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"How are we to conduct ourselves, lord, with
regard to woman kind?"

"As not seeing them, Ananda."

"But if we should see them, what are we to do?"
"No talking, Ananda."

"But if they should speak to us, lord, what are
we to do?" -

"Keep wide awake, Ananda." (1)

Considerable evidence shows that women maintained a re-
markably free and open existence during the earliest years of
Buddhism. They commanded a great deal of respect and authority
in the home, were allowed to manage property, to give it away,
and quite probably also to inherit it; they could come and go
in the community with a great deal of freedom--for example, to
hear the words of the Master. They were not forced into marriage--
certainly never into child-marriage as was later the case in Hindu
practice. Nor were they required to become recluses at the time of
widowhood. Most important, they were able to leave the world,
study the sacred teachings of Buddhism, become preachers and tea-
chers in their own right, and even reach the highest stage of
attainment, or arhatship. (2)

Furthermore, it appears that the early Buddhists held a
reasonably positive view of woman's capacities and achieve-
ments. This is reflected in the high praises heaped upon certain
women in Buddhist memories of the formative days:_Mahapajapati,
who founded the order of nuns, Patacara and Sukkha, two great _
preachers, the extraordinarily generous donors Visakha, Mallika
the queen, Ambapali the courtesan, and many others. It even ap-
pears, albeit rarely, in the utterances ascribed to the Buddha
when his wife bore a daughter, that a girl "may prove even a
better offspring than a boy." (3)

It is generally agreed, however, that the Buddhist assess-
ment of woman dropped sharply in the years shortly before and
following the appearance of written Buddhist literature. A de-
nigrating stereotype gradually emerged and became dominant; it
in turn seems to have worked to 1imit the opportunities and ac-
tivities of women in later years. The stereotype appears even in
fairly early texts. The Pali Vinaya, a legendary history of the
monastic rule, tells of women who seduce and rape unsuspecting
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monks--even while the latter are asleep or too i1l to resist. (4)
The Buddhist sutta literature frequently pronounces on the weak-
nesses of woman and the dangers posed by the female sex:

"Monks, a woman.even when going along, will stop

to ensnare the heart of a man; whether standing,
sitting, or lying down, laughing, talking, or sing-
ing, weeping, stricken or dying, a woman will stop
to ensnare the heart of a man." (5)

"Womenfolk are uncontrolled, Ananda. Womenfolk are

envious, Ananda. Womenfolk are greedy, Ananda. Wom-

enfolk are weak in wisdom, Ananda." (6)
The somewhat later Jataka collections, stories of the former
lives of the Buddha, pour forth such a mass of invective that
one author has commented: “"The stories of the Jatakas seem to
have been framed to bring to light the evil influence of women,"
(7) Among their many edifying accounts, an ancient and blind
hag, flattered by a young student, tries to kill the son who
has tended her faithfully in order to make off with her new
“lover." A woman rescued from a flood by an ascetic seduces her
rescuer and becomes his wife, but later deserts him for a robber
chief and tries to murder him. A girl raised in total isolation
from men and carefully guarded by her husband nonetheless mana-
ges to acquire a lover. (8) And numberous women betray fathers
and husbands for even blind, lame, hunchbacked and balding para-
mours. Often such stories are accompanied by little ditties that
point out their morals:

'Tis nature's law that rivers wind;
Trees grow of wood by law of kind;
And, givern opportunity,

. A11 women work iniquity. (9)

The community of nuns likewise felt the impact of the declin-
ing image. In time, the worthiness of the whole order of nuns came
to be severely questioned by some segments of the Buddhist commun-
ity. Hence it is said in all stories of its founding that the Bud-
dha was extremely unwilling to let the community come into being.
When Mahapajapati, the aunt who had raised him from birth, asked
if she might establish it, he first said no. It was only at the
intervention of his beloved disciple Ananda that he agreed to the
womer's request. Certain later accounts add an even more damning
postscript:

If, Ananda, women had not obtained the going

forth from home into homelessness in the dhamma
and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder,

the Brahma-faring, Ananda, would have lasted long,
true dhamma would have endured for a thousand
years. But since, Ananda, women have gone forth...



in the dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the
Truth-finder, now Ananda, the Brahma-faring will
not last long, true dhamma will endure only Tor
five hundred years. :

Furthermore, it was expected that nuns would be behind their
brothers in accomplishment. Hence a nun had to spend two more
years in the novitiate than a monk. (11) 1In time the equality
of women in attaining to the supreme achievement came to be
questioned. For, although a woman might still become arhat, a
new level of achievement was not recognized--that of Buddhahood
itself, or "supreme and perfect enlightenment." This was strict
1y closed to women, as were the attainments .of four lesser clas:
ses of beings: a cakravartin (universal emperor), a Mara (lord
of desire and death), a Sakka or a Brahma (two kings of the god
(12) Correspondingly, of course, the Buddha never bore the sti:
ma of female birth in his own career as bodhisattva. Furthermor
there were only 13 classes of attainment in which women could
reach t.e highest excellence, as contrasted to 47 men. (13) A
woman wno had accomplished some extraordinary feat might, how-
ever, gain the privilege of rebirth as a man. Hence the Buddha'
mother, who died seven days after his birth, is said to have
been retorn as a male god in Indra's paradise. (14) A young
woman who “"cultivated the thoughts of a man" and honored the
three jerwels is likewise said to have been reborn as a son of
the gods in the same heaven--in a position superior to three
monks o* lesser worthiness. (15)

It is not surprising to find that the new feminine image
is para’leled in increasing limitations on feminine freedom.
Thus one finds in the same sutta collection that warns about
woman's greediness and stupidity prescriptions for young mar-
ried women which advise the latters' total submission to their
husbands. A goocd wife must get up before her husband in the
morning, 0o to bed after him at night, speak to him sweetly at
all tim's, honor all those whcm he honors, and comply with his
wishes in all things., (16) Nuns similarly found their indepen-
dence 1imited. Monks were to have strict rights of seniority
over nuns; they were also to serve as the women's chief source
of information about the dharma and were to set all dates for
the women's religious observances. Nuns could not complete thei
ordination without being questioned by the monastic community;
but nuns had no authority over the ordination of monks. Nuns
mighi not vemain alcone in a monastery during the rainy season
without the presence of a supervisory monk. Nuns could not
rebuke monks. (17)

The stereotype and its impact are easily documented. The
problem of accounting for the declining image is far more compl
To a certain extent, of course, the image is pan-Indian. The
feeling that women were weak and could not be left to fend for
themselves is reflected as well in contemporary Hindu prescrip-
tions for their behavior. There, too, women were subordinated t
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men throughout their lives and were told that their sole place

in society was in their homes. And non-Buddhist Indians also

told stories about the foolishness and wickedness of women; in
fact we may expect that it told some of the same stories as

those found in the Buddhist literature. But blaming the situa-
tion on the general cultural context in this case simply evades
the issue. For research into various aspects of the Hindu 1it-_
erary tradition has shown that a parallel decline in the feminine
image was occuring there at the same time, and that many of the
restrictions on the Hindu woman which are so familiar to us also
date from that decline. (18) Furthermore, commentators on that
phenomenon have a frequent tendency to attribute that decline to
the powerful influence of Buddhism. (19)

More specifically, the finger ic pcintad at the Buddhist
ascetic tradition. This seems a fruitful line of inquiry. The
denigrating literature was produced by Buddhist monks. Such
monks were expected to practice strict celibacy. Yet many were
former householders who had known the pleasures of sexual inti-
macy. Some found that its loss was far harder to bear than ex-
pected. Som2 wives, too, intentionally lured the husbands who
had deserted them, in hopes of persuading these to return to
home and children. Many of the most lurid portrayals of feminine
wickedness were presented as a corrective to such immediate and
practical situations. Thus, for example, the Jataka stories cited
above about murderous wives and mothers were told, according to
the commentary, to monks who were "passion-tost," while the vast
majority of tales about unfaithful wives were told to backsliding
_ husbands who were tempted to return to the householder's Tife.

Nor can we overlook the possibilities of Freudian inter-
pretation. Monks were expected not only to control their actions
but also to "weed out" the very thought of wrongdoing. Freud has
taught us much about the relationship between such radically re-
pressed thoughts and excessive anxiety about their objects.

But I think that there was still another factor at work in
the rise of the Buddhist deprecation of woman--a source that is
based on the human symbol-making process. I suspect that the new
Buddhist attitude was derived at least in part from a traditional
way of perceiving the fundamental nature of feminity. According
to this traditional mode of perception, a woman is a kind of
cipher for fecundity, or the process of becoming. The historic
roots of this symbolic reduction are pan-Indian, and to a certain
extent also cross-cultural. I believe that the Buddhist stereo-
type arose as this basic perception encountered the ideals and
goals of the Buddhist path.

. In ancient India, a woman's primary and most valuable char-
acteristic was her fecundity. The point is emphasized in the in-
stitution of marriage where she was always expected to be fruit-
ful and was subject to replacement if she failed to pear children.
It is clear in the veneracion of the mother which, as J. B. Horner
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has po1nt3d out, amounted aimost to a cult. It emerges perhaps
most. sharply in Indian art, whose consistent emphasis on bulg-
ing breasts and massive hips is frequently pointed out.

Furthermore, woeman's inherent generative capacity placed
her, as ic has in many other regions of the world, in strong
asscciation with othar aspects of the natural realm of increase.
The association was powerful enough that certain potent divine
powers of this natura1 realm came to be represented in femeale
form. The earth, for example, was a female power; it was ac-
dressed as such as early as the Atharvaveda:

“Upon the firm, broad earth, the all-begetting
mother ¢f the plants,...upon her, propitious and
kind, may we ever pass our lives.!" (20)

Other powers connected especially to the fecundity of the earth
and vegetative realm were often also female; thus, for_example,

a familiai being in ancient India was the female devata, or tree
spirit. Also familiar is the mysterious yaksh¥, a type of goddess
whose many spheres of power seem to have inc uded the wild and
prolific spaces of wilderness regions, the 1ife-giving waters,
and the fertility of human women.

The association was close enough also that human women
were readily confused with such natural powers. We know, for
example, that it is difficult to separate human from divine
women in Hindu sculpture. Often human women, such as dancers,
were portrayed in positions identical to those of the divine
types cited above. (21) The most famous example of a human
woman whose portrayal mimicked the divine was Mahamaya, the
Buddha's mother, who gives birth to the Buddha in a position
identical with that commonly given to hakshis and devatas. But
Indian literature may also reflect such a confusion--for ex-
ample, in a passage from the Mahabharata where the beautiful
Damayant, wandering in the forest, is asked: "Are you a god-
dess of this wood or th1i mountain, or of the he?;g?lyA;eg1ons7
Are you a zaksh1, or a rakshasT, or an apsaras?" terna-
tively, a woman might function as a power with the capacity ‘to
grant fecundity in the natural realm; thus, for eaample, the
frequently cited belief that an asoka tree must be kicked by a
young womun before it could f1ower

The pattern continues in Buddhism, where one finds the same
basic reduction of feminity and the same tendency to identify
women witli the larger realm of increase. There are two things,
it said, of which women never tire--intercourse and child-bearing
(23) Further, woman's tendency to seek sexual connection and in-
crease no matter what the cost is only a reflection of her "in-
born nature"; hence the bodhisattva says in a Jataka that she
is not to be held responsible for any evil consequences of such
overwhelming drives. (24) Buddhism knows and recognizes the
"fartility goddecces"; as we have already seen in the case of
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Mahamaya, its art is as free as parallel Hindu productions to
present various women as duplicates of such divinities.

It was this close association between woman and the whole
realm of natural generative productivity which, I believe, was
also responsible for Buddhism's developing aversion towards wo-
men. For Buddhism--at least the monastically oriented, more con-
servative Buddhism which produced the majority of the texts we
have used--was opposed to and even afraid of this realm of pro-
ductivity. Conservative Buddhism drew a sharp line between two
states of "existence" nirvana, or liberation (Titerally "blow-
ing out"), and samsara, or becoming (literally "wandering through"
or transmigration). Samsara was the enemy--a realm of ceaseless
generation and destruction that inevitably bred suffering. It had
to be broken--overcome--for the desired liberation to occur. Yet,
as we have seen, a woman was a veritable image of becoming and
of all the forces of blind growth and productivity which Buddhism
knew as samsara. As such she too was the enemy--not only on a per-
sonal Tlevel, as an individual source of temptation, but also on
a cosmic level, as representation and summation of the processes
binding all men. And she especially had to be overcome, if 1ib-
eration was to remain a possibility.

The symbo]1sm never became as explicit in Buddhism as it
later did in the Hindu tradition; there "samsara" became "m axa
or "prakriti", both feminine concepts represented iconographi-
ca11y and sometimes even ritually in female form. Rather, the
growing influence of the Mahayana form of Buddhism sent both the
modes of_portraying women and the relationship between asp1rant
and samsara developing in another direction. (25) But there is
one place in the Buddhist Titerature _where women do come to
symbolize the ultimate bonds of samsara. When the Buddha-to-be
is about to begin the night's effort that will culminate in his
enlightenment, he is challenged by_the god Mara, lord of desire
and death--in other words, of samsara. Mara knows that the Buddha's
enlightenment will mean the end of his own supremacy over the
world; hence he is desperate to prevent the accomplishment. First
he assembles all his demonic armies and attacks the bodhisattva
outright. The attack fails and the army flees in disarray. Then
Mara regroups and decides to throw his ultimate weapon at the
Buddha-to-be. This consists of his three lovely and voluptuous
daughters. The three smile, sigh, invite, and utilize all thirty-
three devices of feminine seduction. With the daughters' failure,
the Master's enlightenment becomes a certainty; for Mara's realm--
the realm of becoming--the realm of feminity, has no more hold
on him. (26)
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