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Strategies for a Feminist Revalorization
of Buddhism

This essay grows out of a complex, unique, and personal blending of three
perspectives—the cross-cultural, comparative study of religion, feminism, and
Buddhism. Though each perspective is well-known and widely used individu-
ally, they are not usually brought into conversation with each other. Even more
rarely are they blended into one spiritual and scholarly outlook, as I have sought
to do in my personal and academic life. Throughout these pages, 1 will illustrate
the dense, mutually illuminating interplay of these three perspectives as they
weave a coherent and uplifting vision. I could tell the story of how these three
orientations became allies in my system of understanding and orientation.
However, unlike Carol Christ and Christine Downing,1 1 choose not to focus
directly on my story, on my personal intersection with these three perspectives,
but on the sometimes tension-laden synthesis which I have conjured up out of
my studies, my suffering, and my experience.

My primary task in this book is a feminist revalorization of Buddhism. In
feminist theology in general, the task of “revalorization” involves working with
the categories and concepts of a traditional religion in the light of feminist
values. This task is double-edged, for, one the one hand, feminist analysis of
any major world religion reveals massive undercurrents of sexism and prejudice
against women, especially in realms of religious praxis. On the other hand, the
very term «revalorization” contains an implicit judgment. To revalorize is to
have determined that, however sexist a religious tradition may be, it is not
irreparably so. Revalorizing is, in fact, doing that work of repairing the tradi-
tion, often bringing it much more into line with its own fundamental values and
vision than was its patriarchal form.

My strategies for this revalorization involve first studying Buddhist history
and then analyzing key concepts of the Buddhist worldview from a feminist
point of view. Utilizing the results of those studies, I finally pursue a feminist
reconstruction of Buddhism.

In the chapters on Buddhist history, 1 will survey the roles and images of
women found in each of the three major periods of Buddhist intellectual

is 3



4 BUDDHISM AFTER PATRIARCHY

development—early Indian Buddhism, Mahayana Buddhism, and Indo-Tibetan
Vajrayana Buddhism. In addition to surveying roles and images of women, I
will look for some of the most relevant and interesting stories about women
found in each period. This survey has a dual purpose. First, someone who
wishes to comment on Buddhism and feminism cannot meaningfully do so
without some-knowledge of the Buddhist record regarding images and roles of
women commonly found in the Buddhist past. Second, out of this record of

roles, images, and stories, we can search for a usable past, as defined by feminist
historians.?

These chapters will be followed by chapters detailing a feminist analysis
of key Buddhist concepts. Thus, I follow the distinction, often made by Chris-
tian feminist theologians, between historical context, which may well reflect
very limited cultural conditions, and essential core teachings of the religious
symbol system. Like most Christian feminist theologians, I am far more con-
cerned about the gender implications of key Buddhist teachings than I am about
inadequate models in the past. In the chapters of analysis, I will argue that the
key concepts of Buddhism, in every period of Buddhist intellectual develop-
ment, are incompatible with gender hierarchy and with discrimination against
women (or against men).

In a certain sense, the chapters on history discuss the Buddhist past, how
Buddhists have in fact dealt with women throughout time. The chapters of
analysis, in a sense, deal with the Buddhist present, for though these key

concepts were articulated in the past, they have present relevance for Buddhists

in a way that historical materials do not. History is not revelatory or normative i
for Buddhists in the way that it is for some other traditions. Key Buddhist

concepts, however, constitute what Buddhists currently believe and, therefore,
must be taken very seriously. The chapters on reconstruction look toward the
post-patriarchal future of Buddhism, using both the tools of traditional Bud-
dhism and of feminist vision. These chapters explore the contradiction between
the egalitarian concepts of Buddhism and its patriarchal history, seeking both to
explain that contradiction historically and to rectify that situation in a future
manifestation and form of Buddhism. As we shall see, such reconstructions take
us beyond, not only the current institutional forms of Buddhism, but also
beyond its present conceptual structure.

These sections of history, analysis, and reconstruction are set in the matrix
of very specific, and somewhat idiosyncratic ways of thinking about religion
and the study of religion, about feminism, and about Buddhism itself. Detailed
discussion of these methodological issues and stances is found in the two
appendices to the book. My method of dealing with complex issues regarding
the interface between theology and the history of religions is dealt with in the
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Orientation to Buddhism:
Approaches, Basics, and Contours

A feminist history, analysis, and reconstruction of Buddhism draws upon two
major bodies of theory——feminism and Buddhism. In addition to the lengthy
definition of feminism as academic method and as social vision found in the
first appendix, discussions of feminist method and theory regarding specific
issues are found throughout this book. However, if one is reasonably unfamiliar
with Buddhism, it is difficult to appreciate feminist analysis of Buddhist mate-
rials. It is very difficult to be introduced to a body of knowledge and to feminist
commentary on that body of knowledge at the same time—an ongoing problem
for teachers and scholars presenting the women studies perspective in all fields.
One aspect of my solution to that problem is to give relatively complete
discussions of those aspects of Buddhism upon which I will comment from a
feminist point of view during my feminist discussion of them. But I am
selecting from the Buddhist record, rather than discussing the entirety of
Buddhism, which would be impossible for one author to do within one book.
Therefore, the other aspect of my solution to the problem of simultaneous
introduction to Buddhism and to feminist perspectives on Buddhism is to begin
with an overview of Buddhism.

BUDDHISM: BASIC TEACHINGS

To beginners, Buddhism can seem like an incredibly complex and dense
religion, but everything in Buddhism really does go back to a few basic
teachings that really do encapsulate the entire tradition. Though simple, they
often seem difficult to comprehend because they go against the grain of
ordinary hopes and fears.

Buddhism is a non-theistic religion. Its central teachings point out to its
adherents the cause of and the cure for human suffering, locating both within
human attitudes towards life. Buddhism is non-theistic, or not concerned about
the existence of a supreme being, because a supreme being would be unable to
relieve human suffering, as it is defined by Buddhists. A supreme being cannot

p—




8 BUDDHISM AFTER PATRIARCHY

cause human beings to give up the attitudes that produce suffering. Only human
beings are capable of that feat.

The foundational spiritual and religious attitudes of Buddhism are summa-
rized and communicated by the Four Noble Truths and their extensions and
unfoldings into the teachings of the Mahayana and the Vajrayana.

According to Buddhism, the cause of misery is located in negative habitual

patterns common to all unenlightened beings. Succinctly put, human beings
suffer because while still unenlightened, all beings strive with all thejr energy
for unattainable goals. Disliking boredom and disconte
complete bliss. Disliking uncertainty, they strive for perfect complete security.
And disliking death and finitude, they strive for complete perfect permanence
in personal immortality. According to Buddhism, these desires are completely
impossible to attain under any conditions; therefore, striving to attain them is
counterproductive, and serves only to deepen the pain of inevitable failure. That
is the bad news, traditionally communicated by Buddhism’s first and second
noble truths—the truth that conventional existence is pervaded with suffering,
and the truth that the cause of suffering is desire rooted in ignorance.

The good news, according to Buddhism, is that human beings do not have
to remain in such useless and counterproductive, desire-ridden states of being;
they can lay down the burden and experience the calm and tranquillity of
enlightenment. That is the third truth, the truth of the cessation of suffering.
Many attempts have been made to define the essentially ineffable quality of the

liberation sought by Buddhism. All such attempts ultimately fail because
liberation is a matter of experience, not theory. Perhaps liberation, in Buddhist
terms, is best defined as knowing how to untie the knot of existence. To be
liberated is to know “things as they are,” a classic Buddhist phrase, and to know
how to live with those conditions freely and compassionately. The best news of
all is that there is a simple and workable path that can be used to good effect by
anyone who wants to diminish the burden of excessive desire and compulsion.
Buddhism prescribes a clear path, a total lifestyle, that facilitates the achieve-

ment of such liberation. The lifestyle is defined in the fourth N oble Truth, the

truth of the path. Though the path contains eight elements, it is conveniently

condensed into three major disciplines—shila, samadhi, and prajna, or moral
discipline, spiritual cultivation, and the pursuit of wisdom.

These basics, found in all variants of Buddhism, are extended and ampli-
fied in the other forms of Buddhism which developed out of this foundational
worldview. Mahayana Buddhism, which had emerged by about 500 years after
the origins of Buddhism, developed specific ways of discussing wisdom and
compassion—as emptiness and as complete altruism. Still later, Vajrayana
Buddhism developed many ritual and meditative techniques, known as skillful
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more and more power and respect for itself. Lay people were thought of merely
as patrons; despite the Therigatha, the belief that women could not attain
enlightenment grew popular. At the same time, however, new tendencies were
developing. Within 500 years of the Buddha’s death,/ full-blown: Mahayana
(larger vehicle) Buddhism emerged. In addition to significant philosophical
differences with earlier Buddhism, nas‘:(';:en't;'Mahayana Buddhism unde

the sangha, or Buddhist community, differently. As the monastic sangha grew
more ,"self—aggrandizihg”, Mabhayanists [deliberatély) emphasized the larger
sangha, including lay people and women.\’[heref?te

greater (or renewed) openness to women among the genéral characteristics of
the Mahayana.

rstood
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e _never c?ccurred in Japan. Eventually the boc;hi N tradmonal"gms’ ordination employed fully throughout this history, analysis, and reconstruction.

R monastic precepts and a married priesthood Zattva Jrecepts, replaced the On the other hand, someone who is only an outsider would not take the

. Japan. Contemporary Japanese nuns receive thiz ura 1 became the nom for risks involved in analyzing and reconstructing Buddhism from a feminist point

precepts, but they practice a of view, nor would such a scholar be interested in the kind of feminist history

lifestyle that is actuall i
y very similar to that i i
of ancient Indian nuns, since, unlike of Buddhism with which I am concerned. I care, not only about scholarly

their male counte:
rparts, they usually d .
the ¥ do not marry or drink :
lituie .nufs may alS? fill the role of “temple priest,” ¢ ].naICOhOI' SOme.tunes, accuracy, but about Buddhism after patriarchy. My interests in Buddhism are
o Bglca .funct1ons in their communities. As in Ti?setarry lg o leaflersmp and not merely or purely academic. I have invested as much in Buddhism as I have
uddhism, both in China and in Japan, do give sign,ifi(c):srlnlt f:f devotional forms in feminism and in the academic study of religions and I have utilized tradi-
everence to female tional Buddhist methods of training equally with more conventionally academic

mythical and iconographi
phical representations of B
uddhas and Bodhisa
and v, approaches. Therefore, I am not satisfied by accounts of Buddhism that are

The most recent d
evelopment in th .
transmissi . e long history o ., .
ties I;u:ﬁlon to the West, which began early in this centr:ry fsB uddhlsm. s 1ts limited to technical expertise but lack depth of insight into the tradition. To me,
» y more Asian teachers have taught in the West .anglcl:: t:llgmx'md-s]x_ such accounts of Buddhism misrepresent the tradition as much as do historically
u sm has r uncritical insider’s accounts of the tradition.

grown i
exponentially. Currently, all forms of Buddhism can be found i aceurEe o
und in Western In this task, I will use the tools of the history of religions and the values of
” if that word

countries, not only amon DU
. g Asian immi L
of the : s grants, who maintain -
ir ethnic tradition, but also as the reli Buddhism as part feminism to look at Buddhism, working as a Buddhist “theologian,
n-theistic case. In this work, I do

-\ well-edu . . gion of choice o i A

o a'"\\pean deszated, al}d dedicated minority of Europeans and Am f an articulate, can carry an extended connotation in this no

0 descent. This event provides the greatest opportunity i cricans of Euro- not intend to function mainly as a reporter or commentator on the opinions and
ty in Buddhist history works of others, nor will I function only 2 replica of my Buddhist teachers,
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) an i i II]IIII].Ckn g
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worldview and visi .
on regarding gender relati
are active ; . ations. In the West )
wom 'alnd mf%uentlalmall forms of Buddhism.? It is to > currently, women construction, using all of the tools at my disposal. This stance is unusual for baswg
B en will continue their strong presence and i uence, ?ns (121(1);11:0 tell whether Western writers on Buddhist topics, some of whom claim that scholarship and ’

v LILC generations . world-construction are incompatible with each other. As I argue extensively
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o . . With neglect, with to KR TOn Sty g e
);  patriarch: . ’ o much complacency about possibie . i a .
v generati al backlash, this exemplary situation could Qg&trg S{iébout possible in the appendix on the history of religions, such an attitude is riddled with
major re?ins., as has happened previously, not only in Bllddhisn}ll eb n SUb_Sequent contradictions and is outdated. To engage in such world-constructive work
e glons. » butalsoin other is a privilege long given to scholars writing about Christianity, Judaism, or
feminism, but long denied to Buddhist scholars. It is time to break this
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SM: AUTHOR’S APPROACHES taboo.

ne book to be able to discuss all its

Buddhism is too vast for one author or o

My feminist hi .
history, analysis, and reconstruction of Buddhism i , , :
Sm 1S a task not — variants. Though I attempt to be as broad and non-sectarian as possible, my
of Buddhism necessarily reflect

dacvd. heretofore
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that can be undertaken an;'l(ll)c;'h:;t;(; b'y scholars of Buddhism, It is also a task " feminist history, analysis, and reconstruction
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W eir tradition a comparativist than a Buddhologist or a phi
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I am much more a historian of religions or
lologist and translator. Further-
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more, my academic and linguistic training is in South Asia, though I have also
taught myself enough about East Asia to teach undergraduate courses.

As an insider, I am trained in Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism, and within that
framework, in the Karma Kagyu school. As a result, I see Buddhism in the
“three-yana” perspective. This perspective stresses stages of spiritual develop-
ment from the foundation of the basic “hinayana,” which does not refer to

. contemporary Theravada Buddhism, to the more encompassing “mahayana,”

-and into the jndestructible “vajrayana.” T will use this framework for organizing

both my comments on the history of the roles and images of women in
Buddhism and my feminist analysis of key Buddhist teachings.

The historical chapters, on the roles and images of women in Buddhism,
will be largely limited to Indian and Tibetan Buddhism, given my academic
and my dharmic specializations. However, the analysis and reconstruction
are not similarly limited, since almost all major Buddhist teachings of all forms
of Buddhism developed in India. A feminist analysis of the basic concepts of

Buddhism, found in early Indian Buddhism as well as in all other forms of

Buddhism, is, by definition relevant for all forms of Buddhism. Likewise, a ot
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feminist analysis of Indian Mahayana Buddhist concepts is relevant for East
Asian forms of Buddhism, since they are grouped within the Mahayana camp.
A feminist analysis of Vajrayana concepts and imagery is, of course, most

. relevant for Vajrayanists, though in the modern Buddhist world, characterized
NGNS e g b

by efficient communication and a lessening of sectarianism, other Buddhists
may find relevance in Vajrayana materials, Clearly, the feminist reconstruction
I propose, though it owes something to Vajrayana inspiration, is quite non-sec-
tarian and relevant to Buddhists of all schools and persuasions.

Finally, in this book, Buddhism is discussed as a religious and spiritual
system aiming toward liberation. Buddhism could also be studied as a philo-
sophical system. While these materials are important, I will avoid more techni-
cal aspects of Buddhist philosophy because, in my view, philosophy is
secondary in Buddhgggl‘,a ateacllﬂlmgbtg% fﬂq; spirituality and an upaya (skillfully

used method) for @ﬁ’n&insight eyond words and concepts. It is not an end
in itself and does not communicate the heart of the tradition. Alternatively,
Buddhism could be discussed in terms of its social, economic, and political
developments. While sometimes critical for understanding some developments
within Buddhism, I do not regard social, economic, or political factors as

sufficient to provide an understanding of Buddhism.
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