, digitalis, mint, and lemon verbena. 

In addition to the range of plant life, the garden attracts and sustains a wide vari¬ 

ety of birds (forty-two species by one count), especially hummingbirds, mourning 

doves, and quail, with an occasional blue heron. Raccoons, opossums, skunks, 

foxes and rabbits also make their home here. 

After our walk through the grounds, Yvonne and I spoke about what other Bud¬ 

dhist women here and abroad are doing in creating the places in which they live 

and work, to both express and nurture conscious awareness. Yvonne told me of her 

experience visiting a small nunnery being built in northern India. 

On a recent trip to India, I witnessed an extraordinary example of 

place-making. The nunnery at Dharamsala, Dolma Ling, is nonsec¬ 

tarian, and provides a classical education and training for young nuns. 

The land on which it is built has enormous black boulders. They 

looked to me like huge, slumbering beasts. There is a mountain behind 

the site and a significant stream, which the local Indian women use for 

doing their laundry. The buildings have been designed and placed in 

relation to the stones and stream; they are two stories high, made of 

concrete since wood is scarce. The nunnery is being built within the 

limits of its environment—placement of the road [has] not interfere [d] 

with the stream; the traditional washing area [has been replaced] with 

improved spaces for the women to do their laundry. The labor used to 

build the building has included the women of the nearby village— 

thereby giving these women some income they can control. This has 

helped to stabilize the local economy since the men often drink their 

money away. 
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The buildings, including individual rooms, library, infirmary, and 

dining room, are built in semi-circles, in relationship to the sleeping 

beast boulders. One hears the sound of water throughout. There is a 

water purifying system and solar electricity—the entire project has been 

built with a sensitivity to the environment. It was in such marked con¬ 

trast to a monastic project I saw on the same trip, in which the empha¬ 

sis was on building big, fast, and grand, with little attention to the 

environmental impact, natural or cultural. [The nunnery] is strongly 

relational—-a good example of the best of feminist, environmental per¬ 

spectives in touch with the Dharma. 

Afterword 

When visiting each of these teachers in their spaces, one experiences the conso¬ 

nance of their words and aspirations with the environments they are creating. The 

spaces themselves serve as teachings of an extraordinary order—to enter and inhab¬ 

it them is to experience in a comprehensive, felt way, the actual conditions of the 

mandala—abundance, interrelatedness of all aspects of the whole, a ceaseless flow 

of change and transformation, and expressions of clear attentive mind in action and 

in repose. Through them we can better see the relatedness of space and mind; 

through them we can move, in both practice and mind, toward the mandalic 

awareness they embody. 
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PART V 

Body and Health 
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'oming a Korean Buddhist Shaman 

Hi-ah Park 

Hi-ah Park was the first woman in modern times to be trained as a court musician in 

Korea. She was initiated as a Korean shaman in 1981, and has since translated the 

Korean shamanic tradition into vibrant, multi-cultural forms for a global context. 

Shamanism is an ancient indigenous Korean spiritual tradition dating as far back 

as the Neolithic era, and has long been practiced as a way of life. During the Three 

Kingdom Period (57 B.C.E.-676 c.E.), the aristocrats abandoned shamanism and 

embraced religions imported from China, including Confucianism, Taoism, and 

Buddhism. However, the common people have continued to practice shamanism 

up to this day. 

Shamanic Initiation 

A female shaman is called a mudang in Korean. The word mu means “sacred 

dance,” and dang means “altar.” In this case we can translate the term as “sacred 

dancer,” meaning the one who offers the sacred dance to the altar of the spirit or 

god. The mudangis called to her profession by a mystical illness, known as sinby- 

ong, and is then initiated in a naerim kut, a Korean shamanic initiation ceremony, 

which resolves her suffering by enshrining the possessing god in her body. 

Through her initiatory sickness, the mudang escapes from the ordinary world by 

withdrawing into darkness so as to be reborn into a purely creative realm. By surren¬ 

dering, and thus dying in her own heart, the shaman starts to see streams of light and 

awakens to the possessing god. In “dying,” however, the shaman does not wither away, 

but rather lets her heart become undivided and gathered into one with divinity. When 

her heart is fixed on one point with divinity, she finds that nothing is impossible. The 

shaman thus taps into the divine world with the intention to work for the benefit 

of all sentient beings and, as a result, starts to understand the meaning of their lives. 

The mudangis a female shaman healer and ritual specialist. As such, she acts asan 

intermediary with other worlds, such as the world of the ancestors. She has the 
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Hi-ah Park performing in Italy, 1993 (photo provided by Hi-ah Park) 

ability to transform a reality of problems into positive living energy by expelling 

“devils,” that is, the projection of negative human emotions of bitterness and fear. 

Shamans understand that all problems arise because of an inability to change hid¬ 

den emotions. By allowing herself to express those hidden negative emotions com¬ 

ing from the psychic unconscious and to purify them, she cures the sick and 

defends the psychic integrity of the community. Thus, the mudang is also a seer, 

mystic, poet, musician, and dancer—one who practices techniques of ecstasy to 

communicate with the divine world. 

In Korea, when the female shaman has completed her initiation, she is imme¬ 

diately referred to as a posal, a bodhisattva. A bodhisattva is a “being destined for 

enlightenment” who in her compassion for humankind delays her entry into Bud- 

dhahood in order to help others. When one becomes a shaman in Korea, the ini¬ 

tial and most important vow, that of the bodhisattva, is to work for the benefit of 

all sentient beings who, because of the suffering condition of their existence, are 

in need of help. 

In Korea today, almost all shamans are women. In the distant past, there were 

male as well as female shamans but, over the centuries, male shamans have become 

much rarer. It may be that women have special access to the feminine principles 

of spirituality, which enable them to bridge the abyss between this world and mul¬ 

tiple states of bliss. Or, it may be that Korean women have traditionally not had 

the same opportunities for education as men and, therefore, have become less 
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alienated from their intuitive and psychic powers than those who have had years 

of over-intellectualization. I, for example, had to unlearn twenty years of educa¬ 

tion before I was ripe for initiation. 

While living in southern California as a dancer, I received several requests to per¬ 

form shamanic rites for the Korean community—even though I had not yet 

become a shaman. My first ritual performance was in June, 1980, at the Mingei 

International Folk Art Museum in La Jolla, California. Mr. Zozayong, the direc¬ 

tor of the Emile Museum in Seoul, Korea, asked me to perform a kut, a “Happi¬ 

ness and Guardian Spirit” dance. I was surprised when Mr. Zozayong respectfully 

introduced me as a mudang, particularly since mudangs are looked down upon in 

Korea. I was a little concerned about how I was going to perform the ritual, but 

when it came time to give the actual performance, I somehow knew how to do it. 

During the next year, I performed two more kut in California. Each time, the 

spirits entered me in a most powerful way, guiding me to perform rituals whose 

meaning I only later learned. After these ceremonies, I sensed deeply that I could 

not treat these spirits who entered me lightly. 

Every time I returned home from these performances, I felt oppressive aching 

in my shoulders and pelvic area. There was a great weight on my chest, and I felt 

as if someone or something were binding my body. Then I became completely 

incapacitated, unable to do even the simplest domestic chores. I was sick for two 

months, and I knew I needed help. 

Since I’d had two similar illnesses prior to this one, I intuitively knew that this 

was not something a regular medical doctor could handle. The clarity, freedom, 

and heightened awareness I had experienced while performing the rituals conflicted 

with the rationalizations, anger, fear, and defensive feelings that plagued my nor¬ 

mal state of consciousness. The conflict had given rise to a psychosomatic ailment. 

During this illness, I had three consecutive visions. In my second vision, I saw 

Tan-Kun, the heroic founder of the Korean nation, sitting in a meditation posture 

inside a yurt and wearing a red hat and robe. As I gazed intensely at him, we 

became one; then I saw myself actually sitting as Tan-Kun. This clear vision of 

Tan-Kun convinced me to visit my homeland after an absence of fifteen years. 

I didn’t have any specific plan for my visit. However, from its start, everyone I 

met and everywhere I visited turned out to be connected somehow with shaman- 

istic practices. Within a week, I was introduced by a friend, Professor Choi Jong- 

Min, to Kim Keum-Hwa, a well-known hwang-haedo manshin (a shaman from a 

western province of Korea). 

When Kim Keum-Hwa came into the room in her house where I was waiting, 

we both shuddered. She told me she had the sensation that her spirits wanted to 

talk with me. She brought in her divination table and started to pronounce oracles. 
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“Double rainbows are surrounding in all directions. The fruit is fully ripe and 

can’t wait anymore!” She told me I was very lucky to have surrendered to the spir¬ 

its’ orders and to have come to her. Otherwise, she said, I would have died, like 

an overripe fruit that falls onto the ground and rots. 

My body started swaying uncontrollably in a circular motion. With tears run¬ 

ning down my face, I tried to hold my knees still with both hands, but I couldn’t 

stop the swaying. Kim Keum-Hwa continued to explain that I had disobeyed twice 

already and, consequently, I had to go through unbearable pain and loneliness 

and near-death experiences. She warned that if I were to resist a third time, there 

would be no forgiveness. It was absolutely essential that I undergo the naerim kut 

(initiation ceremony) without delay. 

On a more positive note, Kim told me that she saw double rainbows stretched 

around my head, celestial gods surrounding and protecting me in four directions, and 

warrior spirits descending on me. She said that the warrior spirit in me was so strong 

that I would want to stand on the chakdu (sharp blades) of the initiation ceremony. 

She predicted that, in the near future, I would be a famous shaman and I’d 

travel around the world as a global shaman. Then she set a date for the initia¬ 

tion—June 23, 1981, less than two weeks away. 

My new godmother, Kim Keum-Hwa, asked me to eat no meat during the 

week before the ceremony. As in the previous rituals in the United States, I did¬ 

n’t know what would happen, but I was determined to find out what power had 

brought me here and what the meaning and purpose of my life were. 

In the morning, I bathed in a cold mountain stream, then climbed Mt. Sam- 

gak (located to the north of Seoul) with my godmother. At one point, she asked 

me to climb up a steep cliff to get a branch from a pine tree. This task was the first 

test of the day. I did as she asked to receive sanshin (the mountain spirit), and we 

talked as little as possible. 

At the mountain altar, I offered rice, rice cakes, three kinds of cooked vegeta¬ 

bles, fruits, candles, incense, and makgholi (homemade rice wine). As my god¬ 

mother chanted and beat a small gong, I held up the sanshin dari, a long piece of 

white cotton cloth called minyong (white cotton bridge) through which the shaman 

receives the mountain spirits. 

My body started to quiver uncontrollably—a sign that the spirit was entering 

me. I completely surrendered to the spirit, turning off my internal dialogue and 

entering into inner silence. I sensed light coming from every direction, and I start¬ 

ed to feel drunk with the spirit in me. It was the dramatic close encounter with the 

separated lover at long last. I felt the ultimate completion of my primordial self 

before separation. I knew that the spirit loved me and forgave my long resistance 

to accepting it. Bathed by the light of spirits, I felt clean and reborn. I practically 

flew down the mountain. 
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I joined the group of shamans and guests in my godmother’s house at the foot 

of the mountain. I was the sole initiate. We began with a short ceremony invok¬ 

ing and greeting the spirits, followed by a huhtun kut (purification ritual). The 

huhtun kut is conducted to cleanse and humble the initiate, in order to dissolve the 

infantile image of her personal past and prepare her for transformation into a pure 

spirit of unlimited power. 

The ritual started with drumming and chanting, while the shaman’s assistants 

put a basket of cooked millet on my head. Then I danced in a circular motion 

toward each direction, ending the dance by throwing the basket. This process is 

repeated until the basket lands in an upright position—that is the sign that the evil 

spirits have been repelled. It wasn’t easy in the beginning. The weather was very 

hot, and I was wearing a full Korean costume. Moreover, I felt self-conscious and 

a little ridiculous in front of all the onlookers. I kept failing until I couldn’t bear 

the embarrassment anymore. Then, suddenly, something magical happened—all 

the onlookers disappeared from my view, I felt a point of true fire in my center, 

and I achieved complete tranquility. Finally, the basket landed correctly. 

The initiation ceremony continued with an examination to test my psychic abil¬ 

ity and to determine if I could identify the deities who had descended on me, by 

selecting the appropriately colored clothes. After I revealed all the spirits (sun/ 

moon/stars, mountain spirits, high nobility, ancestors, and warriors) through danc¬ 

ing accompanied by drumming, my godmother nodded her head to signal my 

having made the correct choice and asked me, “Where are your bells and fan?” 

When I hesitated, she teased me for trying to figure it out. She said that “too much 

time in the university” was clouding my non-rational, intuitive, and all-knowing 

self. Then I moved into an ecstatic deep trance and found the bells and fan hid¬ 

den under the big skirt of the drummer. 

Next they put seven brass bowls with identical covers onto a table. My task was 

to uncover the bowls in the correct order. While dancing to the drummer’s accom¬ 

paniment, I started to feel and touch the covers. My hands followed the energy. 

Under the first cover that I removed I found clear water—which one is supposed 

to uncover first and symbolizes clear consciousness and face. I danced while hold¬ 

ing that cover, then opened the rest of the bowls in this order: rice, ashes, white 

beans, straw, money, and filthy water. 

My godmother interpreted the meaning of each. Rice is for helping people’s 

lives. Ashes are a symbol of name and fame. Beans and straw feed the horse for the 

shaman’s journey and are good omens for the successful growth of the new 

shaman. By picking the clear water first and the filthy water last, I showed a puri¬ 

ty of consciousness and successfully passed the test. I saluted, with a big bow on 

the ground to my godmother and her assistant, and thus symbolized my rebirth 

as a new shaman. 
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The Korean shamanic initiation ceremony consists of many rituals, but I would 

like to describe in detail the chaktu kori (sharp blades ritual), the highlight of the 

naerim kut, the initiation ritual. This ritual takes place around a seven-foot tower 

of chaktu blades, which is made of seven layers that include drums, a table, a water 

jar, a rice pot, and boards. 

My initiation ritual began when my godmother pulled me next to her. She start¬ 

ed to sing a mansubaji, a shamanic invocation chant, and gave me two swords. Tak¬ 

ing them, I began dancing and, connecting with my spirit body, I arose 

transformed as a spiritual warrior. I knew then that I had to contact my deep fear 

of death, to die completely, and to be reborn with the warrior spirit. 

Initially, I was overwhelmed by my unconscious fear of death. When I started 

dancing with the swords, my normal awareness shifted into one of the primal spir¬ 

it. As I increased my energy tremendously, I gained sufficient courage to enter the 

room where the two chaktu blades were kept wrapped in red cloth. Entering the 

room was like going into the underworld, some unknown distant place an eternal 

journey away. 

The moment I brought the red cloth close to my eyes, I felt the unknown war¬ 

rior in me smiling and I grabbed the chaktu. With this elation, a totally different 

person emerged who knew no fear or limitation. I unwrapped the red cloth and 

the big sharp chaktu blades revealed themselves—looking like large meat cleavers 

with handles on both ends. 

I started pressing the heavy chaktu against my arms, legs, face, and mouth, but 

it didn’t cut me. All around me the onlookers were very afraid and paid close 

attention to the ritual. After I proved nothing could harm me, I did the most vig¬ 

orous dance I have ever done in my life and, at its peak, I flew up to the chaktu. 

People told me later that my eyes did not look human, but took on the luster of 

the eyes of a tiger. 

When I stood barefoot on the sharp blades, I was freed from the constraints of 

being in time and space. People pleaded with me to come down to the ground but, 

as they told me later, I stayed up there nearly an hour. Everyone was breathless, and 

some wept from the sheer intensity of the experience. 

When a mudang enters into a mu-a, the shamanic trance state, her body trans¬ 

forms into the apparitional body known in Buddhism as the nirmanakaya. She 

becomes one with the divine presence, and this union creates the pure pleasure of 

the dharmakaya or emptiness. I emphatically believe that the highest level of 

human evolution is experiencing this union with the divine presence, the mysti¬ 

cal rapture of the shaman’s ecstatic trance or the “empty” state of the Buddhist 

meditation. Preceded by the submission of the persona or ego, this is the key to 

the most creative processes. The shaman’s journey of ecstasy, or profound Buddhist 
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meditation, makes the human mind capable of exploring and discovering a high¬ 

er state of being. It truly helps us to understand the art of divine energy. 

Naerim kut, the Korean shaman’s initiation with its sacred dance and music, 

provided me with a direct introduction to the primordial state through the unifi¬ 

cation of mind, body, and spirit. This ritual became my most significant person¬ 

al rite of passage and it led me to self-empowerment. Fundamentally pure from the 

very beginning, there is nothing now for me to reject or accept. I experience myself 

as I am, as the center of the universe. Maintaining this utmost pure, primordial 

state, “the body of light” is achieved—the common ground of both the mudang 

and the bodhisattva. 

On the Path to Shamanic Initiation 

When I began studying shamanism in 1975, I had neither the wish nor the inten¬ 

tion to become a shaman. I initially considered the process solely an artistic endeav¬ 

or, and began my inquiry as a way for me to reach deeper into the core of my 

being and work. Yet everything I encountered along the shamanic path seemed to 

create a thirst in me for spiritual fulfillment. 

My first experience of shamanism was in early childhood. A neighbor of ours 

had a severe case of hiccoughs that continued for several days. I remember that a 

mudang came to the man’s house and waved her sword around his head—chant¬ 

ing, singing, and dancing with total integration. At that time I did not know what 

a mudangvids, but I was literally entranced by the shaman’s performance. I found 

it difficult to talk about this experience to anyone because of my staunch upbring¬ 

ing as a Christian. Shamanism and supernatural activities were viewed as super¬ 

stition, so I kept this experience a separate reality deep in my heart. 

It wasn’t until I was a graduate student in the UCLA dance department in 1975 

that I began to integrate that childhood experience. One day in class, Allegra Sny¬ 

der, chairperson of the Dance Ethnology Department, asked us each to remem¬ 

ber and then describe the most extraordinary experience in our lives. As I closed 

my eyes in the meditation process, I entered an altered state. My body started to 

shake uncontrollably, not from nervousness but, rather, as if someone were shak¬ 

ing me. As I talked about my experience of seeing the mudang, I felt as if someone 

else were speaking through me. 

Later I experienced a similar physical sensation while watching a film called 

Porno Indian Sucking Doctor. I immediately recognized that the Porno Indian heal¬ 

ing ceremony was related to the dancing and chanting I had observed as a child. 

After those incidents, I began to experience frequent episodes of physical trem¬ 

bling and inner vibrations, which frightened me. Until then I had never thought 
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it important to talk about my childhood experience, but I now found that it was 

necessary to do so if I were to understand myself. I began to explore who I was, 

where I came from, how I got here, and where I was going. 

Although I wholeheartedly loved and respected traditional Korean music and 

dance, my real quest was to answer the questions “Who am I?” and “Where am I 

going from here?” Entertaining onlookers who were hungry for amusement was 

not enough of a reason for me to perform, and I started to feel that some very 

important element was missing. For a while the performances made me very 

happy, but I started to lose interest doing the performances just for their own sake. 

I realized I did not get any new information or insight from them. I needed to push 

my limited mind beyond what I saw as cultural conditioning. I needed to be free 

from any established religion or fixed cultural boundaries, and I wanted to know 

a deeper meaning of my life. 

At this point, I suffered from about nine months of insomnia, tedium, and ter¬ 

rible paralysis. My interest in mundane affairs and domestic chores waned com¬ 

pletely. I longed for the mountains, and spent many nights weeping endlessly or 

dreaming of impending death. In my dreams, I was imprisoned in the underworld 

and chased by wild animals who dismembered my body. I endured many sleepless 

nights until I had an incredible, lengthy dream about an ancient royal funeral pro¬ 

cession. My insomnia stopped right after this mysterious dream. I was happy with¬ 

out any specific reason and felt elevated, as though somebody were lifting me into 

the air. After this dream, my dreams started to become lighter, more celestial ones. 

In one unforgettable dream journey during this period, a white unicorn with 

wings appeared and rode with me through the galaxy and the almost endless Milky 

Way to an incredible, infinite space of dark indigo. In that space, I heard a deep 

and resonant voice ask me, “How are the people down there?” I still remember 

clearly the conversation I had with that voice, and the ecstatic feeling I had. The 

voice then told me I had to go back to earth to teach people. Without any sense 

of waking up from a dream I found myself in my bed. 

For a while I was obsessed by this dream and felt very connected with another 

reality. Although I couldn’t understand it, the other space was so clear that I now 

felt as if my waking state were the dream. I allowed myself to be completely lost, 

without knowing who I was and without the benefit of any spiritual map or specific 

form of guidance. The more I was lost, the more I began to improvise with sound 

and movement to create energy in my meditation. I started to experience the power 

of sound and movement as healing to my own wounded child, as personal trans¬ 

formation, and even as empowerment. 

During this time, the fall of 1977, I was invited to perform with an avant-garde 

improvisation group called Kiva at the University of California at San Diego. The 

night before my first participation with Kiva, I had an extraordinary dream. 
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As I started to dance in the studio, the studio became an underwater place in the 

ocean. I started dancing in slow motion like an octopus, absolutely out of breath 

and time, and weightless. I still remember the luminous sensation. As I continued 

to dance, various kinds of light and forms passed, ending up with a radiant bright 

rainbow light. Then I saw Emilie Conrad D’aoud sitting, watching me dance— 

she is a founder of Continuum dance studio whom I met shortly after this dream 

and with whom I eventually studied movement meditation. She was smiling 

brightly and was nodding her head as a sign of special recognition. The wave forms 

were singing, and I was riding on their song. Each song lifted me higher; I was 

blissful, and radiant light came from every direction. I experienced “love’s body” 

as the fluidity that can openly embrace the creative unknown—an experience I was 

later to have over and over with Kiva and Continuum. 

The next morning, as I had promised Kiva, I went to the Center for Music 

Experiment. I saw some very strange instruments in the studio and seeing them, 

I felt a little crazy. I found myself drawn to this extraordinary environment. When 

I got there, I didn’t have any idea what I was going to do, and yet I didn’t have 

any fear. This trust gave me the courage to embrace the unknown music. Since I 

didn’t know anything, I couldn’t do anything, so I gave up “doing.” As I surren¬ 

dered to the situation, I gave up gravity. I felt the whole universe supporting me, 

and I was very comfortable and relaxed even though I knew nothing about the 

musicians and their new music. Without any idea or program, I gained freedom 

without choice. This strange freedom made me aloof, free from bad and good, 

beautiful and ugly, which I saw as my own beliefs. In other words, I didn’t have a 

mind to interpret, so I couldn’t give myself any identity by using language. I start¬ 

ed to feel warm and safe, and the whole environment became loving and sup¬ 

portive. I kept breathing deeply and slowly, and moved on through deepening 

experiences. Since I had no self to be identified with, I became like a mirror, a wit¬ 

ness to my inner being; things came and went, and I (the mirror) remained vacant 

and empty. I reflected together with my own being. 

Then a wondrous thing happened. It actually felt like something touched my 

inner self—the divine infant—the spirit, the soul, the essence of who I am. I kept 

breathing. I sensed the presence of the divine. I experienced a blissful tingling sen¬ 

sation all over my body. Then suddenly the “I” that I thought was in control of 

my breath was gone, and my breath breathed me! As I made connection with my 

inner breath, I was actually connected with my inner self. I merged with my 

breath—flowing, glowing, soaring, awakening my inner being and with the 

tranquil sounds of my soul. I relaxed more, I breathed fully and freely, and then 

just when I thought I was relaxed more than was humanly possible, I breathed 

more fully than on any day since my birth. Then came the breathing release, and 

then the energy release—a cosmic orgasm, the ecstasy. I d been in touch with 
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something or someone that was incredible—beautiful, moving, and real. The 

rebirthing process went on for over an hour and a half. I felt absolutely out of 

time and space, in a weightless continuum. That was my first experience with 

Kiva. I was born again, free from mind and body. 

This helped me more than anything else to touch my true nature. I slowly melt¬ 

ed away from my ordinary, rational, intellectual mind and developed a new sense 

of who I am at a cellular level. I went back to being an unborn child. I still remem¬ 

ber the intense loneliness of the quest for self during this period. The only source 

of medicine I had was my own movement meditation. However, the unbearable 

loneliness of the search for my identity took me to the threshold of genuine death 

and touched the abyss of my unconscious fear. 

Prior to my actual shamanic initiation, and in the wake of this terrible period 

of confusion, I met His Holiness the Sixteenth Karmapa at the Shrine Auditori¬ 

um at Los Angeles in 1976. Here he hosted an occasion of the special “black hat 

ceremony” for Westerners for the first time in history. As part of the pujd, or wor¬ 

ship, he touched everyone’s head one by one. When His Holiness touched my 

head, I was literally electrified, and I was “far gone” until after everybody left the 

auditorium. When I came back to normal consciousness, there wasn’t a single per¬ 

son left in that large room, and I found myself lying on the ground, trembling with 

uncontrollable energy. This was my first encounter with the living Buddha, the 

embodiment of buddha nature. 

Later, after teaching summer school in 1977 at UCLA, I retired to a ranch locat¬ 

ed deep in the mountains. I left all worldly affairs behind, obsessed like a lover 

longing for the mountains. In the mountains I could feel the presence of some¬ 

thing indescribably different, an exotic apparition, the spirit of which one cannot 

find in a human: a beautiful, bewitching spirit embracing boundless joy. I jour¬ 

neyed to Yosemite, Mt. Rainier, Death Valley, and the Grand Canyon, among 

other places. 

In Canyon de Chelly, I was led by endless double rainbows to the White House 

cliff dwelling, which had ancient kivas, subterranean ritual chambers. As I emerged 

from a ruined kiva, a sudden thunderstorm came down on me mercilessly. I faint¬ 

ed onto the sand and, in a total surrender, I offered myself to the presence of the 

spirit. I awoke with the most incredible orgasm I have ever known, basking in the 

most luxurious ecstasy. The sky was replete with rainbows and the reflections of 

rainbows reaching the horizon. The mountain breeze passing through the canyon 

seemed to be coming and going in time to an inaudible chant. As I followed that 

chant, my soul ascended as a flying unicorn, higher and higher into the sky. At last 

I was free and flying with such a feeling of exhilaration and joy that I wanted to 

cry, for I was experiencing the ecstasy for which I had been yearning for so long. 
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KWANG SUNIM: 

ore an Nun as Medical Practitioner 

Tokwang Sunim is a dedicated young nun and an herbalist and traditional medical 

doctor. She has a small practice on a busy street in the middle of Seoul. 

From an early age I was interested in Buddhism and studied quite a lot. I became 

a nun when I was twenty-three years old. I went to Unmunsa Nunnery to study 

the sutras for four years. I was not able to go to a meditation hall because halfway 

through my study I became quite ill for a while, and this made me interested in 

diseases. I studied Asian medicine for six years. I wanted to become a doctor to 

diagnose, treat, and cure the physical illnesses of people. I wanted also to help 

relieve their mental suffering by teaching them Buddhism, guiding them towards 

a more peaceful state of mind. 

I plan to do this for a few more years. At the same time I continue my medical 

studies, and I am learning counseling and Buddhist psychology. During the day I 

treat people, and in the evening I study. There are three nurses who help me. First, 

I see the patient and do a diagnosis. Afterwards, the nurses get the acupuncture nee¬ 

dles ready, get the moxibustion, and prepare the herbal medicines I prescribe for 

the patient. I apply the needles and the moxa; they take the needles out and wipe 

the moxa off. They also disinfect and sterilize everything. 

I treat women and men without discrimination. Although I am a nun and 

should not touch men, I have no problem treating men because I do it with the 

mind of a doctor who sees only a patient in pain. I do it out of compassion. There 

are many ways to practice Buddhism and meditation. The path I have chosen is 

that of the bodhisattva: helping other people by treating their illnesses, and by 

telling them how to take care of themselves properly so as to prevent illnesses. 

If my patients have mental pain and are in distress, I indicate some passages to 

read repeatedly in the sutras, which could be helpful. I encourage them to chant 

and pray to gain the strength to cure their illness quickly. I do a lot of praying and 

chanting myself, and try to be very sincere and wholehearted when I do my job. 

Faith is very important to healing. Because it is a nun who makes the diagnosis, 

my patients have even more faith that they will be cured. Because I prescribe the 
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various herbs myself, they have great confidence they they will make them better. 

It is the same with acupuncture; because a Buddhist nun applies the needles, it 

gives them more faith that they will be cured, and that it is good for them. When 

I prescribe chanting, they believe in it more, and it seems to have a good effect. A 

lot of the cure comes from having faith in the doctor and the treatment. 

People have all different tendencies and temperaments, and their bodies also 

have different characteristics. Someone will have a weakness in the stomach, some¬ 

one else in the liver, someone else in the lungs, or in the eyes. If someone is stressed, 

it can produce pain in their stomach; another person may get pain in their heart. 

We have to tone ourselves according to our characteristics and build up our health. 

We must take care of our health daily and we can rid ourselves of stress by relax¬ 

ing, meditating, or doing sports and exercises. 

Many illnesses are cured by the patient themselves. The doctor only helps. Doc¬ 

tors give medicines, but people should help their body by exercising and taking care 

of their diet. I ask my patients what they do and what their eating pattern is like. 

I advise them about nutrition and tell them about the mind and what to do to 

relieve stress. The doctor can prescribe a course of treatment, but only the patient 

can take the medicine. 

Compiled and translated by Martine Batchelor 
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HOW A BUDDHIST DECIDES 
WHETHER OR NOT 
TO HAVE CHILDREN 

Kate Lila Wheeler 

Introduction 

Near my bed at home I keep an antique postcard. Dating from the turn of the 

century, it is a hand-tinted photograph, taken in Sri Lanka, of a typical country 

scene. At the edge of a smooth dirt road, a woman bows to an ocher-robed Thera- 

vada Buddhist monk, offering him a pot of food. The pot lies on the ground 

between them. He is slender, solemn, dignified. Various lay men and boys stand 

about in relaxed attitudes, observing the exchange. Behind them is a thatched 

dwelling of open, tropical construction. 

The lay woman is giving alms food to the monk, a daily ritual still performed 

in Theravada Buddhist countries, as it has been for more than 2,500 years. Soon, 

the monk will pick up his alms bowl from the ground, tuck it under his arm, and 

return to his nearby monastery to eat his last meal of the day, no later than noon. 
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Then he will spend the rest of his day studying, meditating, and cultivating virtues: 

a calm and collected mind, a mind of penetrating insight unencumbered by delu¬ 

sions and attachments. Meanwhile, the woman will continue her own daily tasks. 

We assume she has a husband or children somewhere, for whom she also cooks and 

generally fulfills the traditional role of wife and mother. According to Buddhist 

doctrine, by her alms giving this morning, she too is cultivating positive qualities 

and moving toward enlightenment. Her generosity, by the inevitable functioning 

of karmic law, will redound to her own benefit sooner or later. Since a monk was 

the object of her gift, her enlightenment will come sooner than otherwise, though 

probably not as soon as his. 

I choose this image as a way to begin focussing on the topic in question, name¬ 

ly how a Buddhist decides whether or not to have children, or, how Buddhist phi¬ 

losophy and world view impinge upon this important choice. This question may 

be difficult to answer, not least because there are so many varieties of Buddhism, 

each one lived and interpreted in almost as many ways as there are individual Bud¬ 

dhists. Not every aspect of childbearing is exactly philosophical either, or amenable 

to decision. Nor is the decision purely personal; rather, it is influenced by power¬ 

ful external factors, including the wishes of other people, as well as many internal 

factors, which, even so, are beyond personal choice. These last include the physi¬ 

cal limitations of fertility, mental qualities that seem intractable, and desires locat¬ 

ed so deep in the mind and body as to be inaccessible to so-called “rational 

self-knowledge.” In my own case, I still sometimes wonder exactly why I feel and 

think all of the things I have felt and thought throughout the process of consider¬ 

ing whether I should try to have a child myself. 

After twenty years of thinking of myself as more or less fitting into Bud¬ 

dhist philosophy by not wanting children, I started doing some therapy 

and in the course of that I realized that what had really kept me from 

wanting a child was my terrible relationship with my mother. 

Woman Vajrayana Buddhist practitioner, university professor, 

in her mid-forties; paraphrase from a conversation, ipp8 

For several years now I have been speaking to many people, Buddhists and non- 

Buddhists, about how they decided to have children, or not. Invited to write this 

essay, I was glad for the chance to clarify my own thinking and to begin resolving 

my personal dilemma on the subject of motherhood. For several years my research 

was completely informal, since the topic of childbearing was a natural one for me 

to talk and think about. Now, I could imagine no greater reward than sifting 

through my thoughts and feelings and, for this purpose, I began to conduct my 
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interviews in a slightly more directed fashion. For inclusion here, I selected some 

of my more formal interviews with dedicated Buddhists and one Advaita Hindu. 

They represent the three great schools: Vajrayana, Mahayana, and Theravada, and 

their teachers have been Tibetan, Korean, Southeast Asian, Nepali, Indian, and 

North American. Mostly, my interviews were with college-educated women, born 

in Europe and the United States. I spoke too with several North American men, 

one whose formal education had ended after high school, the others college grad¬ 

uates. I wrote letters to an old Burmese friend, now a thilashin nun in her early thir¬ 

ties. I conversed in person and by fax and letter with two middle-aged Bhutanese 

women, one of them a lama’s wife, the other a lama’s attendant and the mother 

of two grown sons. I chatted with a Bengali friend who teaches meditation, is the 

daughter of a saint, and the mother of a son. I corresponded with a Peruvian lay 

man who is a university professor and has spent three years meditating in a cave 

in Nepal. Lastly, I asked the advice of an elderly Tibetan-born lama, who per¬ 

formed a divination for me. Their statements, either in general or in detail, are in 

a few instances paraphrased from well-remembered conversations. I intersperse 

their words between my own analyses and ruminations. They inform what I wrote 

right from the beginning of the essay, and have informed what I think on the sub¬ 

ject. I have not included their names, in order to protect their privacy and also to 

call attention to a kind of universality in what they say. 

Mysdf 

Buddhist philosophy has had a deep and undeniable impact upon me. I reached 

the age of thirty-nine without ever having felt the urge to procreate; I was quite 

consciously set against child-bearing in general. My attitude was conditioned by 

many factors, including a childhood in South America where the poverty of those 

around me, combined with prevailing anti-American attitudes, not only led me to 

feel guilty about my own existence, but also to consider the links between over¬ 

population and the sorry state of masses of people in this world. As a young adult, 

I became a Buddhist practitioner, attended many intensive retreats, and even 

ordained as a nun for a short time in Burma. Even though this stint of nunhood 

was relatively brief and was never intended to be permanent, it remains significant 

that I did that instead of, for instance, marrying and raising a family. By the time 

the question about motherhood arose, I had spent a sum total of about three years 

in formal retreats, and had reached a sense of satisfaction with my practice. Though 

I was short of full liberation or anything like it, I can say that I was no longer 

burning inwardly to quite the same degree. 

It was then that I figuratively stuck my head out of my cave and began to look 
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out at the world. I had the chance, but rather than automatically going to Asia in 

search of teachings, I decided to return to South America. There, I was suddenly 

struck by the image of motherhood as embodied in the families I observed and by 

the culture’s love of children. Though I could also observe a great number of dis¬ 

advantages, such as the prevalence of wife abuse and families having more children 

than they wanted or could afford to maintain, these were somehow not as influ¬ 

ential. One could say any of a number of things to explain my reaction: that I had 

allowed myself to be “bitten” by a different religious ideology; that I had replaced 

one burning question with another; that I had reached some degree of mental 

health; that some hitherto unconscious process related to aging had been set off, 

the infamous and denigrating “biological clock” much bruited in popular culture; 

that, having become mature as a Buddhist practitioner, I also became capable of 

questioning certain of its tenets; that I had lost some part of my faith; or that all 

of these things had taken place simultaneously. 

My experience at the time was that wherever I went in the world, I now noticed 

how most people were extremely interested in having children and how they raised 

the status of the parent-child relationship to near worship. I felt, rather than the 

slight ideological advantage that a non-parent enjoys in Buddhist settings, the sus¬ 

picion, criticism, and mild fear that a non-parent, especially a woman, often feels 

in “ordinary” society, particularly in the Catholic countries where I had been 

brought up. Then, in my intimate relationship with a man who has a daughter, I 

tasted a little of a parent’s passionate love for his or her offspring. Yet in their 

presence I also felt excluded, partly for my own complex reasons and partly because 

I had fallen into the shadow that commonly engulfs a step-parent. Furthermore, 

my partner was unwilling to have another child with me. There were many rea¬ 

sons, both positive and negative, why I sometimes felt acutely deprived of that 

connection with a child, and why the wish to have my own child became a burn¬ 

ing issue. 

The result was that I now questioned all of my long-held opinions about hav¬ 

ing children, and the real value of all those years in retreat. I wondered why I had 

never wanted a baby and why I now desired exactly the opposite of what I had 

desired before, to have a child and to be a mother. My Buddhist friends remarked 

that it was clear that merely becoming a parent was not equivalent to enlighten¬ 

ment, though the depth of love and unselfishness a mother feels for her child might 

be as close to enlightenment as a non-practitioner can come. My non-Buddhist 

friends who were mothers scoffed that enlightenment must only be a pale, exsan¬ 

guinated version of the unconditional love and fascination they felt for their chil¬ 

dren. In my own case, I felt I could understand very well what each camp was 

saying, since I wavered between two very different and self-contained emotional 

realms. The Buddhist realm was spacious and unburdened; in that universe, one 
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dealt with tormenting desires by seeing through them and letting go of them. The 

realm of motherhood was passionate and warm; here, one acted to fulfill desires, 

and to realize one’s wishes. Surely a Zen master would have swatted me to abol¬ 

ish the distinction, but nonetheless to me they felt like contradictory experiences, 

alternating in time, each one internally consistent and somewhat exclusive of the 

other. Deep down, too, I still felt shocked and unready for such a radical change 

in who I thought I was, and how I had structured the life I had thought I wanted 

to continue living. When the desire for a child swept over me, it seemed so deep 

as to be coming from the earth itself—not from the “me” I recognized. 

Rather comically, when I felt obsessed with the desire to have a baby, I would 

often consult a non-Buddhist or a parent in order to glean support, then rush to 

find a Buddhist when I wanted not to feel guilty for reveling in having a little time 

and money and choice to spare in my life, or if I needed to feel that I was not a 

coward for not overcoming the obstacles to having a child. Then, in turn, I would 

resist the Buddhist answers and feel incapable of acting on the encouragement of 

the motherhood supporters. Some of my heavy pro-parenthood rooters seemed to 

consider it insufficiently mentally healthy and proactive of me not to leave my 

“selfish” partner and seek a child by some other means. These people were more 

affirming of my personal desires, soothing of my fears, and enthusiastic about all 

the ways in which 1 could adapt to my new status. Meanwhile, the Buddhists 

were much more understanding of reasons why a person might choose not to be 

a parent, less pitying of the childless, more validating of what one might do with 

one’s life in the absence of children. However, even with the consolations of phi¬ 

losophy, it was hard to think that I would leave such a powerful wish and curios¬ 

ity unfulfilled. 

Because I had already practiced quite a lot of Buddhism, becoming a mother 

seemed to be the only way of understanding all the points of view, and of finding 

out whether 1 could be a strong practitioner and a parent at the same time. Yet 

there were still universes of Buddhism left to explore, and what if I found it impos¬ 

sible to know them? Would a baby really be a sufficient substitute? My partner 

remained unwilling. The idea of leaving him in order to become a single mother, 

despite the cultural propaganda in favor of the heroism of such a choice, seemed 

too great a challenge for me. 1 began a process of investigation, wriggling, and 

rumination that lasted about four years. I went to a lawyer and had a paper drawn 

up promising to pay for every expense of a child, and presented this to my part¬ 

ner, who eventually agreed to it, albeit with so much fear and reluctance ( 111 

never drive it to Little League, okay?”) that 1 felt discouraged. I ordered a catalogue 

from a sperm bank listing the physical and intellectual characteristics of all the 

donors, their eye color, and their hobbies. An intellectual Buddhist friend did 

away with the queasiness I had felt about never meeting the father by saying, quite 
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calmly, that perhaps that man and I only had the karma to be parents together, but 

not to meet. 

As it turns out, I decided not to have a child, but it was not an easy decision to 

make. With it, my desires and feelings have not instantly subsided, nor has it been 

easy to endure the sadness, regret, and fear I have about how I will feel when I am 

old and alone, without reviving the whole question again of whether I should go 

ahead by any means. 

In sum, it is clear that just as Buddhism supported my desire not to have chil¬ 

dren, once I had entered the ordinary world more fully, the general emphasis on 

having children also influenced different aspects of my sense of who I was. Per¬ 

sonal, historical predispositions were in play as I went through every step of this 

process, and I can trace throughout the influence of generational forces, and chang¬ 

ing fashions. In the end, I have watched myself over and over again not overcom¬ 

ing the various obstacles to motherhood that arise in my own case. Watching 

myself act this way gradually became a kind of posterior evidence of “decision” and 

“preference,” and it seems to be the work of my “true nature,” for better or for 

worse, whatever that is. When I think that I won’t have a child after all, being 

nearly forty-four now, I take comfort in the idea that I can go on lots of retreats. 

I believe that there are too many people in the world anyway. If I believe that 

some people have got to start restraining their urges, where better to begin than 

with myself? 

One question I have about the baby thing is, do you think that when 

you mostly don’t want a baby, it has something to do with some kind 

of brainwashing you’ve been doing to yourself? That’s what I worry 

about. It looked to me as if [your partner] were actually considering 

saying “yes” to you, at least for a while there. Was there a turning point 

there, when you had the opportunity to say, “Okay, let’s do this” and 

yet decided not to, as I did? It has to be a free choice, otherwise you are 

compromising just because you don’t want to leave, or lose, [him] and 

you lose integrity within yourself. To arrive at clarity in this issue is so 

goddamn hard. You know it drove me nuts, and I know it’s been dri¬ 

ving you nuts. What a time to write an article about this. I wish you 

luck. The agony of it all might help you produce some really good stuff. 

Advaita practitioner, childless, 

in her early forties; email message, 1999 
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The Postcard 

If we return to the postcard, we see that it is a black and white photograph hand- 

tinted by the artist and intended for a foreigner, presumably European, to send 

home to relatives or friends. For them, the scene depicted might seem lovely but 

somewhat exotic and illegible. Depending on temperament and degree of obser¬ 

vation, the addressee might have enjoyed either the confounding or the confirma¬ 

tion of his or her own prejudices. Women ought to bow to men, for example, but 

why are they all wearing skirts? 

We Westerners are spiritual people, honest and intelligent enough to admit that 

we’ve been deeply influenced by the religions we were born into, but also that 

these religions didn’t satisfy us entirely. If we are not exactly Christians, Jews, or 

atheists any more, and if aspects of the postcard do seem alien to us, we neverthe¬ 

less try to distill meaning and personal relevance from them, rather than simply 

relying on our immediate reactions, opinions, prejudices, and bewilderment. 

I am sad about not having a child, and now I question how I allowed 

Buddhism to indoctrinate me and deprive me of ordinary relationships, 

including children, although I have to take responsibility for having 

faith in their weird, mind-boggling notions of the universe. 

Former Tibetan Buddhist lama’s consort,British, writer, 

in her fifties; written communication, 1997 

Quite unlike us, to those people who were actually photographed one warm 

morning in Sri Lanka a hundred years ago, the scene would have been familiar. 

Since monks are not supposed to travel more than forty-five minutes from their 

monasteries, it is more than likely that this alms-giving was re-enacted in this 

very spot, by these same people, hundreds of times, hence, the look of bored 

attention of some of the lay men standing by. They might even be watching in 

the absence of anything better to do, as a break from work, or in hopes of wit¬ 

nessing some slight infraction or mistake that would constitute a variation in rou¬ 

tine. Buddhism will happily tell us that human nature remains, in certain 

fundamental respects, unvarying—corrupt, but liable to improvement through 

the practice of morality, concentration, and wisdom. Even without grandiloquent 

explanations we can be fairly certain that there must have been a morning on 

which every one of the people in this postcard felt less than perfect piety at the 

moment of donation. But just as modern-day Buddhists enjoy the image of this 

card, I imagine that most of these country people, had they been given the oppor¬ 

tunity to look at it, would have approved of the photographer’s having chosen to 

shoot them at this moment (perhaps with the exception of one or two of the lay 
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male onlookers, who may have wished they were better dressed or standing up a 

little straighter). 

Given that contemporary Western Buddhists want to map themselves into this 

image, how do we do this? Although the moment of alms-giving may resonate 

with a kind of stillness, vibrant and pure, for Westerners of Christian, Jewish, and 

other religious heritages, it must be taken metaphorically. We practice a variety of 

Buddhist forms, and we tend to believe that our practices are largely based on, or 

at least homologous in their alterations to, Asian models. Yet no matter how hard 

we try, our imitation is perforce selective. Western society at large has not adopt¬ 

ed Buddhist values, which makes it impossible for many of Buddhism’s funda¬ 

mental practices and traditions—such as alms-giving and celibate monasticism—to 

continue in their original form. These practices have not become widespread, while 

others—such as meditation retreats, chanting, or pilgrimages—have thrived far 

beyond their original proportions. And so, if we consider this postcard to depict a 

traditional range of social relationships, an encompassing world of spiritual choic¬ 

es and positions that are still widely available in the Asian Buddhist context, we 

may fail to recognize that we’re not exactly reproducing the models we’ve adopt¬ 

ed. Despite the fact that alms-giving is almost never practiced in a Western setting, 

most Western Buddhists of my acquaintance would find a way to project them¬ 

selves into this postcard scene. Though the people arranged on this roadside are 

Sinhalese, and long dead, they are Buddhists like us. We feel or want to feel that 

we understand what they are doing and the values they’re enacting, and we sense 

that we have a truly closer affinity with them. 

The Monk 

Despite the fact that we are lay people, we are likely to begin by identifying our¬ 

selves with the figure of the monk, rather than with the woman or with the lay men 

standing about. Certainly he is the figure most representative of Buddhism; he is 

also the focus of attention. 

All of his ' worldly” activities have been minimized. Just as he does not spend 

time farming and preparing his own food, or engaging in business activities, he also 

does not immerse himself in the entangling passions of sexual love with their bur¬ 

densome results including, notably, children, who require their parents to engage 

in still more demanding and time-consuming levels of work or business, food 

preparation, and household chores. Moreover, he does not immerse himself in the 

attachment of a parent to its child. It is accepted by most Buddhists that enlight¬ 

enment, or complete mental freedom, is a genuine human potential achieved only 

as a result of effort and cultivation. To develop the mind takes time and work, and 

if you have children, you cannot cultivate formal meditation practice as thoroughly. 
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Child is very lovely but I don’t want too many [children in this world] 

and I don’t want to born baby. I am afraid to born baby but I have 

always brought up baby. My youngest brother was brought up [by] me. 

I am 14 years older than him so I looked after him instead of my moth¬ 

er. Though I don’t want baby I want to make children of other people 

to be clever, to know how to sit meditation very well. Now I am trying 

for babies of other people. If you have a baby to take care of you will 

even less be able to do retreats surely. Babies cause many trouble for 

mother. Mother’s love is very big so I brought up my youngest brother 

for my mother. But I don’t want to be mother. 

Ordained nun, Burmese, early thirties; letter, December, 1998 

Male Western Buddhists would almost certainly identify with the monk. Gender 

alone would surely lead a man not to wish to see himself in a subservient female 

role, bowing to a superior who is male. As for female Buddhist practitioners in the 

West, we are unlikely to be content with an old-fashioned female role, which rel¬ 

egates us to being mere cooks for, and sharers of merit with, the real heavy-duty 

male practitioners. Thus we too might identify with the monk, eliding the fact that 

he’s male and that if we were to be magically transported to that roadside we would 

never be permitted to receive alms food, nor to ordain as he has done. 

If we want to be mothers, then, identifying with a monk presents quite a signi¬ 

ficant conceptual obstacle. 

I have been pondering the imponderables of how Buddhists have babies, 

or don’t. I find myself reverting to what I said last time, but not very 

well, about women being naturally in a state of samadhi.... Because 

we’re more concrete, less abstract, than men, because we’re more verbal, 

more in touch with our emotions, I think we are naturally more mind¬ 

ful, more spiritual (in the sense of “being here now”) than men. A gross 

generalization that will of course break down on an individual level. 

Men try to keep women out of the spirituality business for the same rea¬ 

sons they try to dominate everything else: power. So they categorize our 

biological concerns (relationships, childrearing) as too mundane to qual¬ 

ify. Also, I think men are more at the mercy of lust than women, so to 

follow their spiritual rules against sex, they have to keep women out. All 

that.. .stuff about how dark and smelly and painful the womb is seems 

to me to be pure misogyny, and I wish for all of us not to buy into it. 

Man, I feel like I’m stumbling around in the cobwebs here—what 

I’m trying to get at is a feeling that it’s not right to say that sitting on a 
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cushion is spiritual but changing a diaper isn’t. That if we let men make 

the definitions of what is spiritual, then we get defined out, so we have 

to make our own definitions that include our feminine reality. 

Tibetan practitioner. United States, painter, fifties; email, spring 1999 

Nowadays, teachings about meditation and enlightenment formerly reserved 

for celibate male practitioners are routinely offered to lay people of both sexes at 

retreats in Asia and in the West. Thus, it is not actually necessary to become a 

monk in order to identify with his figure; his life is like the one we experience on 

retreat. In the retreat context, there is one element of parenthood that all people 

are admonished to imitate, and that is boundless love. Buddhists should try to 

love all living beings with the same intensity as if all beings were their own chil¬ 

dren, but without a mother’s personal attachment. Special meditation practices 

exist, in fact, to cultivate this finely calibrated love. 

Moreover, Buddhist texts shock us with their widespread emphasis on the unde¬ 

sirability of rebirth, for example, birth and rebirth are negative events, except inso¬ 

far as human birth provides an opportunity to escape from itself, by becoming 

enlightened during the life that follows. The womb itself is full of filth and dis¬ 

comforts and descriptions of it are discouraging: it is noisome, dark and cramped, 

and not a place to yearn to return to. 

Inconceivable stench and filth, 

constriction and darkness 

To enter the mother’s womb is like a hell... 

Gampopa, Jewel Ornament of Liberation 

Unpleasant as these descriptions may be, they may brutally force us to recognize 

that birth, for ordinary people, means bondage; once birth has occurred, death is 

inevitable. Death is one most obvious reason why birth is undesirable, along with 

sickness and old age. Added to this is the ubiquity of frustration: suffering is part 

of life, despite all of our ruses to avoid it, and Buddhism asks its practitioners to 

be honest in facing this fact, as an incentive to ardor in practice. Though Mahayana 

and Vajrayana Buddhism present a view that is superficially more positive—for 

example, offering a possibility to be born in the human realm as an enlightened 

being—such an enlightened birth is quite difficult to achieve even in these schools, 

and it takes many years of meditation to achieve it. This kind of birth is a quali¬ 

tatively different event from what has happened to most of us, for whom appear¬ 

ing in human form was more or less a surprise. 
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A child is an eighteen-year prison sentence. No exceptions other than for 

the very, very rich or the very, very callous. One’s daily life is changed 

in ways that are unimaginable from the childless perspective.... My 

expertise is... in the educational assessment of multi-handicapped chil¬ 

dren. I was working.. .in a federally funded unit.. .that was charged with 

locating and assessing every school-age child in New England who was 

eligible under a new education act for the deaf and blind.... A team of 

four of us drove all over...for three years, into all the institutions and 

state schools, assessing and testing kids. Saw problems in the back wards 

you would not believe if I described them. Every expectant mother’s 

nightmare. Also found a reasonable number of children who were locked 

away but should not have been. It was an extraordinary education. 

Lay woman, North American Buddhist practitioner, radio commentator 

and social activist, in her forties; written communication, October 14, ipp8 

The Woman 

In the nineteenth century, the roles of the postcard figures were not as fluid and 

interchangeable as they are now. A country woman gives alms to an ordained Bud¬ 

dhist monk, continuing an ancestral practice. She may never have heard teachings 

on meditation, these being reserved for monks; but she would have been encour¬ 

aged to practice generosity, morality, and compassion in her daily life, and to sup¬ 

port monks. By doing so, she shares the merit of those who are performing more 

important practices than hers. She could never ordain as a monk herself, and 

although there have been enlightened women throughout Buddhist history, the 

scriptures clearly state that the entanglements of household life make it nearly 

impossible for her to become enlightened sooner than the monk. 

Let us assume, for now, that she enjoys alms-giving, believes in it, and is not sim¬ 

ply submitting to social pressure. All day she will feel buoyed by her participation 

in this ritual; she trusts in the doctrine by which her alms-giving will bring her 

karmic benefits. If she is devout, perhaps she will try to practice more continuously 

and extend her generosity to all whom she encounters during this day. There are 

texts that tell her she need feel no shame about her relations with her husband 

and children. Though it is made clear that she occupies a lower position now, in 

some future life she may enjoy the freedom to be a monk. In this life, of course, it 

is unlikely she can find as much time to meditate as he does. Perhaps she is even 

glad of this, loves her children and her husband, and thinks a monk’s life would 

be boring. 

With all its emphasis on wombs, it becomes clear in Buddhist doctrine that 

conception and childbearing are considered women’s province. Though the 
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Tantras speak of the union of male and female principles at conception, what we 

might call “the whole man’s” participation in childrearing is not much spoken of, 

and male desire for offspring is not emphasized. The desire of women to bear chil¬ 

dren, however, is given space and tolerance, and even encouragement. In her own 

time, then, the woman in the postcard would have felt no shame whatsoever as a 

woman to become a wife and the mother of a family. 

[X] went to [her meditation teacher, a monk] to talk about her desire to 

have a baby, and he said it would be fine if she wanted to, she would be 

a great mother, she would bring up a Buddhist child, create the com¬ 

munity of the future, but she decided that retreats were more important 

to her and so she didn’t do it. 

Lay woman, United States, forties 

Buddhism does contain the gratifying doctrine that there is no difference 

between women’s and men’s capacity for enlightenment. During and shortly after 

the time of the historical Buddha, when there was an order of nuns nearly as suc¬ 

cessful as the monks’, many of the women’s enlightenment poems speak of their 

relief at no longer having to inhabit traditional female roles, at escaping the 

drudgery and subjugation involved in serving a man and one’s family. Many 

women, too, exulted in knowing they were no longer constrained to return to any 

womb, for there have always been women practitioners who have “reached the 

highest goal.” Nowadays in most Buddhist centers I know of, no distinction is 

made between men and women’s candidacy to participate in intensive meditation 

retreats. As a woman I have not been barred from any teaching but I do, like all 

practitioners, have to sift the teachings I’ve received for those best for me. 

I went into a long retreat before ordaining as a bhikkhuni [nun], and the 

idea of [having] daughters came up. And I worked with the grief of not 

having that, not just rationally but in the body. All these questions came 

up of what would be possible for me. It was clear that I wanted to ded¬ 

icate my life to formal practice, and knowing many people in family 

life, I didn’t have that many illusions about it.... If you could do [fam¬ 

ily life] well, I am sure enlightenment [would be] there. But for most 

people it seems it is a harder way. For me the practice has always been 

about a consistent effort, the effort of seeing into the nature of what’s 

going on and the nature of my interest in it, and it seems that for me, 

my true nature is to move through [those kinds of desires.] 

Nun, United States, thirties 
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In general, it is undeniable that there has always been less official support for 

women’s taking up the life of religion full-time than for men to do so. In some 

schools of Buddhism, practitioners take vows never to denigrate women; yet if 

one visits monasteries filled with beings who have taken those vows, and observes 

who is doing the cooking and cleaning, and who is representing the highest truth— 

and who is bowing to whom, and who is not bowing in return—one observes the 

gendered nature of the situation and sees that the arrangement is precisely the 

same as what is shown on the postcard. 

In my mid-thirties I went to see my sister give birth to a baby, and that 

desire, that pull, came. I went home and said to my...partner that I 

wanted to have a child, and my partner said, “No way.” We had a year 

of couples’ therapy. For a year the desire was there very strongly. I talked 

to my teacher, and [she] said, “Do you really want to bring more suf¬ 

fering into the world?” [She] really encouraged me to think about it 

carefully. And I talked to a lot of women, single mothers that I knew, 

and they all said, “It is so much more than I ever imagined,” and I saw 

the financial struggles they had, and I felt I would not have the time or 

flexibility I needed. I think you have to look at the situation very care¬ 

fully. We imagine in a relationship that the relationship will last, but in 

reality this is often not true. And in this sexist society, so many.. .moth¬ 

ers have told me this, the support is just not there for a woman with a 

child, and it is very hard. And after that I found myself just encounter¬ 

ing the obstacles to having a child and not doing what was necessary to 

overcome them.... 

Lay woman, African, meditation teacher, forties 

In Buddhism, and in the world, women seem to be always halfway outside of 

the system. This may leave more space and function as an odd kind of encour¬ 

agement for some women to think critically about the system, to develop alterna¬ 

tive theories and opinions about doctrinal matters, and to decide that the doctrine 

is mistaken or inapplicable to them. Our Sinhalese woman may have been lucky 

not to be well educated in the Buddhist scriptures, thus being spared some of the 

worst excoriations, but it is likely that she heard that her being female meant that 

she was a “lower” rebirth. Buddhist texts on the household life are few, but one that 

describes her proper behavior toward her husband stipulates that she should get up 

before him and go to bed after him, working to keep him comfortable, making sure 

she answers him sweetly. If she had read such texts, would she have believed a lit¬ 

tle less in what she was told to do and instead have created her own independent 

philosophy? 
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At the very least, this woman donating food to the monk must have scrutinized 

him at least once, judging whether he seemed a worthy recipient of alms. She may 

have asked, “Does he seem more enlightened this month than last? Is he really 

making the best use of my support?” She may have wondered which of them was 

truly the more deserving of a day without worldly chores and drudgery. She may 

well have believed, for she had likely been told, perhaps by this very monk stand¬ 

ing before her now, that as a result of her donation she would be reborn more 

auspiciously, in a male body next time. Quite possibly she looked forward to such 

a rebirth, as a time when she would have the option of ordaining as a monk, and 

thus no longer have to cook for so many people. Or perhaps she preferred her 

worldly role, and thought that being ordained would be boring, that the idle aren’t 

holy, and that having children would be as fulfilling to her as any spiritual enlight¬ 

enment she could imagine. 

So many Western practitioners don’t understand Buddhism really. They 

only identify with monks and monastic practice. Intensive retreats— 

that’s all they know. It’s crazy because they’re not monks and they can’t 

be in retreat all the time, but they think that’s all that Buddhism is. 

They don’t see that Buddhism has teachings for a whole society. These 

[Westerners] feel that reproduction is just the reproduction of delusion. 

What if it were the reproduction, the cultivation, of awareness? If I teach 

my child to recognize that her anger is not her real self, is this not a 

valid practice of Buddhism? With a child every day is important, every 

moment is so important. You can’t just say, “It doesn’t matter,” because 

you are forming a person. How is that not meditation, how is that not 

intensive practice? 

Lay woman, Denmark, social scientist, forties; 

paraphrase from oral communication, October, 1998 

The most enlightened woman teacher I have ever met was Dipa Ma, a Bengali 

woman who practiced in the Burmese vipassand tradition and was said to have 

attained the third of four degrees of enlightenment. She once told a group of stu¬ 

dents, of whom I was one, that very few factors were at work in her mind: she could 

identify awareness, intention, and compassion. Dipa Ma countered the common 

argument that children are a distraction by saying that, on the contrary, children 

build up mental strength and focus and are excellent practice for a meditator. A 

mother cannot wallow in ordinary, self-centered thoughts, according to Dipa Ma. 

A mother has to put her attention fully outside of herself, focusing here, there, and 

there, in very quick succession. The attention has to be not merely focused, but also 

soft and loving, aware of its own quality. 
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She is my robes, she is my rule of discipline. 

Buddhist woman, doctoral student, in her forties; 

watching her child across the room 

These observations of Dipa Ma’s came out of her own experience and opinion¬ 

making. They are not to be found in any formal text. As mentioned above, for 

Buddhist women who are sincere and deep practitioners, motherhood nearly 

invariably seems to inspire a restatement of orthodox doctrine. These women feel, 

and say, that they are practicing like monks. They draw many parallels, including 

monks’ short sleeping hours. Mothers’ personal preferences are abandoned, just as 

after ordination. To be bound to the needs of children is the equivalent of having 

to follow 227 rules and regulations. Given the tendency of doctrine to discourage 

childbearing somewhat, these philosophizing women are committing a rather sub¬ 

versive act, rephrasing some of the most precious tenets of the religion in terms that 

would be seen as antithetical to what was intended, but which the women under¬ 

stand as a deep expression of truth, which they understand viscerally, and which 

they often wish to communicate and teach to others. 

Why avoid family life? If you can’t practice love and generosity and 

mindfulness with those you love, where is that at? If you just make your 

life to avoid conflict and obligation, what does that mean? I believe in 

working with what is real, not in avoiding it. And so here is my prac¬ 

tice—(laughs) to find myself right in the middle of fighting with my 

husband and my children, to ask how are we going to come through 

this, what is best for all of us, what is the path of wisdom in this case? 

Buddhist lay woman, Swiss, retreat center supporter, mother of four, forties 

The Lay Men Bystanders 

As identification with the two main figures in the postcard has proved only tenta¬ 

tive, I now turn to an examination of the bystanders. I don’t understand turn-of- 

the-century Sinhalese society well enough to know why so many other adult men 

are hanging around this spot in the road, unless they are harvesting coconuts, or 

the thatched house is also some kind of small store or roadside restaurant where 

they are waiting to be served after the monk. Perhaps the hut is a business, that the 

woman was forced to open after her son and husband were both ordained as 

monks. For now, and for the purposes of developing the discussion, let us take the 

bystanders to represent, in their freedom of posture, the “take it or leave it” part 

of the doctrine. Even the Buddha emphasized in one of his sermons that his 

followers should test his theories, take what they needed, and leave the rest. 
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After many years of practice, a certain maturity may come, in which women and 

men feel capable of judging Buddhist values in informal situations, and of mak¬ 

ing decisions for themselves. This is perhaps especially true in Western Buddhist 

retreat centers, where the doctrine has undergone inevitable, conscious adaptation 

to a new context. 

In the [North Ajmerican] Buddhist community people are looked at as 

individuals, so the idea of maturation until you become a mom and so 

forth is not the only way to go. Those who say they want to have some¬ 

one to love, though of course it is more complex than that, could find 

plenty of beings already in existence. They could use that Buddhist 

practice. On the other hand, if you want a baby and don’t have one, 

you can’t blame Buddhism. There’s lots of room for working out one’s 

relationship to the doctrine. If you want to have a kid, go off and do it. 

I’m not sure what kind of message I would have gotten if I’d had a 

baby, but I never had the sense that it would not have been one possi¬ 

ble choice. 

Theravada lay woman practitioner, United States, acupuncturist, forties 

From all of the interviews I have learned several things. First, for the most devout 

of Buddhist women practitioners, having children “inattentively” smacked of a 

transgression, and those Buddhist women I spoke with who were also mothers 

defiantly compared their daily praxis, usually favorably, with that of an ordained 

monk or a person on retreat. Most Buddhist mothers rephrased texts and doc¬ 

trine in order to equate the conditions of motherhood to the rules of discipline for 

celibates, and the formalities of meditation practice on retreat. With one excep¬ 

tion—a mother of two who felt too frequently overwhelmed by the endless 

demands of family life, so that she said she could not find the time even to pause 

and reflect on her condition—mothers who were meditators compared their per¬ 

sonal development as mothers with insights they had already attained, or which 

they might be attaining were they attending retreats instead of being parents. They 

sometimes reached the point of criticizing meditators who were non-parents as 

deluded about the unique value of formal practice. 

If you become a mother and remain a meditator, you will be an “M” 

squared. Now you are just an ordinary woman, but when you are a 

mother, you will have sensations similar to [reaching the first level of 

enlightenment]. 

Meditation teacher, Indian, mother, early forties 
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Second, all Buddhist women and men whom I interviewed consciously took 

their spiritual commitments into account when deciding what to do about child¬ 

bearing. The time-consuming nature of childrearing and retreat practice were seen, 

quite pragmatically, as somewhat mutually exclusive. Several women consulted 

celibate, male, Asian meditation practitioners or teachers as they worked out their 

decisions. When meditators chose not to have children, they often understood 

that they were making a sacrifice so as to preserve their commitments to formal 

practice. When they chose to have children, they adapted the language and atti¬ 

tudes of formal practice to childrearing, so that raising a child was seen on a glob¬ 

al, spiritual plane as a “reproduction of wisdom,” in the words of one informant, 

rather than as a reproduction of ignorance or of suffering. However, the degree of 

this adaptation varied considerably. Some parents, even meditation teachers, felt 

it was important and healthy to allow their children to absorb the culture around 

them and grow up in a more conventional fashion than their parents’ lifestyle 

might have implied, and to allow them to choose to be Buddhists when they were 

mature enough to decide for themselves. 

Perhaps most importantly of all, men and women who had matured in practice 

considered their decision whether or not to be parents in terms of spiritual devel¬ 

opment. Most valued parenthood as an experience that might cultivate positive 

qualities, such as kindness, responsibility, and “softness,” thus becoming an exten¬ 

sion of their formal meditation practice. But they also carefully considered their 

unique personalities and circumstances. Some described the ways in which child¬ 

bearing was more likely to seem a frustration and a burden, thus leading to the cul¬ 

tivation of negative mental states and the eventual spiritual detriment not only of 

themselves but their child as well. The question of maturity in practice was often 

cited, by meditation students as well as teachers. A person who had meditated suf¬ 

ficiently was ripe for parenthood, while one who was not yet “stable” or mature was 

considered more likely to fall prey to difficult and problematical mental states that 

could often become intensified in parenthood, such as narcissism, worry, pride, 

grief, lack of concentration and, most of all, the delusion of considering anything 

or anyone, including oneself and one’s children, fundamentally and inherently 

real, permanent, and self-existent. 

Generally in Asia it is believed that each child brings his own dose of for¬ 

tune, karma in Buddhist language, and if, because of some affinity, you 

end up with an evil child, then you have to suffer the consequences of 

that affinity. Then again, all suffering is an opportunity to expand your 

awareness. Of course it could be that the karmic relationship is benefi¬ 

cial and that life becomes rich for both—for parent, father (or mother), 
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and child.... On the other hand there is the vision of the obsessive 

“practitioner.” “If I have kids I won’t have time to practice.” Of course, 

if you believe that the only way of practicing is to sit on a cushion.... 

But since it’s also indispensable, generally, to sit in order to have a cer¬ 

tain clarity, it’s also not untrue. Probably this question always has the 

same answer, yes and no. It depends on your karma, your level of prac¬ 

tice, and the maturity of the practitioner—though we all think of our¬ 

selves as superman (or superwoman, sorry!)—how we see our needs in 

practice. In any case it seems an extremely important decision as much 

for the practitioner as for his or her future kids. That should be a con¬ 

scious decision and it should lead to some kind of preparation, an atti¬ 

tude of taking the children’s education as a practice. 

Lay man, Peruvian, university professor, Late fifties 

One of the most striking things I noticed was the maturity with which so many 

Buddhist women, and men, approached their choices. Having spent hours, 

months, and years in practice, they could be very articulate about their motivations, 

thoughts, and mental states. Even in evaluating considerations that might be called 

“worldly” or concrete, most of the women I interviewed had considered in an hon¬ 

est and searching way what would be the best choice for them in terms of culti¬ 

vating a practice of insight and wisdom. Those who decided to have children took 

the children’s education and development as their spiritual practice, and saw the 

difficulties involved as constructive. I cannot help but think that these children 

benefited from their mothers’ insight and sincerity, from the language they had 

developed to privilege and honor their interaction with their children. 

When women were deepest in the throes of a dilemma about whether to start 

a family or not, some of them consulted their spiritual teachers for advice. In no 

case did a woman take advice that went contrary to her inclinations, though her 

inclinations were often strengthened or redirected slightly. When one friend spoke 

to a monk about her anguish at not having a baby, the monk said, “How often do 

you feel that way?” His question redirected her toward examining the nature, 

rather than the content, of her process; she eventually decided against having a 

child. In my own case, when I knew I was tired of my dilemma qua dilemma, I 

went to a Tibetan lama and asked him to perform a divination for me on the sub¬ 

ject. He prayed and flipped a series of colored tassels, whose order he interpreted. 

The result of the divination was that in my case retreats were more auspicious. The 

lama further suggested that if I wanted children, I should have two rituals per¬ 

formed on my behalf and attend one more retreat. The old monk didn’t know me 

well, and the language barrier was such that it was difficult to ask him specific 

questions or explain my situation. Yet his divination seemed similar to the answer 
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my young Burmese nun friend had already offered. If my karma were to have chil¬ 

dren, children would have come easily to me, and my life would arrange itself so 

as to fit them in. On the contrary, my life contained all but perfect circumstances 

to continue attending retreats. Why fight my advantages? My circumstances were 

not considered to be full of deprivation, but of opportunity. Meanwhile my non- 

Buddhist friends were still cajoling me to rearrange my life so as to fit my desire 

for a child into it. But to me the divination made sense. 

[X] has softened so much from being a mom, and it is a gift not just to 

her but for everyone. It depends on the woman. I can see that early in 

practice it might not be possible to have a child and still practice, but a 

maturity can come where the child does not bring the practice to an end.... 

Meditation teacher, African, in her forties 

Conclusion 

So am I going to have a baby or not? I really can’t see it happening. Can I be 

happy about that? Yes. Although I’m still occasionally flooded with regrets that 

contain internal admonitions for action, I think these will fade over time. Would 

I have been happy with a baby? Yes, I am sure I would have, though I’m also con¬ 

vinced that in my current life circumstances the child and I, and my partner and 

his daughter, would have faced some profound emotional difficulties. I guess I 

prefer to rest without one. 

And now, child or no, which figure on this roadside should I choose to identi¬ 

fy with? The woman is the most obvious choice, since I am one myself. On the 

other hand, I have to admit that I’ve never cooked for an alms round, and I’d pre¬ 

fer not to bow to a monk I haven’t met. Should I not identify with him instead, 

since I have no children and was ordained as a nun once myself? I became a Bud¬ 

dhist because I want to be enlightened. Though Buddhist practices have taught me 

to identify less and less with my body and gender, making it easier to identify with 

the monk, and though these same Buddhist practices are closer to those he is prac¬ 

ticing than to alms giving, alas, I cannot fully identify with him either. I am liv¬ 

ing as a householder now, having nice sex, and am no longer ordained; moreover, 

it’s also hard to get around the fact that I’m not a man and can’t ordain in his man¬ 

ner. Why, then, don’t I simply decide to identify with one of the postcard’s 

onlookers, sympathetic but far less rigid in his engagement than either the monk 

or the woman? If I look at them closely and with an eye to making correspon¬ 

dences, they do remind me of my own attitudes, approving, and distanced, even 

faintly tinged with laziness, irony, and divergent personal judgments. Yet to iden¬ 

tify with these lay men is the most artificial choice of all, the one that involves the 
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biggest leap on my part. I haven’t inherited the luxury of being a bystander in 

Buddhism while still considering myself included. I have no natural reason to 

identify with male, turn-of-the-century, Sinhalese peasants, except as the elabora¬ 

tion of a metaphor and in contrast to the dissatisfaction of the other two possibil¬ 

ities presented in this picture. 

For a moment it seems that the complexities of my situation can only be 

addressed if I include myself in all of the positions and yet in no particular posi¬ 

tion; I can’t get out of the dilemma except by saying that I’m everyone and no one 

at once. In some traditions, such as Zen, this non-positionality is ideal. To be 

utterly concrete about my relationship to the postcard image, I have to admit that 

I do not appear in it at all. My form is nowhere depicted! All of this discussion has 

been a pure invention and projection. 

Is this the truth of Buddhism, which I must reinterpret for myself, today—that 

there is no existing image that corresponds to what I am? Buddhism does return 

us to our own experience; at its purest, that is no definable experience at all. 

My life story is consistent, in a way, without a child. 

Lay woman, university professor, in her forties. 
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EANVY KUOCH: 

ddhism and Mental Health 

Among Cambodian Refugees 

ThEANVY KUOCH 

I am the daughter of Kim Tho and Bun Phao Kuoch. I was born in a town in 

western Cambodia where my family has lived for centuries. My mother’s mother 

was the only daughter of my great-grandfather, the governor of our province, and 

my great-grandmother was his first wife. As governor, my great-grandfather had 

thirty concubines who came from families throughout the territory. 

My great-grandfather was a Buddhist, and it is possible that my family was Bud¬ 

dhist from the time that the teachings of Buddha first came to Cambodia in the 

thirteenth century. My great-grandfather’s name is over the entrance to the pago¬ 

da where my family still worships, and just as he was the source of our lives, Bud¬ 

dhism is the source of our identity as a family. The principles of Buddhism were 

taken very seriously by my parents, and I believe that these teachings helped us sur¬ 

vive the greatest hardships our family has ever known. This was during the Khmer 

Rouge years, from 1975 to 1979. 

For a time my family was very prosperous. As a child I helped my father collect 

rent on more than twenty-seven properties, and everywhere he went people treat¬ 

ed him with great respect. But our prosperity was lost as simply as it came, and 

from the time I was eleven years old in 1957, my family had to struggle just to 

keep our family home. Even as we lost our material wealth, however, my father 

continued to hold the respect of the community. 

I was encouraged to work hard at my studies so that I could make a good name 

for my family. My father believed that I would be the child who would take care 

of all the others. He also thought that I would travel far away, but as a young child 

that seemed impossible, as I couldn’t bear to be far from my mother. 

The first year I went to school, my mother taught me a lesson in patience, grat¬ 

itude, and respect for family. She taught me not so much through her voice but 

through her manner, her face, and her actions. I still try to copy her in mind and 

spirit. 
My mother took me to school the year my hand could reach over my head and 
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touch my ear. She gave me over to the teacher, but I couldn’t contain my fear and 

clung to her skirt begging her not to leave. For several weeks, my mother remained 

in school with me, at first sitting close to me in the classroom and then moving into 

the hallway where I could still see her. When I was ready, I told her to go home, 

and from that time on, school was a great joy for me because I felt that my teacher 

was the person whom I trusted and respected after my mother and my family. 

My father also believed in the tenets of Buddhism, but he had to struggle more 

than my mother to accept the loss of material possessions. Patience and control of 

anger did not come easily for him. As a young man, he had once lost his temper 

and hit his horse. This was an event that would disturb him his whole life. Look¬ 

ing back, I think that he was quite depressed, and it was his worry that made him 

angry. But he practiced Buddhism every day of his life. 

My mother and my grandmother taught us there was great joy in giving to oth¬ 

ers. Every morning we gave food to the monks who walked by our house. This 

meant that we had to get up very early to cook. My mother said that giving earned 

us merit for our next life, and she would not allow us to feed the monks unless we 

truly wanted to. She said that our attitude was very important and if we gave only 

because it looked good to give, we would lose our merit. 

During my high school years, I had to leave our town and go live with a cousin 

in Battambang City some distance from my home. Life was changing quickly in 

our country, and war was spilling over from Vietnam. I understood little of what 

was happening, but as the country changed, Buddhism remained our link with a 

life that had seen little change in more than a thousand years. We made our offer¬ 

ings to the monks and enjoyed ceremonies and celebrations as we had always done. 

By the time I went to the university, the unrest had turned into civil war. Still, 

this seemed unreal for me, perhaps because I was awed by the possessions and 

opportunities that came with war. I watched as Phnom Penh, surrounded by the 

Khmer Rouge, turned from a city of several hundred thousand to an island of 

more than two million people who were refugees or displaced persons in their own 

homeland. 

In April, 1975 during the Cambodian New Year, my fate and that of seven mil¬ 

lion of my brothers and sisters were decided by the Khmer Rouge. On the morn¬ 

ing of April 14, the radio stopped broadcasting its normal programs. The Khmer 

Rouge took over the radio station and told us that we were going to be bombed 

by the enemies. They told us to take only a few possessions and leave the city 

immediately. 

We put my mother, who was in the city to help my sister with her new baby, 

into the car with my sister, her baby, and my son. My brother-in-law drove the car 

through masses of people as they walked out of the city. The lines went on for miles 

and miles, and along the side of the road there were signs of what would happen 
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to people who did not cooperate with our new leaders. The car quickly ran out of 

gas, but we were able to push it as the crowds moved slowly. 

Each day on the road I watched my family move closer to death. My brother 

grew angry as he starved, and my sister grew desperate for food, eating anything 

she could get her hands on. I had more food than they because I worked periodi¬ 

cally in the fields. After she gave birth to her daughter, my sister was not able to 

work, so I tried to share food with her and my mother, but my mother would 

take the little bit that I gave her and give it to my brother. 

One day the Khmer Rouge took my sister away for stealing some food and 

locked her up in prison and tortured her daily. Because she had been caring for my 

son, he was locked up in the cage with her. I heard this news from people work¬ 

ing in the field, but when I was finally able to get to her, she had been taken to the 

hospital. The Khmer Rouge hospitals were places where people were taken to die. 

I knew when I saw her that she did not have long. She begged the Khmer Rouge 

to let me stay with her while she died, but they refused and forced me back to work. 

When I came back, her bed was empty. Now I was alone with my son. 

Life no longer seemed real, and I no longer had any feelings. Everywhere around 

me people looked like walking skeletons. I knew that there was a place for killing 

close to us, and we could hear people crying in the night. In the day, Khmer Rouge 

would be wearing the clothes of the dead. Even in those terrible times, some peo¬ 

ple were able to remain compassionate. My dear friend would take some of her rice 

and save it for my son who was so thin that he could hardly hold his head up. She 

risked her life for me and for many others, and her compassion gave me the courage 

to stay alive. This spirit appeared in many places—even one of the Khmer Rouge 

leaders would sneak small bits of food for me. 

Finally, we heard that the Vietnamese had come into the country and that the 

Khmer Rouge planned to kill all of us. They were having people dig big holes, 

which we knew would be our graves. I didn’t know what to do. I didn t know 

where to run to. Then, the Khmer Rouge leader came to us at night and told us 

to get ready to leave. I didn’t know whom to trust, so I prayed and followed him. 

He led us out of the concentration camp to a safe place. 

In May of 1979, my son, my niece, and I escaped with hundreds of people and 

walked through the forest for eleven days. Even though I was very skinny, I was 

strong enough to carry my son on my back. When we arrived at my father s house, 

I saw one of my sisters standing in the doorway; she looked at us as though we were 

strangers. I said, “Sister, don’t you know me?” Then she recognized my voice and 

started to cry. 

After two months, food became so scarce I knew I had to go to the Thai bor¬ 

der. My sisters gave me the few pieces of gold and jewelry they still had to buy food. 

One sister also told me she had had a dream: I would meet an obstacle on my trip 
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to the border, but it would be all right because she saw a monk standing right 

next to me. 

I promised my son that I would bring him some candy and left early in the 

morning without saying good-bye to my father. The trip to the border was more 

dangerous than I could have ever imagined. An old soldier led me and my friend 

through minefields where dead bodies marked the way. All of a sudden, shooting 

began between the Cambodian and Vietnamese troops. I ran for hours until I 

reached the border. The camps at the border offered little safety, but my feet had 

swollen so much from running that all of my toenails had fallen off and I could 

hardly walk. 

It was at that time that the Red Cross came into the camp and began taking the 

sick to a new camp inside Thailand. My friend was very ill with a fever, and I 

went with her on the truck into a camp with thousands of people called Khao-I- 

Dang. Soon after we arrived, we were greeted by doctors and nurses from all over 

the world. They treated us with great kindness and respect, and asked that anyone 

who could understand English or French come help them at the hospital. 

I had studied English before the time of the Khmer Rouge and was fluent in 

French and thought I might help because I had learned some nursing skills when 

I was living in my town. I began to work in the German hospital run by the Ger¬ 

man Catholic Relief Service. Soon I was assisting with surgery, and people were 

being brought in from the border where the fighting was becoming heavy. We 

worked day and night alongside doctors and nurses who had no thought for their 

own comfort. Their kindness and compassion gave me hope for my own life and 

reminded me of the way life was before our suffering. 

There is no question that life in the refugee camps was hard, but now we had 

hope. The price I paid for my hope was the knowledge that I could not return to 

my home. I would have to go to a new country and make a new life so that I could 

support my son and my family. Every time I moved to a new camp, I found peo¬ 

ple who shared my feelings and understood how hard it was for us to lose our 

families and our country. The compassion I experienced in the camps was an expe¬ 

rience that influenced what I did once I reached the United States. 

I arrived in the United States all alone and was sent to Chicago to live with 

people I had never met before. I decided not to stay there and in August of 1981 

moved to Connecticut to live close to a nurse I had met in the camps. It was my 

hope that she would help me get work helping others. In Connecticut, I met other 

people who had worked in the camps; they too had been changed by their expe¬ 

riences and wanted to continue to work with refugees. Together, we made a plan 

to start an organization that could bring some of the compassion from the camps 

to the refugees who were coming into the United States. Thus, Khmer Ffealth 

Advocates (KF1A) was born. 
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We started Khmer Health Advocates in 1982 to provide health care for Cam¬ 

bodians who were just coming to the United States, and to advocate for people in 

the camps. KHA is a treatment program for victims of torture and is committed 

to the health of the Cambodian family, especially here in the United States. As stat¬ 

ed in its brochure, its focus is 

the thousands of Cambodians who had fled a decade of war, starvation 

and torture in their homeland, and had arrived as refugees in the Unit¬ 

ed States. Traumatized and suffering from multiple health problems, 

the refugees needed special help to cope with life in their new country 

and new language, and to begin the process of healing. 

Its mission is to provide 

essential health services to survivors of the Cambodian holocaust living 

in Connecticut and Southern New England. On a local level, KHA pro¬ 

vides community based advocacy services, and also offers health educa¬ 

tion on a national level. 

Our thoughts were never far from the people who were left behind. I knew that 

by working hard in an organization like this, I could survive the yearning that I felt 

for my son and my family. 

We all worked for Khmer Health Advocates as volunteers, so I had to find other 

jobs to support myself and to send money home. I began working for a resettle¬ 

ment agency, where I helped new families coming into the country. I watched as 

people who had stayed so strong in the camps, began to fall apart in the safety of 

their new homes. It didn’t take me long to feel like I didn’t know what I was doing 

and needed to learn new ways to help my people. I was very lucky to find two men¬ 

tors to help me understand my own story and to look at ways to help Cambodi¬ 

an families. 

The Venerable Maha Ghosananda is a Cambodian monk who was studying in 

India when Cambodia fell to the Khmer Rouge. He is currently one of the prelates 

of the Cambodian Buddhist church in Cambodia and is well known for his dham- 

mayatras, or peace walks. 

He, like most Cambodians, lost family members at the hands of the Khmer 

Rouge, but unlike most Cambodians, he was willing to listen to the terrible sto¬ 

ries of refugees who had come out of the country in 1979. This he did day after day. 

He never turned away from a refugee and he treated the rich and the poor alike, 

understanding the suffering that each person held in his or her heart. 

Every story he heard convinced him of the need for compassion and hope. His 
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unconditional acceptance of everyone taught me important lessons about therapy 

and how to approach a family in need. He showed me how to defuse anger with 

acceptance and how to help people put their deepest concerns into words. 

Everywhere Maha Ghosananda goes there is laughter—even when people are 

describing their greatest tragedies. People who are around him feel at peace. 

While I know that I cannot provide the same conditions in my therapy, I also 

know that I want to do therapy in a way that makes people relaxed and feel good 

about themselves. I learned how to do this from watching my other mentor, Ivan 

Borzormeny Nagy. 

Dr. Nagy is one of the original founders of a school of family therapy. He came 

to the United States from Hungary after World War II and has a deep under¬ 

standing of what war does to families. He also believes that the family is the most 

important resource in a person’s life. This philosophy is important to me because, 

as a Cambodian, I find it difficult to think of myself outside of my family. 

Dr. Nagy’s form of family therapy is called contextual family therapy; as its 

name implies, it calls for the therapist to look at where a family comes from. “What 

is the story of the individual and of the family?” “What have they lived through?” 

“What events have made them the family that they are?” “What resources do they 

have, and who owes what to whom?” He uses the concept of family legacies to 

explain how we pass on behavior and values to the next generation. I came to 

understand how loyalty to family members is sometimes hidden, but that it is 

always a factor in how we behave. 

Like the Venerable Maha Ghosananda, Dr. Nagy taught me never to judge a 

family. He showed me that I had the power to help a family if I focused on learn¬ 

ing the truth rather than accepting what only appeared to be the truth. I see this 

over and over again when the court sends us patients who are accused of child 

abuse or domestic violence. Very often, people have already judged the situation 

and decided who is to blame in a family. 

Dr. Nagy taught me a technique for helping family members talk about their 

lives. He said that he always starts dealing with new clients by asking them how 

they help each other; this very simple question was the first question he asked me 

about my family. No one had ever asked me this before, and the question filled me 

with tears because I had tried, very hard, to help my family. I remembered how I 

tried to get food for my mother and sister, and how I worked hard to stay alive so 

that my son would not be alone. Remembering in this way is very different from 

recalling all of the horror of my family dying. I was able to remember my moth¬ 

er’s face, and I knew that I did exactly what she wanted me to do when I used the 

little strength I had to keep myself alive and take care of my son. 

Over the years, I have become more and more convinced of the importance of 

encouraging people to talk about what happened to them by focusing on their 
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desire to help. The idea of helping is based on compassion, which is the root of 

Buddhism. For me it means being connected to other people and feeling what 

they feel and allowing them to feel what I feel. Compassion works well to heal peo¬ 

ple who have been tortured, and often it is the only way to help. 

Cambodians call what happened in Cambodia the Mahantdorai. It means the 

time of great destruction. It refers not only to the time of the Khmer Rouge, but 

also to the period of the late 1960s during the civil war and the bombing of our 

country. It also refers to the time after the Khmer Rouge when violence continued 

in the minefields of Cambodia and in the refugee camps. 

I don’t know why this evil happened, but my mother believed that the Khmer 

Rouge had lost its way. She thought that years of war had confused people and she 

felt that confused people are capable of behaving in very destructive, violent ways. 

The more cruel and violent the Khmer Rouge became, the more convinced my 

mother was that we had to concentrate on our survival. She warned us not to allow 

ourselves to be lost in anger and hatred. I think she feared the loss of compassion 

more than she feared the Khmer Rouge. 

The Khmer Rouge took the path of evil. They lost their way. They lost their 

connection with the power of Buddhism and their connection to other people. 

They were only able to inflict cruelty and pain because they no longer felt anything. 

Every survivor that I have ever interviewed has described how she was forbidden 

to show emotions during the Khmer Rouge era. Any sign of tears or sorrow was 

punishable by death. The Khmer Rouge used to say that if you cried when some¬ 

one was killed or died, it was because you too were the enemy, but we all knew that 

the Khmer Rouge was afraid of the power of tears. Frightened people are very 

dangerous. 

This loss of connection is the Khmer Rouge legacy. It is what people fear the 

most and yet it is an inevitable part of life for us today. Our bodies and minds have 

grown accustomed to feeling numb whenever we are frightened or reminded of our 

experiences. Parents describe how their children are disconnected from them, and 

children describe how impossible it is to get their parents’ attention. 

For those working with Cambodian survivors, there is no doubt that the signs 

of trauma and injury are everywhere. Cambodians are mentally and physically 

sicker than other refugees. As a community we are disorganized, and our families 

are poorer than others. Families are breaking apart because people cannot share 

anymore—we especially cannot share our sorrow. Children are disrespectful of 

parents who no longer teach them right from wrong and who do not have the 

energy to correct them. It is as though the Cambodian way of life is lost forever. 

But, I have hope that this view is wrong. I see signs that people are becoming 

more connected to each other. Over the years, I have known so many people who 

work day and night trying to help our people. Every community has people who 
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will get up in the middle of the night to take care of someone who is sick or in trou¬ 

ble. When the Welfare Reform Bill took away peoples’ homes and their food, 

other people who were also poor shared whatever they had with neighbors and 

friends. These stories make me believe that what I cherish about Cambodian life 

is still alive. 

Just as I believe that it is a miracle that so many Cambodians have survived, I am 

touched and proud to see that so many of the values that have come from our 

beliefs as Buddhists are still alive in our communities and especially in our young 

people. The goal of the Khmer Rouge was to control our bodies, our minds, and 

our spirits and to make us like them—without feelings and without compassion. 

Even though they used great power, they were never able to make this happen. For 

every act of violence, there were a hundred acts of kindness, even in the darkest days. 

I never dreamed that my life would be like this. My vision of myself was to be 

a good wife and mother and to take care of my family. After all of the suffering, 

my strength still comes from Buddhism. It remains in my soul and spirit and it 

gives me strength to work hard in caring for my patients and my community. 

Everything that I give comes back to me a hundred times, and I find peace. 
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WOMEN’S HEALTH 
IN TIBETAN MEDICINE 
AND TIBET’S “FIRST” FEMALE DOCTOR 

Vincanne Adams and Dashima Dovchin 

Tibetan medicine is one of the oldest continuously used medical systems in the 

world. Its potential contributions to modern views of health and healing are enor¬ 

mous. Derived from centuries of experimentation, observation, and adaptation of 

a wide variety of medical techniques from India, China, and Persia, and combined 

with indigenous practices of the Tibetan plateau dating from the seventh century, 

Tibetan medicine continues today to update and improve itself without aban¬ 

doning its commitment to Buddhist precepts or many of its foundational theories. 

Tibetan medicine is called sowa rigpa in Tibetan, which literally means “science of 

healing.” Its principle texts, the rGyud bzhi, or The Four Tantras, date from the 

eleventh century, a period of renaissance in Tibetan medical sciences and in 

Tibetan Buddhism in general. Several of the main medical texts used in Tibetan 

medicine were translated from Sanskrit and eventually included in the Buddhist 

Tangyur (the canonical collection of Buddhist commentaries and treatises). Along 

with the classical Indian medical tradition, Tibetans adopted tantric Buddhist con¬ 

ceptions of the body, notably those of the famous Kdlacakra Tantra, as well as 

certain pharmacological techniques derived from the alchemical arts. These bor¬ 

rowings were gradually adapted, enriched, and melded into a specifically Tibetan 

medical tradition closely allied with Buddhism. 

In this essay, we will map out the link between Buddhism and Tibetan medicine 

in terms of medical theory, specifically, the conception of the body, physiology, 

and pathology. We will then focus on questions of women’s health, and on the 

contribution of Tibet’s first female doctor, the prominent Amchi Kandro Yangkar. 

We will also explore the relationship between religion and science as reflected in 

her life and work. Kandro Yangkar lived through a period of great social transfor¬ 

mation in Tibet and helped build the department of women s medicine that is 

now part of Tibet’s Mentsikhang (Tibetan Medical Hospital, College of Medicine 
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and Astrology). Yangkar is of interest to us not only because of her contributions 

to women’s health, but also because she is recognized today as Tibet’s “first” and, 

among the medical community, one of its most revered female doctors. In her 

work, she exemplifies a Buddhist form of healing that Tibetan doctors today 

refer to as “compassionate” practice. This fact is made more remarkable by the 

enormous political and social difficulties she faced and the tumultuous times in 

which she lived. 

Tibetan Medicine and Buddhism 

Tibetan medicine has a strong relationship with Buddhist Dharma. Tibetan Bud¬ 

dhist tradition holds that the Buddha recognized the basic nature of existence as 

one of suffering, and set about addressing the elimination of this suffering by 

proposing certain courses of action that would remove its causes. All of the precepts 

relating to the identification of suffering and the removal of its causes are reflected 

in the medical disciplines. Thus, as a result of his enlightenment, the Buddha 

acquired the title “Supreme Physician.” Tibetan medicine and Buddhist philoso¬ 

phy share a number of fundamental concepts concerning the status of the person 

and the material nature of the phenomenal world—concepts that differ substan¬ 

tially from Western thought. Included in the Buddha’s efforts were specific pro¬ 

posals for eliminating suffering through medical practices that recognized, for 

example, the relative and conditioned nature of material phenomena and, thus, the 

utility of all phenomena (for example, animals, minerals, plants) in producing a 

state of health. 

According to popular tradition, the canonical treatise on medicine, the rGyud 

bzhi, was expounded by the Buddha Sakyamuni who in his medical personifi¬ 

cation is known as Bhaisajyaguru. The arrival of these medical teachings in Tibet 

is traced to the Indian translator Candrananda and the great Vairocana, who were 

in Tibet during the reign of King Trison Deutsen, and later to Yuthok Yontan 

Gompo, the elder, who is credited with codifying the teachings. The texts that are 

understood as the rGyud bzhi today were probably codified anew during the life 

of Yuthok Yontan Gompo, the younger, during the eleventh and twelfth cen¬ 

turies,1 and supplemented in the centuries thereafter by many commentaries. 

The central symbol in Tantra is the Medicine Buddha (Bhaisajyaguru), who 

emanates multicolored rays of light that cleanse living beings of negativity and 

heal physical suffering caused by humoral imbalance. In Tibetan medicine humoral 

balance is responsible for the prevention of diseases and the maintenance of good 

health. The translation of religious ideas and images associated with the Medicine 

Buddha into clinical practice occurs in at least two ways, each of which can illu¬ 

minate the unique understanding of women in, and the unique contributions of 
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women to, Buddhist healing. First, Tibetan Buddhism has specific theories about 

the nature of the material world that link morality, environment, and physiolog¬ 

ical function together in various approaches to gynecological disorders, suggesting 

approaches to women’s health that may be uniquely Buddhist. Second, healers 

recognize the importance of their own actions as compassionate beings and the pri¬ 

macy of an individual’s service to others. Such healing practices are exemplified in 

Tibet’s “first” female physician. 

Translating Buddhist Ideology into Medical Theory: An Overview 

The theoretical and practical foundations of Tibetan medicine are set forth in a 

fundamental treatise entitled the rGyud bzhi, or The Four Tantras. In addition to 

The Four Tantras, there are several widely used medical compendiums, and one of 

them, The Blue Beryl Treatise, is a unique collection of commentaries and illus¬ 

trations from medical treatises produced in the seventeenth century as aide- 

memoire for Tibetan physicians in training. Materials such as these present an 

approach to healing in which Buddhist doctrine forms the basis for theories of 

physiology and pathology, as well as of approaches to diagnosis and healing. For 

example, Buddhism assumes that the universe is impermanent and constantly 

changing. This idea is translated into medical theories about the physical world and 

the way in which coarse phenomena are related to one another as follows: Tibetan 

medicine states that the human body adjusts to infinite changes of state automat¬ 

ically, but that it is possible for imbalances to arise when external influences and 

the body’s inner balances are not in harmony. 

In Tibetan medicine, this lack of harmony is seen to be caused by the action of 

twenty-five factors, including the five elements, the six tastes, and the secondary 

characteristics. Taking as an example the five-element theory, all matter in the 

macro and microcosmic worlds is formed of the five cosmo-physical elements of 

earth (so), water (chu), fire (me), wind (rlung), and space (nammkha). The body 

likewise is composed of these same five basic cosmo-physical elements. Disorders 

involve a disharmony or a loss of equilibrium that is set in place by the increase or 

decrease of these elements in the body or in the environment.2 

Because each individual represents a unique combination of these elements, and 

because individual health is determined by the maintenance of homeostasis, an 

excess of one or more elements can cause illness, that is, a disturbance of natural 

balance. Homeostasis is determined by the harmonious interaction of the body s 

three humors (literally, “faults”): wind (rlung), bile (mkhrispa), and phlegm (bad 

kan). The three humors ensure the body’s healthy physiological functioning by reg¬ 

ulating the elemental composition of the body through organs and channels. The 

three humors are not separate entities, nor are they best viewed as organs or organ 
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systems, but rather as systemic principles or energies related to natural phenome¬ 

na like heat, cold, and movement, which are also in constant flux. They stand in 

clear and definite relation to each other and, when functioning normally, have 

appropriate physiological characteristics. When their functions are disturbed, their 

characteristics turn pathological. 

Buddhist ideas are translated into medical theory in two ways, the first of which 

is via the system of the humors. The specific quality and strength of the humors 

is determined not only by the quality of elements present in the fetal tissues (them¬ 

selves affected by the quality of the mother’s and father’s regenerative fluids, by 

congenital conditions, and by the mother’s diet), but also by the presence of the 

three poisons of greed, anger, and ignorance, which are manifested in the fetal 

formation in the form of the humors, that is, wind, bile, and phlegm, respective¬ 

ly. In other words, the development of the humors in the fetus is dependent in part 

upon the quality of the karma (that is, the quality of one’s moral existence) trans¬ 

ferred from one’s past life. 

In this way, Tibetan medicine proposes a relationship between religious moral¬ 

ity and physiology in that the presence of the poisons is an outcome of past deeds. 

The human body is thus, by its mere existence, an expression of spiritual and 

moral potential. It represents a combination of the five elements, which result 

from a mingling of the mother’s and father’s reproductive essences, brought to 

life or “ignited” by a life force, the srog, which contains the individual’s karmic 

potential. It is this force that quickens physical tissue and gives rise to the humors 

and thereafter to the bodily complex as the humors act on the elemental con¬ 

stituents of the body. In sum, past morality is expressed in the quality, strength, 

or vitality of one’s physiology. 

The second way in which religious ideas are expressed in Tibetan medicine is 

in the relationship between the humors and the elements, such that morally rele¬ 

vant phenomena are seen as having physiological effects. This is the corollary to the 

theory of the fetal formation of the humors. Tibetan medicine relates theological 

precepts to physiological properties by positing a correspondence between the five 

elements and the humors or poisons: wind (in the sense of desire) corresponds to 

the wind humor and to the element wind; bile (in the sense of aversion) corre¬ 

sponds to the bile humor and the element fire; and phlegm (in the sense of igno¬ 

rance) to the phlegm humor and the elements of earth and water. 

The three humors support each other and keep the body in equilibrium. For 

example, the enormous heat produced by bile must be balanced by phlegm. At the 

same time, body tissues must be protected from the stress, wear, and tear created 

by wind, and appropriate fluids moved by winds ensure that the products of the 

biochemical processes, as enlivened by heat, are properly distributed throughout 

the body. In this sense, phlegm is the main category or principal of homeostasis. 

436 WOMEN’S BUDDHISM, BUDDHISM’S WOMEN 



In some accounts, the wind humor is the vital force; bile is the vital energy, and 

phlegm is the corrective force. 

Additionally, each of the humors is seen as having its own characteristics. Wind 

(rlung) is seen as having a neutral character and assists bile and phlegm in their 

functions involving motion or movement of any type. Wind is of five types 

depending on both the place where it occurs in the body (for example, life-sus¬ 

taining, ascending, pervading, fire-like equalizing, or downward expelling) and 

the function it is related to: breathing, spitting, muscular activity, speech, men¬ 

struation, urination, and relaying sensory input. The wind humor is directly relat¬ 

ed to mind and is always involved in mental or emotional illness. Since wind 

controls breathing, muscular activity, and movement, it can be realized as an air 

or as a pressure, energy, or force. Because of its qualities, wind is considered the 

main force in the body’s function, the “leader” of the three humors, and is the most 

sensitive and responsive of the three. In Tibetan medicine, stress disorders such as 

blood pressure and emotional disturbances are considered wind disorders. Being 

associated with the poison of desire, it is symbolically represented by a copulating 

couple, suggesting that sexual desire is paradigmatic for all desire, whether in the 

form of lust and greed or simple longing and attachment. 

The bile (mkhris pa) humor has the nature of the element fire, and also consists 

of five types. Bile does not simply refer to the secretion of the liver, but includes 

all liver disorders and the metabolism. It regulates the digestion of food and plays 

a large role in nutrition processes that eventually constitute the seven physical con¬ 

stituents: nutritional essence, blood, flesh, fat, bone, marrow, and regenerative 

fluid. Bile also influences the health of the skin, metabolism, and eye sight, and 

reflects the health of digestive metabolism, vital energy, and heat. Being associat¬ 

ed with the poison of anger or aversion, it is depicted symbolically by two figures 

in combat with one another. 

Finally, phlegm (bad kan) also has five types and consists of the elements water 

and earth. Its primary function is to regulate the body’s tissue metabolism and the 

structural integrity of the body. The phlegm humor supports stability and weight, 

is responsible for sexual potency and fertility, and for resistance to illness. It is also 

related to emotional capacities such as patience, inner strength, and lack of desire, 

but is also considered a product of ignorance. It is represented by a sleeping figure 

(who is unaware of the ultimate causes of his or her suffering). 

Here, what can be noted is that the humors themselves correspond to emo¬ 

tional or mental states in ways that implicate bodily function. In this system of 

medicine, emotional states are not subordinate to physical function they are 

constitutive of it. Moreover, disruptive emotional states are seen to have physical 

symptoms and, more important, are also understood in terms of their moral 

implications and the context of human relations. All three humors can be 
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explained in terms of theories about the causes of disease and the development of 

disorders. 

One cause of disorders is innate predisposition. Time, location, diagnosis, and 

treatment of diseases are considered in Tibetan medicine in relation to the balance 

of the three humors. In a given individual, one of the humors can predominate 

over the others. Because of this, we can classify the human body into seven groups 

on the basis of natural predominance: those having a natural predominance of 

one of wind, bile, or phlegm; those with a predominance of a particular combi¬ 

nation, such as wind-bile, wind-phlegm, or phlegm-bile; and those with a pre¬ 

dominance of all three. In Tibetan medicine this system of the natural dominance 

and interaction of the humors is essential to the diagnosis and treatment of diseases. 

Added to the humoral system is one of constitutional pulses: the male pulse is 

similar to wind; the female pulse is similar to bile; and the neuter pulse is similar 

to phlegm. These pulses represent the temperament and constitution of the per¬ 

son, and thus may be thought of as similar to blood type in biomedicine, in the 

sense that blood type differs in each person, is critical to diagnosis, and is the basis 

on which grave mistakes in treatment can be made. 

The predominance of a particular humor makes the body differentially suscep¬ 

tible to various illnesses depending on a person’s constitution. The constitution of 

each one of the humors is different and, accordingly, personal temperaments asso¬ 

ciated with them are different as well. For example, someone who has a predom¬ 

inance of wind is prone to insomnia and irritability. A person with a dominance 

of fire is usually of medium build, hot tempered, and likely to suffer from heat. 

This person might be more susceptible to disturbing or conflictual relations with 

others. A person with a dominance of water and earth elements (phlegm humor) 

is strong, plump, good-natured, and not bothered by heat, but is unclear about the 

ultimate sources of his or her unhappiness or happiness. In contrast, a person with 

wind dominance is slender and shy, and feels very comfortable in the heat, but may 

tend toward anxiousness and is easily disappointed. Changing one’s climate or 

environmental condition can produce different reactions in different people, 

depending on their humoral character. Engaging in religious practices can aid in 

calming the mind, or in mitigating the effects of predominant constitutions; also 

helpful are eating specified foods and using appropriate medicines. 

Imbalances in the humors are triggered by a number of factors beyond innate 

predominance, including diet, behavior, perception, karma, and demons, and sea¬ 

sonal, climactic, or environmental factors. When an imbalance occurs, the body 

becomes prone to diseases, harm, and increasing suffering. For example, when a 

disorder of bile occurs, the seven physical constituents are heated. Bile is located 

in the central part of the body, and when disturbed, it rises to the upper body. 

When a phlegm disorder occurs, body heat is reduced and smothered. Phlegm has 
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an earth and water nature and is located in the upper part of the body. When 

disorder occurs, the phlegm descends to the lower body—and are responsible for 

colds. Wind is common to both cold and heat and pervades the entire body to pro¬ 

mote both heat and cold disorders. It assists whichever of the two, bile or phlegm, 

is more dominant. If a phlegm disturbance is dominant, wind acts to produce a 

cold disorder in order to balance the properties of heat and cold. 

Tibetan medicine thus combines psychological (or personality) factors with phys¬ 

ical factors. Psychological factors exist in relation to—even as a result of—physical 

factors. But Tibetan medicine is also concerned with the emotional and, ultimately, 

the moral dimensions of humoral function, recalling this medical system’s religious 

foundations. A person with wind problems may perceive that the circumstances he 

or she is living in are difficult, even if they are not ostensibly so to others, and this 

perception, because it translates into physiological imbalances, can eventually pro¬ 

duce disease, or it can augment and exacerbate disorders caused by other factors. 

Similarly, living in ostensibly stressful or traumatic conditions can produce imbal¬ 

ances because they are stressful and can produce corresponding physical disorders. 

Imbalance can be caused by climactic, dietary, or social conditions in a two-way 

relationship between external and internal functioning. For example, a person who 

reacts with anger to certain situations might be doing so because of a humoral 

imbalance. Likewise a person who fails to react with equanimity to ostensibly dif¬ 

ficult situations can effect a change in his or her humoral composition, creating 

minor imbalances, which can become chronic if the causal situation persists or if 

the body is assaulted by other imbalancing forces (in diet or climate, for example). 

Thus, someone who has little ability to tame his or her emotions may suffer from 

imbalances as a result of his or her personal perceptions of a situation. The subtle 

links between perceptions and physiology in Tibetan medicine make for a med¬ 

ical system that proposes empirical relationships between social and physical envi¬ 

ronment, mind, body—and morality. 

The moral dimensions of this equation are the least often discussed, operating 

as they do at the level of implicit cultural assumption as much as overt medical 

theory. Again, morality pertains to one’s actions and intentions toward others. It 

is when one is disturbed by the actions of others, or when one causes others suf¬ 

fering by being angry or desirous, for example, that these humoral effects are 

aroused—that is, the humoral effects are brought on by the activity of the three 

poisons represented by the humors. In this system, emotional states are relevant 

not just to the individual and his or her physiology, but also to others. It is because 

the poisons result in benefit or harm to others that the individual who expresses 

them also, inevitably, suffers from them. Anger and desire manifest in the indi¬ 

vidual psyche can also be manifest in relationships with others, just as these rela¬ 

tionships can in turn influence perception. In other words, such emotions are 
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ultimately of moral importance at the same time that they are implicated in bod¬ 

ily function. 

Thus, for example, a good Tibetan physician is attentive to his or her demeanor 

with a patient since if fear or worry is aroused by the doctor, these emotions can 

exacerbate or even cause imbalances (by the action of the winds and other humors) 

in the patient. Here, the idea is not simply that a physician must be sensitive to the 

perceptions of the patient lest those perceptions interfere with the health of the 

patient—the doctor must also recognize that whatever effect he or she ultimately 

produces in the patient will, by the action of karma and by the action of arousing 

emotional responses in him- or herself, have an outcome on the doctor’s own 

health (if not in this life then in future lives). This religious orientation is implic¬ 

it in Tibetan medicine where it works as a cultural ideal and as a basis upon which 

to establish the links between karma, the humors, the poisons, and health. 

In practice, this means that although Tibetan doctors recognize that their 

patients’ suffering is ultimately tied to the suffering of worldly existence—to pos¬ 

sessing a body and living according to the push and pull of desire and aversion 

caused by ignorance—they also recognize the limitations of their own intervention 

in relation to religious practices. Thus, Tibetan physicians may sometimes rec¬ 

ommend a visit to a lama or a religious teacher for certain intractable health prob¬ 

lems to those who would obviously be aided by religious training. At the same 

time, Tibetan physicians recognize that, because the poisons manifest themselves 

physically—through processes affected by emotional, social, and environmental 

circumstances, all of which are based on the five elements—they can be effective¬ 

ly addressed by medical intervention, and especially by medicines made up of the 

same five elements as the body. Tibetan medicine does not substitute for but rather 

supplements formal religious training. 

This does not mean that Tibetan physicians do not, depending on their own 

level of training and expertise, prescribe meditation or other religious ritual activ¬ 

ities to calm the mind and help maintain or restore homeostasis. Sometimes, they 

recognize the need to use medicines as a first order intervention in order to restore 

balance and calm to the patient’s humors so that he or she can proceed to medi¬ 

tate or undertake religious training. The corollary to this is that the potency of 

Tibetan medicines is believed to derive not simply from the ingredients but also 

from the blessings they receive from qualified lama physicians. 

On Women s Health 

A final example of the moral and religious foundations of Tibetan medicine can 

be seen in the diagnosis and treatment of women’s disorders. The rGyud bzhi 

enumerates thirty-two gynecological disorders, and various physicians have added 
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new disorders to this list in their commentaries over the years. Gynecological dis¬ 

orders include five womb disorders caused by wind, bile, phlegm, blood, and var¬ 

ious combinations of these; nine types of womb tumors; two types of womb 

parasites; and sixteen types of menstruation disorders. During menopause, more¬ 

over, there are conditions related to the lungs, heart, liver, spleen, gall bladder, 

kidneys, small intestine, large intestine, stomach, bones, breasts, and head, mak¬ 

ing a total of thirty-two named gynecological diseases. In women’s health, disorders 

most often start from menstrual blood and become chronic disorders accompanied 

by wind. Wind affects many internal organs, but especially the liver. If the liver is 

functioning properly and its wind element is flowing smoothly, the emotional state 

will be happy and easy going, and the person will be in good spirits and freely able 

to express her emotions. If the wind element is obstructed and deviates from a nor¬ 

mal state, it will affect the emotional state of the woman, causing anger and irri¬ 

tability. In pathology, if wind rebels upward causing the rise of liver-fire, the person 

will be very irritable and suffer from headaches. When wind deviates, it can impair 

the movement of blood in the vessels, thus affecting the uterus and resulting in 

irregular and painful menstruation along with premenstrual tension with disten¬ 

tion of the breasts. 

Wind, moreover, can easily interfere with the liver function of ensuring the 

smooth flow of blood. The supply of blood in the liver can become depleted, lead¬ 

ing ultimately to an imbalance of blood stasis or equilibrium. When the liver- 

blood process stagnates, the flow of blood in the vessels will also stagnate and affect 

menstrual function. The chief manifestation of the stasis of blood in the uterus is 

dark and clotted menstrual blood. Blood stasis always leads to pain and, in this pat¬ 

tern, pain relates primarily to distention. This pattern can also give rise to fibroid 

blood masses in the uterus. Lack of blood results in scanty periods or no periods 

at all, such as in early menopause. 

Since wind is also closely tied to emotions, we can also understand women’s 

problems in terms of mental disturbances. The emotions of anger and distress are 

related to liver function and to the element of fire, the bile humor. Wind and fire 

tend to affect the mind by causing anxiety, irritability, mental agitation, insomnia, 

or mental illness. When fire moves upward it agitates the blood, causing bleeding. 

Fire’s nature is to rise upward to the head, where it can dry up fluids, damage 

blood, and affect the mind. Thus, a woman who is living in conditions that per¬ 

sistently arouse anger or fear can suffer from menstrual irregularities, or ultimate¬ 

ly growths in her uterus. In Tibet today, it is not hard to find women who suffered 

great trauma during the Cultural Revolution and who, because of the resulting 

anxiety, developed chronic wind imbalances and eventually menstrual dysfunc¬ 

tion and growths in the uterus. 

Other social factors such as government-sponsored relocation to damp or moist 

WOMEN’S HEALTH IN TIBETAN MEDICINE 44I 



regions of Tibet from dry arid zones or new labor requirements whereby people are 

working in water for long periods of time can also result in chronic wind-phlegm 

imbalances in some women that persist for long periods of time. An increase in 

phlegm activity affects water flow, and kidney temperature associated with cold, and 

also blood flow, resulting in abdominal, back, and arthritic pain. Here, the psycho¬ 

logical effects of social conditions cause wind to exacerbate the activity of phlegm. 

Finally, a common problem among young Tibetan women today is inflamma¬ 

tion of the pelvic region due to wind-bile imbalances. These problems typically 

stem from dietary changes, whereby young people are exposed to more varied 

foods, but especially hot chili peppers consumed in enormous quantities, and also 

to changing behavior, especially sexual and reproductive behaviors. Increased prac¬ 

tice of birth control, especially use of I.U.D.s, more frequent intercourse with 

multiple partners, and abortions are all implicated in the production of wind-bile 

disorders and fevers with inflammation of the uterus, fallopian tubes, and/or 

ovaries. Here, wind imbalance can augment the bile’s activity, thus producing 

heat, resulting in heat-based fevers. Agitation of the blood in the reproductive tract 

is associated with inflammation. 

In all cases, the Tibetan physician focuses on physical imbalances that can be 

remedied by dietary, behavioral, medicinal, or external therapies (the latter includes 

moxibustion, massage, incense, and cupping), but it is also possible to understand 

these health problems as related to the three poisons under the influence of exter¬ 

nal factors. Wind disorders are particularly exemplary. In the case of suffering 

caused by the Cultural Revolution, or government policies of relocation, new labor 

or work requirements, or even policies on reproduction and population, women’s 

health is affected directly. First, the action of the elements (such as cold or water 

in the environment or hot foods in the diet) can be detrimental to homeostasis. 

The disturbance of winds, caused both by imbalance of the other humors and by 

emotional responses to perceptions of one’s situation—that is, an inability to 

respond effectively to these circumstances in ways that are not harmful to one’s 

health—are also secondarily implicated in causing disorders. Women who suf¬ 

fered great losses such as the death of family members or long separations from 

them because of imprisonment during the Cultural Revolution, often developed 

humoral imbalances that resulted in chronic diseases. 

Young women in urban Tibet today might also be understood as suffering from 

wind disorders in relation to the poison of desire, specifically unfulfilled desires, 

brought on by rapid social change. Since imbalances of wind are related to 

unfulfilled desires, it is possible to read increased sexuality as a form of grasping for 

satisfaction that ultimately, under modern conditions requiring birth control, abor¬ 

tions, or multiple sexual partners, can harm a woman’s health. 

Generally, Tibetan doctors treat disease with gentle methods. The techniques 
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of healing address not only the particular disease the patient is suffering from but 

also its side effects. Thus, treatments consisting of herbal remedies are effective 

not only in rectifying humoral imbalance but also in changing one’s perceptions 

of a given social situation, enabling one to better cope with it. Tibetan doctors are 

well known for the tremendous number of different medicines they have for wind 

disorders. The herb most used to treat wind disorders is black aloe wood or eagle- 

wood (Aquilaria agallocha), which is also the most favored minor tranquilizer 

among the Tibetan community. 

To summarize, Tibetan humoral medical theory weaves together Buddhist ideas 

in a complicated understanding of the elemental composition of worldly phe¬ 

nomena, associating physiology with mental, physical, social, environmental, and 

moral states or conditions. A good doctor in the tradition of Tibetan medicine 

must not only be armed with an extensive body of knowledge, but must also pos¬ 

sess a variety of personal qualities. We believe these qualities are amply demon¬ 

strated in one of Tibet’s most famous female doctors, Kandro Yangkar. 

Kandro Yangkar, Tibet’s “First”Female Doctor 

In Rechung Rinpoche’s translation of the 

rGyud bzhi, we find an account of the per¬ 

sonal qualities required of a good doctor as 

they were probably taught during the time 

of Kandro Yankar (1904-1972/3). The 

requirements include the following:1 2 3 

1. Intelligence: One wishing to become a 

good doctor must be intelligent and have a 

deep comprehension, quick understanding, 

and good memory. He must be able to read 

and write in order to learn all about medi¬ 

cine and master the medical texts. His 

teacher must be one who knows all about 

medicine and is able to explain everything, 

not hiding any knowledge from the student. 

He must be an understanding and kind- 

hearted person and generally knowledgeable in every field. The student should 

obey and be patient with his teacher, and coordinate with his fellow-students to 

help one another in their studies and not be lazy. 

2. Compassion: One wishing to become a good doctor must always think of being 

helpful to all beings. He must have a sympathetic mind and must not be partial, 
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but treat all alike. He should wish happiness for all and have the desire to obtain 

enlightenment. One with such a good mind will have no trouble in his medical 

practice. 

3. Bedside manner: Doctors must have a pleasant nature and be understanding 

and able to give encouragement and confidence to patients. They must be well 

versed in medicine and able to diagnose diseases without difficulty. A doctor should 

be familiar with the customs and usages of the common man, know how to talk 

and behave, and have some knowledge of religion. He should not be selfish and 

should have pity for the poor. He should look after a patient well until the patient 

has fully recovered. A doctor who has all the above qualities will attain fame and 

prosperity. A good doctor is like a protector and deliverer of those who are help¬ 

less; he is a representative of the Medicine Buddha and of the lineage of the teach¬ 

ers of medicine. 

Kandro Yangkar was surely not the first female doctor to live and work in Tibet, 

there were numerous well-known female doctors trained in the family lineage tra¬ 

dition common throughout the Tibetan cultural region. But Kandro Yangkar was 

the first woman to come under the tutelage of Tibet’s most famous twentieth- 

century monastic physician-scholar, Khenrab Norbu. And she was the first to prac¬ 

tice in Tibet’s first non-monastic medical college, the Mentsikhang, which was 

established in 1916. For these reasons, she is called Tibet’s first female physician. 

In the story of her life one finds evidence that she embodied many of the ideals of 

a Buddhist healer as noted in the rGyud bzhi. Her recognition in Tibet today is tes¬ 

timony to her contribution to the preservation of this medical system, even while 

supporting its modernization during a period of great social upheaval. The story 

of her life that follows was told in rather glowing terms by one of her children. 

Although his account has not been corroborated by comparison with other sources, 

we believe that it is an honest account and can be read as his memory of her life 

and of her contributions as a healer. 

Kandro Yangkar was from the Kham region in eastern Tibet. Here there was an 

incarnate lama called the Rinpoche Jedung, an important teacher of the Taklung 

Kagyupa order. He possessed a set of the writings of Jedung Champa Chungne, 

who was famed for his medical skills. Champa Chungne had two daughters. The 

elder daughter had two daughters of her own. The younger of these two grand¬ 

daughters of Champa Chungne was Yangkar. 

Yangkar was born in 1904 in the area of Powo, in a place that used to be called 

Pema Gyu. Powo Kanam Deba was the chogyal, or religious leader of this area. 

When Yangkar was twelve years old, her family moved to Kham Riwoche. Her 

grandfather, Champa Chungne, a rinpoche, was sent to Kham to build a monastery 

at Riwoche. In Kham, Yangkar became a nun. She donned nun’s clothes and 
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started studying the five sciences: Sanskrit, debate, Buddhism, medicine, and paint¬ 

ing. She had already started learning some medicine from her father (who was a 

doctor), as was common in families of medical practitioners. 

By the time she was thirteen, she could already write Tibetan very well. At that 

time, however, in I9i7> political turmoil broke out: Kham Riwoche came under 

occupation by the Chinese military as the result of a border dispute.4 The family 

and all of her grandfather’s followers from the monastery had to leave the area. 

They went to Chamdo to live, but had a hard time surviving there, and were forced 

to beg for a living. Soon, the people of her grandfather’s lineage remaining at his 

original home in Taklung requested that they return, since many of his followers 

were still there. This area is now called Phenpo Lhundrup Dzong. By 1920, Cham¬ 

pa Chungne had passed away in Taklung, and the family came to Lhasa, where 

they finally got permission to return to Kham Riwoche. Once in Riwoche, 

Yangkar was taken under wing of Chame Rinpoche, the Kagyu lama, who was the 

sixth reincarnation of the Chame lama. He “adopted” her and gave her the name 

of Kandro. 

Having learned a great deal from her doctor father, Kandro Yangkar was already 

qualified to practice healing at a very young age. Like her father, who had had 

many teachers from Derge, Lhasa, including various rinpoches, Kandro Yangkar 

also had many teachers during her lifetime. She learned medicine from her mater¬ 

nal grandfather, her father, and her lama, the Chame Rinpoche, as well as from her 

mother who knew a little medicine. 

The director of the Mentsikhang (College of Medicine and Astrology) in Lhasa 

at that time was Khenrab Norbu. It so happens that he sent two students to Kan¬ 

dro Yangkar’s grandfather, Champa Chungne, while he was still alive, in order to 

study with him. Champa Chungne taught these students, and when they were 

finished studying and had become doctors, he sent a message through them back 

to the Mentsikhang saying that he now had one request of his own. His request 

was that Khenrab Norbu teach his “daughter” (actually granddaughter) Kandro 

Yangkar to study eye medicine. 

Years passed, and Kandro Yangkar was traveling as the adopted daughter of the 

Chame Rinpoche. She went to Bhutan, India, Nepal, and many other places on 

behalf of the rinpoche. While traveling, one of her tasks was to collect ingredients 

for use in medicines. One day, her travels brought her to Lhasa, to the 

Mentsikhang, in order to purchase medicines that were made available to family- 

based doctors there. When the doctors in Lhasa met her, they asked her identity, 

and Khenrab Norbu asked, “Who is this? Is this a Khamba woman? Because pre¬ 

viously I got a request from a Khamba lama that I should teach her how to do eye 

medicine.” The answer was “Yes, she is that one.” With this, he invited her to 

stay in Lhasa to study eye medicine, and she became Khenrab Norbu s personal 
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student, and he, her main teacher. She did not do anything that was not his wish 

and soon she became his model apprentice. Not only was she a brilliant student 

who was devoted to her teachers, but she had an extremely sharp memory as well, 

and could memorize a long prayer book in just thirteen or fourteen hours, during 

the course of a single day. As an eye doctor, she traveled widely—to Nepal, Sikkim, 

Kalimpong, and Calcutta—and patients from all over gradually began to come to 

Tibet seeking treatment from her. 

Eventually, she married the Chame Rinpoche, and together they had three 

daughters. Her eldest daughter is still in Kham Riwoche, but her other two daugh¬ 

ters have died. After the rinpoche, she had a second husband, with whom she had 

a daughter, and then a third husband, who was from Lhasa and descended from 

the Shakapba family. 

Kandro Yangkar’s main virtue was that she was extremely generous. She always 

thought of helping others and used to have patients come right into her own home 

for treatment. She would feed them, take care of them, diagnose their illnesses, give 

them medicines, and then, after treating them, she would even give them money 

for their journey back home. Moreover, Kandro Yangkar used to rent rooms from 

well-known, wealthy families in Lhasa in order to house and treat patients need¬ 

ing ongoing care. Sometimes her patients could pay quite a lot of money and did 

so out of gratitude for her services, but, when patients had no money, nothing 

would be asked of them. 

Yangkar would often travel great distances to treat patients. She always went, 

and because she was a very tall and heavy woman, only the family horses could 

carry her. She used to take several servants with her to help look after patients, 

even those living at a great distance. No matter how important a matter was at 

home, if there was a patient who needed her, she would leave everything to attend 

the sick. 

Kandro Yangkar was open to all sorts of new ideas and practices, even medical 

theories from outside the Tibetan tradition. She explored many new ideas on her 

visits to other places. When she was in India, for example, she asked famous doc¬ 

tors there to teach her about injections and stitching wounds and would always 

practice with them to see what she could learn. She always wanted to learn surgery 

but was told by the doctors that they couldn’t teach her because in Tibet she would 

not be able to practice without modern equipment and sterile conditions. She also 

used to purchase the medicinal ingredients from where they were the best, that is, 

the most potent, and would then compound her own medicines. If the medical 

ingredients were better from India, for example, she would buy them from India. 

If they were better from Bhutan, she would buy them from there. She also used 

penicillin and new medicines, but in using both traditional and modern medicines, 
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she would research thoroughly their ingredients and the proper manner of their 

preparation and use. 

She was also very well organized and kept clear records of the problems and 

successful outcomes of her work. She used to follow up on all of her patients to find 

out the current status of their illnesses. Today, one can meet people who still 

remember being treated successfully by her—some who, for example, had eye 

surgery thirty years ago and can still thread a needle today. 

The following story is an example of her generosity. Sometime in the 1940s, 

there was an epidemic in the Chamdo area in which many people died. At that 

time, no other doctor would go there because he was afraid of being infected. Kan- 

dro Yangkar, however, went. A certain lady was so stricken with the disease that 

she had no control over her bowel movements or urination. No one would take 

care of her because she was considered the dirtiest and worst case. When Kandro 

Yangkar went to her, however, she scrubbed her and nursed her lovingly back to 

health, surprising all around her. To this day, many people in Chamdo remember 

her for this. 

In 1948, the family moved back to Kham Riwoche, but Kandro Yangkar still 

traveled extensively for her work. In 1952 or 1953, she was called to Bhutan by the 

then king, the current king’s grandfather, as the royal family of Bhutan had been 

connected to Kandro Yangkar’s family since the time of her grandfather. (Her 

grandfather had been the then king’s lama and was the one who gave him his 

dbang initiations.) At this time, the king was suffering from eye problems and 

called Kandro Yangkar to come and treat him. He told her that he had invited 

many Western doctors to look at his eyes but that none of them could help. He 

then requested her to stay at court until he could shoot an arrow right at the tar¬ 

get, for only then would he be satisfied that his eyesight was perfect. Yangkar 

placed her son in the care of a Bhutanese family living in Lhasa and went to help 

the king, and did, in fact, take care of his eyes until he could shoot an arrow accu¬ 

rately at the target. 

On another occasion, there was an epidemic of smallpox in Tsurphu, the seat 

of the Karmapa, and a lot of people were sick and dying. The Karmapa wrote to 

Kandro Yangkar, telling her she must come and treat these patients. She left imme¬ 

diately, but her own people said that she was crazy for doing it, not only because 

she herself would get infected, but because her children would be harmed as well. 

At that time, however, she didn’t think of herself or her children, but only of the 

problems present in the community; moreover, she was convinced that she herself 

would not get sick. In 1958, in the midst of all the chaos in Tibet, Khenrab Norbu 

himself developed eye problems. Kandro Yangkar received a letter from his office 

requesting that she return to take care of his eyes. She left her young son in the 
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monastery enrolled as a monk and went immediately to Lhasa to take care of 

Khenrab Norbu. 

From that time on, she became one of the main practitioners of medicine in the 

Mentsikhang and was known, despite the political turmoil around her, as a doc¬ 

tor who had a wonderful outlook on life. She was a jovial, light-hearted, and fun- 

loving person, who never appeared awkward, sad, or in despair about the things 

around her. She loved to sing the songs she had learned on her travels and had a 

very lovely voice. Although she was connected to a number of aristocratic families 

of her time and did many things with them, she was never arrogant about her 

good fortune. She always worked for others, and because she was very skilled with 

her hands and could cut and sew clothes, she would call the tailors to her home 

and help them with the cutting and sewing. 

During the years that she was at the Mentsikhang, many problems developed. 

One problem was that Kandro Yangkar was renowned for her skill in eye surgery, 

and patients requested her treatment first. Patients who were treated unsuccessfully 

by other doctors would become disgruntled and suggest that, had they gone to her 

first, they would have been cured. Eventually, in 1962, jealous people voiced so 

many criticisms about the way things were run that Mentsikhang shut down the 

eye surgery department. This happened at a time when medicine in general was 

perceived to be elitist and extraneous to the communist project. 

Nevertheless, Kandro Yangkar continued treating patients. On one occasion, she 

saw a poor farmer’s family in the street. Because the father couldn’t see due to eye 

problems, the mother was carrying all three of her young children in her arms. 

When Kandro Yangkar saw this, she felt so bad that she rented a room in Tengyel- 

ing, near the monastery, and asked the family to stay there. She personally treat¬ 

ed the father’s eyes and nursed him until he was strong again. When news of this 

reached the administration, however, Kandro Yangkar and her whole family were 

reprimanded and told not to do such things again. After this scolding, she never 

practiced privately again. 

During 1962, after the Mentsikhang eye department shut down, Kandro 

Yangkar was assigned to work in the children’s ward and then from 1963 onward 

she was assigned to work in the newly established women’s health section. One rea¬ 

son given for her transfer to the women’s section was a very specific incident. Some 

time in 1961, when Khenrab Norbu was still alive, a Chinese leader came with his 

wife to visit Lhasa. The wife visited the Mentsikhang, telling Khenrab Norbu that 

although she had been married for eighteen years, she still could not get pregnant, 

and she wondered if the Tibetan doctors could help her. Khenrab Norbu called on 

Kandro Yangkar and made her responsible for treating the Chinese woman. After 

receiving medicine from Yangkar, the wife was able to conceive, and from that time 

onward, there was much talk of Kandro Yangkar’s expertise in women’s medi- 
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cine. The fact that the women s ward itself was established at about this same time 

and that she was the first woman to work in the Mentsikhang contributed to her 

reputation. 

Kandro Yangkar was also well known for her compounding skills. She used to 

make her own medicines for problems that were difficult to cure. The medicines 

she invented were known for being effective, and they were often given her name. 

After her reprimand for her treatment of the farmer’s family, however, the prac¬ 

tice of naming medicines after the doctor who devised them was prohibited. 

In general, during the next years Yangkar was very committed to serving the 

community and helping people. But life became much more difficult in Tibet in 

the years that followed. It was a time of terrible turmoil during which Yangkar was 

not allowed to work as a physician. Because she was from a family connected to 

the aristocracy, she was considered to be from a “bad family.” Being classified that 

way placed her among the people who were prohibited from working at all between 

about 1968 and 1970. 

In the early 1970s, Kandro Yangkar became sick. She was said to have had an 

accident involving a fall from a ladder while she was cleaning windows, which 

damaged her leg. Her leg never completely healed, and for the rest of her life she 

was unable to walk properly. What made the injury worse was that she wasn’t 

allowed to receive good medical treatment. Medicines at that time were regulated, 

and access was given only by permission and only to some. Kandro Yangkar’s leg 

became increasingly worse, and she eventually became paralyzed. During her ill¬ 

ness, and fearful about the future of her medical tradition, she requested that the 

administration choose somebody she could teach and to whom she could transmit 

her knowledge before she died. She knew that there wasn’t any point in teaching 

her own children because they would not be allowed to practice medicine as they 

were from the wrong class. But she did want them to choose somebody, and even¬ 

tually the authorities sent her two students who are still practicing medicine today. 

Kandro Yangar wrote many treatises on women’s health, including a codi¬ 

fication of disorders and new treatments, and a commentary on the rGyud bzhi 

specifically concerned with women’s health. Unfortunately, many of her writings 

were destroyed during the Cultural Revolution and these works are unrecoverable 

today. Nevertheless, Kandro Yangkar’s work and achievements are recognized by 

many contemporary scholars of Tibetan medicine, but more importantly, by many 

common people throughout Tibet. Although most of her writings were destroyed 

and although she apparently suffered a great deal during her time, she has today 

begun to be rehabilitated by the current administration and is highly regarded by 

those who have followed her. 

The story of Kandro Yangkar’s life conveys her commitment to many of the ideals 

of the Buddhist approach to healing: she combined a form of selfless, compassionate 
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practice with a use of sharp memory and great devotion to teachers. She devoted 

her skills not only to the faculty of vision but to the health of women, and because 

of these she enjoys a great reputation today. The sort of healing and motivation 

Kandro Yangkar exemplified is slowly making a comeback in contemporary Tibet 

and, in some small way, they are still alive among practitioners in the Mentsikhang 

today. That the benefits of such a medical approach are far-reaching and endur¬ 

ing is perhaps best testified by the experience of Yangkar’s son, who in his travels, 

is most happy to discover people who once knew and were cured by his mother and 

who, in meeting him, are always good to him in return. 

Notes 

1. Gerken (1999). 

2. See Clark (1995) and Clifford (1984), for extensive and accessible translations of por¬ 

tions of the medical Tantras. 

3. Rechung Rinpoche (1973), 91-92. 

4. Goldstein (1989), 83. 
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