Shoyo Sensei’s Dharma Message:

Examination of Misunderstandings of Buddhism – 10

Women and Buddhism – (3)

QUESTION: “What Did the Buddha teach about women?”
ANSWER: “The Buddha taught that women and men have the equal potentiality to attain the highest level of spiritual, moral and social capabilities.” 

Question (1):

According to the last session, the historical documents written by some Europeans who visited some Buddhist countries in Asia where the early Buddhist teachings were seriously practiced describe amazingly high and independent positions of women compared to other countries such as England, India, or China. Does this mean that it was perhaps due to the influence of the Buddha himself who taught a high capability of women? 

Answer (1):

Yes. The Pali Buddhist texts are the earliest and most complete set of Buddhist canons available today, and if we find, in these texts, a strong advocate of the equal potentiality of women and men in spiritual, moral, and social capability, they must have definitely influenced women’s positions in those countries.

Question (2):

Some feminists think that the writers of the Pali Buddhist texts had antagonistic views toward women and thereby, strongly emphasized the defects and vices of women. What do you say about this?  

Answer (2):

Such idea must be introduced either by those who have never read those Pali texts or those who read them incorrectly. It is baseless. Throughout the Pali texts, it is clearly shown that the Buddha did not hold an idea that women had more defects and vices than men. Whenever the weakness and defects of women are mentioned, a similar passage of the weakness and defects of men follows.

Question (3):

Please give me some example.

Answer (3):

In the Anguttara Nikaya (I, i, 1-10), for example, there is the following statement:

“No other form do I know, O disciples, that so persists in obsessing the mind of a man as the form of a woman. The form of a woman persists in obsessing the mind of a man. No other sound do I know that so persists in obsessing the mind of a man as the sound of a woman. . . No other scent do I know. . . No other taste. . . No other touch . . . The touch of a woman persists in obsessing  the mind of a man. 

“No other form do I know, O disciples, that so persists in obsessing the mind of a woman as the form of a man. The form of a man persists in obsessing the mind of a woman. No other sound do I know that so persists in obsessing the mind of a woman as the sound of a man. . . No other scent do I know. . . No other taste. . . No other touch . . . The touch of a man persists in obsessing  the mind of a woman. 

The Buddha speaks about women's vices, then, he turns around and speaks about those of men.  Throughout the Pali texts, the Buddha teaches human weaknesses, without regard to gender.  He teaches that a person would possess weaknesses due to lack of cultivation of the mind and gave instructions to both genders on how to overcome them.

A Japanese scholar, Masaharu Anesaki, is right when he says, "Buddha was never tired of describing the defects and vices of women and of warning the monks to guard against them.  But this should not be ascribed merely to a despising of the weaker sex, for similar warnings are given to women as regards the wickedness of men" (Buddhist Ethics and Morality, 1912, p. 22).  Hajime Nakamura cites a large number of quotations from the Pali Buddhist texts which show the Buddha's teaching of equality of women and men (Genshi Bukkyo No Seikatsu Rinri, pp. 69--127).  

Question (4):

Then, did the Buddha teach that women and men equally be able to attain the final goal?

Answer (4):

Yes, that is the basic teaching of the Buddha. Following is one example from many.  Referring the practice of Dharma to a vehicle of chariot, the Buddha said as follows:


“One who has such a vehicle –


Whether a woman or a man –


Has, by means of this vehicle,


Drawn close to Nibbana (Nirvana)”
 (S.N. I.34) 

The Buddha  declared that intellectually, morally, and spiritually women had the same potentials  as a man did and were capable of attaining Enlightenment.

Question (5):

Are there other examples?

Answer (5):

Yes.  When Mara, the evil one, addressed Soma, the Buddha’s female disciple (bhikkhuni), with agitation, saying that no woman may ever hope to achieve the goal of Enlightenment, she replied:

“What does womanhood matter at all

What the mind is concentrated well,

When knowledge flows on steadily

As one sees correctly into Dhamma.

“One to whom it might occur,

‘I’m a woman’ or ‘I’m a man”

Or ‘I’m anything at all’ –

Is fit for Mara to address.”
(S. N. I. 284) 

Thus saying, Soma defeated Mara, who had the current view against women, believing that women have only a small amount of knowledge and wisdom.

The Buddha established the order of nuns as well as monks for those who wanted to renounce their house-holding lives.  The nun's order was established few years after the establishment of the monks' order, thus women were not left out of any sphere of religious activity.  Hajime Nakamura says that both monasteries and nunneries had equally autonomous status as organizations.  The highest spiritual states were within the reach of both men and women and the latter needed no masculine assistance or priestly intermediary to achieve them.  
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