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Remembering Mahāpajāpatī:  Buddhism, Feminism and Humility
(Most of the books and articles herein were assigned in a “Women in Buddhism” course I took at the University of Washington [taught by Kyoko Tokuno, Spring 2009].  This essay is a survey of those works, which I evaluate through the feminist ethics of Chandra Mohanty and Elizabeth Grosz.)



From the first Buddhist woman, Mahāpajāpatī Gotami (Buddha’s foster mother and maternal aunt), to the present-day bhikkhuni, the imaginary of women in Buddhist history is vast.  The feminist scholar and activist should not try to “liberate” the female Buddhist practitioner from her androcentric surroundings, but rather provide a more nuanced account of Buddhist women throughout history and the present-day so that an increasingly less androcentric future can be conceived and performed. 

This political outlook of many feminists nowadays (in which there is recognition of no possible clear-cut feminist activism) is greatly the result of women of color and postcolonial influences.  Chandra Mohanty, in her essay “Under Western Eyes:  Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” (1989), points out that the “connection between women as historical subjects and the representation of Woman produced by hegemonic discourses is not a relation of direct identity or a relation of...simple implication” (2003, 19).  Sisterhood cannot be assumed on the basis of gender; a woman in one culture might feel more sisterly to a male counterpart than she would to a woman in another culture, despite the androcentrism of both cultures. 

This gendered dynamic played out in our Women in Buddhism class when discussion arose about the revering of Ananda by present-day Asian Buddhist nuns.  A white female student remarked:  “Why revere Ananda?”

Ananda was the (male) attendant of the Buddha who interceded on behalf of Mahāpajāpatī after the Buddha had refused two times to ordain women.  After the third request, the Buddha acquiesced to the creation of the Order of Nuns only if Mahāpajāpatī agreed to eight additional precepts.  The first precept is as follows:  “A bhikkhuni, even if she is in the Order for a hundred years, must perform duties of respect [to include bowing to] a bhikkhu of even a day’s standing.”  This might seem sexist — that a new monk is automatically “higher” than a wise nun — yet, the story is that Mahāpajāpatī gladly took on the additional precepts and they have since become doctrinal.  Many nuns revere Ananda because he is seen as integral to the establishment of female ordination, but from the student’s perspective in our class, had the Buddha not been “sexist” in his refusal to ordain women in the first place, Ananda would never have had to intercede!

In his essay, “Attitudes toward Women and the Feminine in Early Buddhism” (1992), Alan Sponberg argues that the story of Mahāpajāpatī is “not a literal historical account...but rather a more complex document...that reports symbolically or mythically the process of mediation that finally resolved...the [androcentric] problem posed by the existence of an order of nuns” (14).  Sponberg believes the story to be a myth that served to justify post facto a patriarchal status quo.  His analysis is within a broader scope of “institutional androcentrism,” an aspect he presents of early Buddhist attitudes toward women.  

Paula Arai, in her Women Living Zen:  Japanese Soto Buddhist Nuns (1999) has a pointed critique of Sponberg:  “[His] is a late twentieth-century male view of Buddhist attitudes toward women.  This is not a description of the early Buddhist women’s attitudes toward themselves.  One must question whether women’s institutions were indeed androcentric” (8).  If we consider the fact that nuns have willingly taken on the eight additional precepts throughout the centuries following Mahāpajāpatī’s ordination, it does not stand to reason that the Order of Nuns was, or ever has been, institutionally androcentric.  When Buddhism travelled from India, along the Silk Road to China, we see stories of Chinese nuns taking on the precepts (Tsai 1994, 36-37) in order to be deemed official in their communities.  These nuns did not indicate feeling victimized by the precepts. 

Of course the situation is complicated by those today who do believe the precepts to be sexist.  At the International Congress on Buddhist Women’s Role in the Sangha held at the University of Hamburg, Germany, in 2007, one nun described the precepts as “formulated for the sole purpose of avoiding censure by the lay society” (Berzin 2007).  Another nun said the following: “[The] dichotomy between the individual and institutional becomes fully apparent:  on a personal level, the act of bowing [to a monk] is a graceful training in humility, but on an institutional level it serves the interests of power” (ibid).  Certainly, many American nuns do not bow to monks, given the US history of feminist activism.  Yet, the point to remember is that insisting upon a global sisterhood can be as harmful as androcentrism itself:  both homogenize and delimit the agency of women (Mohanty 2003, 89).  For example, Sponberg, by arguing for the dehistoricizing (and mythification) of the story of Mahāpajāpatī, not only does violence to those who take the story to be actual (many nuns, monks and laity do worldwide), but he is also homogenizing early Asian Buddhist women as “victims” of androcentrism. 

Feminist historians have the difficult task of uncovering the untold stories of women throughout history and present-day without creating a monolithic picture that pigeonholes them.  For Rita Gross, feminist revalorization of Buddhism requires this kind of attention to history and an analysis for the purposes of constructing a “post-patriarchal” future.  She writes:  “Buddhist feminist strategies...contain a built-in assumption; Buddhism is not a closed, finished, and unchangeable system, but like any living religious symbol system, changes and incorporates non-traditional elements into itself.  For an insider to a symbol system that takes impermanence as a basic fact of existence to assert otherwise would be rather inconsistent” (Gross 1999, 79).  Gross feels that Buddhist doctrine itself is geared for the construction of an intentioned, post-patriarchal future. 

Buddhism has several “quasi-feminist” positions that can be put to use (83).  First, “the dharma is neither male nor female”; second, there is a lack of a gendered deity; and third, there is a lack of cosmic law that defines gender roles (although Gross says that the influence of the pan-Indian notion of “karma” has lead “certain Asian male Buddhists” to believe “deserving women” will be reborn as men) (85).  The concept of egolessness makes perhaps the strongest case for feminist revalorization, says Gross.  A Western feminist response to egolessness has been that women need “more ego, a stronger self-concept, not less ego” (89).  A Buddhist counter-response is that both codependence and self-aggrandizement are equal in bringing upon suffering, so one does not need to first “build up ego” to reach egolessness.  The egoless person would be aware of sex, but would have transcended the need to rely on gender constructs.  Gross states:  “Upon close analysis, using analytic tools derived from both Buddhism and feminism, gender identity must be seen as an aspect of ego, not of egolessness.  Therefore, clinging to gender identity or gender privilege is conducive to samsara (rebirth), not nirvana” (87).  Gross notes that while androcentric Buddhists can largely ignore feminism, they should heed Buddhist patriarchy as inadmissible when demonstrated on exclusively Buddhist grounds (91). 

In his book Buddhism in America (1999), Richard Seager writes that Gross’s work is “highly controversial, but it helped to do for American Buddhism what Mary Daly’s Beyond God the Father had done for American Christianity two decades before, which was to throw open the door to the critical and creative appropriation of religious history by American women” (190).  However, he later quotes bell hooks, who as an important black American feminist and cultural critic, is also Buddhist.  hooks writes:  “In the United States, there are many black people and people of color engaged with Buddhism who do not have visibility or voice.  Surely it is often racism that allows white comrades to feel so comfortable with their ‘control’ and ‘ownership’ of Buddhist thought and practice in the United States.  They have much to learn, then, from those people of color who embrace humility in practice and relinquished the ego’s need to be recognized” (192-193).  hooks is particularly inspired by Thich Nhat Hanh, “whose Buddhism she sees as grounded in the anguish of the Vietnam War, rather than in Americans’ restless quests for personal transformation” (192).  Seen from this perspective, Gross’s “feminist revalorization of Buddhism” has ethnocentric undertones.  As Seagar writes:  “On the one hand...American Buddhists [were given by 1990s writers such as Gross] a deep sense that Asian Buddhism was not only a timeless set of truths and practices but also a richly varied, politically constructed creation of human history.  On the other hand, [this writing] orient[ed] Americans to Asian traditions by suggesting that Old World flaws and shortcomings might be rectified in a New World setting” (189-190). 

This is not to say that non-white or non-American Buddhist women do not reimagine (or continue to imagine differently) Buddhist history for the sake of their practice today.  The Vietnamese nun Chân Không said in a 1994 interview with regard to the story of Mahāpajāpatī:  
There is another point that no other teacher has explained but [Thich Nhat Hanh].  When the stepmother of the Buddha asked to be ordained as a nun, Buddha at first refused her.  She was a queen, and she had even more power over the country than the king.  Buddha knew that she was strong and skillful.  He said, “I'm worried that if my mother joins the community, she may rule everything.”  ...Ananda begged him to ordain her, and the whole community begged him, and Buddha ordained her with the condition that she agree to practice the Eight Observations of Respect that nuns have to observe towards Buddhist monks.  That was for controlling her, not because she was inferior, but because she was so strong (Senauke 1994).  
With regard to continuing to observe the precepts today, Không states:  “…I can accept them just to give joy to the monks who practice in the traditional way.  If I can give them joy, I will have a chance to share my insights about women with them, and then they will be unblocked in their understanding” (ibid). 

So, we can see here an epistemic difference between an American Buddhist like Gross and a Vietnamese Buddhist like Không when considering the steps one might take in toppling androcentrism.  Gross’s view of history is such that we can take from it subjectively what is useful for feminist empowerment to delimit the suffering of future Buddhist women, whereas Không takes history as an objective force in which the suffering of women can be interpreted as women being more equipped to end suffering generally.  Both are feminist positions (and perhaps not as dichotomous as I’m making them).  We should not evaluate the best course of action—whether the female practitioner should engage “actively” with the world to end androcentrism, or “passively” endure androcentrism indefinitely—because determining which of these paths is indeed “active” and which is “passive” depends on one’s cultural perspective.  Instead, we should recognize that there are multiple ways in which the female practitioner views her place in her culture. 

The feminist project today in light of the countless differences and political outlooks among women is, as explained by Elizabeth Grosz, “the struggle to render more mobile, fluid, and transformable the means by which the female subject is produced and represented” (Grosz 2005, 139).  If this is true, it is questionable to what extent Rita Gross’s feminist revalorization of Buddhism is an ethical project, given that her political motives for changing wholly the course of Buddhism seem tied to her cultural background and a Western sense of justice.  As one reviewer of Gross’s Buddhism After Patriarchy (1992) stated:  “Rita Gross badly wants a tradition she can respect, is nervous because the women’s spirituality movement makes mistakes, [and she] does not want the full responsibility of reinventing ritual so it respects her.  She stops short of calling Buddha on his big mistake, his failure to fully transcend gender, in practice as well as in theory.  She takes the liberty of introducing the prophetic feminist voice to Buddhism, but can’t accept that taking authority means taking risks and being wrong, as wrong as Buddha” (Johnson 2001).  Conversely, as we just saw above, Không has a different view of history:  the Buddha was intentional in his refusal of women’s ordinations because of the class status of Mahāpajāpatī at the time of her request. 

In Miranda Shaw’s book, Passionate Enlightenment (1994), the Pala period of India (about 800 years after the life of Mahāpajāpatī, between the eighth and twelfth centuries CE) is when Tantric Buddhism privileged women.  Most studies of Tantric Buddhism, Shaw tells us, have demonstrated a Western bias of assuming female subjugation in every non-Western culture (a situation to be “rectified” in the “New World,” as the bias goes); these studies do not correspond with the actual women in early Tantric traditions (7).  Scholarship on Tantric Buddhism had tended to posit a predation of lower-caste women for the purposes of sexual union, an “inversion” hypothesis:  that men interacted with and seduced lower-caste women only to overcome class pride in their quest for enlightenment (60).  Shaw refutes this by arguing that men sacrificed much to have relationships with these women.  Western scholars have failed to take into account not only the underlying Buddhist belief of no eternal social hierarchies, but also women’s perspectives, which includes the influx of cultural energy into the Tantric tradition from lower-caste women (such as dancers who provided corporal knowledge or courtesans who provided erotic skills:  such passions were instrumental to enlightenment during this unique period in Indian Buddhist history).  Shaw gives us an example of the story of The Dancer and the King:  the king did not “exploit” the dancer for twenty years (68)! 

Unfortunately, Shaw provides enough evidence for only specific types of egalitarianism that occurred during the Pala period; she homogenizes women in the process.  Female-male union is the only permissible union in Tantric texts; other unions such as female-female or male-male are excluded.  As well, Shaw conflates the content of Tantric texts with the process of their construction and reception.  No doubt there were many revered women central to the construction and interpretation of religious texts during the Pala period, but most seem to be upper echelon; Shaw does not explore the relationship these women had with women of lower castes.  So, whereas yes, the lower castes provided an influx of cultural energy to Tantric Buddhism, this does not equate to a casteless society or to intersubjective understanding between castes and between women and men.
Shaw’s utopian imaginary is not what is problematic, though; feminist historiographical choices are predicated upon an imagined, better future.  If the Pala period saw more egalitarianism than other eras, then we should heed its dynamics as we conceptualize our own futures.  Paradoxically, though, the act of demarcating women in time as historical agents is at the heart of both androcentric thought and feminist historiography.  One cannot “liberate” women in history without also somehow marginalizing them as “women.”  Elizabeth Grosz writes:  “[T]he question of time, and of conceptualizing women’s closer alignment with temporality, is crucial...insofar as the feminine has remained largely associated with space, place, containment, and habitation, while having its becoming — its interiority — its transformations in time...curtailed and contained” (2005, 177).  Shaw’s outlook does not promote a polyphony of voices so much as it promotes a sense of a feminist utopia (which speaks more to Shaw, as the author of the text).  Grosz suggests that we think of the past as a virtuality from which multiple futures can be conceived and performed (2000, 1021), that is, multiple feminist utopias.  How does this translate when it comes to writing feminist history?
In her Making Fields of Merit:  Buddhist Female Ascetics and Gendered Orders in Thailand (2007), Monica Falk uses Judith Butler’s notion of “performativity” to discuss how today’s Mae Chiis of Thailand are in full control of their temporality or history-production.  Performativity basically is about the “doing” of identity rather than the “being” (51).  Being a woman is to homogenize women in all times and places, but to perform being a woman is to add agency to the matter.  “Agency is, as explained by Butler, a sedimented effect of reiterative or ritualized practices” (131).  Mae Chiis have an ambiguous place in Thai society, as they are between the lay and the ordained, and though female, use male religious codes.  They reiterate their practice with daily chanting, norms of celibacy, and so on, providing the emergence of “a steady bodily ego” (ibid) that destabilizes gender.  The dominant gender norms of Thailand are such that the Mae Chiis emulate practices that are usually only performed by ordained males.  Yet, they have developed a respected place in Thai society such that they would prefer cultural ambiguousness over acquiring “legitimate” ordination (given, for example, the aforementioned “sexist” precepts that would come with ordination, including being under the watchful eye of monks).
In Lisa Owen’s essay, “Toward a Buddhist Feminism: Mahayana Sutras, Feminist Theory, and the Transformation of Sex” (1997), Butler’s notion of performativity is presented as central to thinking about how Buddhism and Western feminist ethics might meet.  Owen writes:  “Both the sex-sutras and Bodies that Matter reveal that ‘sex’ is not a ‘simple fact’...or [a] ‘bodily given on which the construct of gender is artificially imposed’ (Butler 1993: 2-3)” (Owen 31); gender is a social construction of sex, and there is no access to “sex” except through its construction:  “sex” is a fiction (ibid).  Butler suggests that as we perform or reiterate gender and social roles, this is how they stick, as “the female sex” or as “Mae Chii” or as whatever cultural form we as performers imagine.  For Butler and Owen this reiteration of forms is always a space from which culture can be iterated differently, to “call into question the hegemonic force [of patriarchy]” (Owen 36).  Owen lays out how in the present androcentric Buddhist context, the female practitioner is judged by the male practitioner with regard to her maleness.  “It becomes clear,” writes Owen, “that the male elder’s reference to the male form, which he wishes the woman to materialize, does not refer to something that exists before the reference itself; it is his very request that impels the formation of the male body” (37). 

Yet, similar to how writing women into history as “women” can be hegemonic, “performative interventions” also empower the “self” at the expense of the “other.”  These interventions, in theory, give history-making to the performer and her cultural milieu (except to the extent that after stripping away every iteration of culture, the “self” itself does not exist — a feat perhaps only possible upon Buddhahood!).  However, in practice, performative interventions translate into “active” and “subversive” engagement with the world (see epistemic difference between Gross and Không above).  Accordingly, I believe Owen distances herself from Gross:  “While Gross’ ‘primary task...is a feminist revalorization of Buddhism,’ my ‘primary task’ can be articulated…as the theorization of a Buddhist feminism (i.e., a Buddhist interpretation of feminism and the subsequent creation of a new Buddhist feminist discourse).”  (46)  By overlaying Buddhism onto feminism to imagine a new form of discourse rather than focusing on overcoming the “old” Buddhism by way of “feminism” (old for whom, and whose feminism exactly?), Owen is being culturally sensitive in ways that Gross is not.
Maintaining such sensitivities is how differences among women in Buddhist traditions can be brought to the forefront for the construction of a less androcentric future.  Even though Mahāpajāpatī founded the Order of Nuns that helped liberate women by giving them control over their spiritual lives, she obviously saw value in remaining humble, too.
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