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Abstract 

 

The traditional Han Chinese perception of Bhikkhunīs is that they choose to renounce out of 

destitution. They are seen as failing in worldly things, to the extent that their decision to enter the 

monastery is perceived as a form of social suicide. Bhikkhunīs were stereotyped as a group of weak 

and powerless social victims. In the 1980s a group of young and successful women chose to become 

Bhikkhunīs despite negative social perceptions. Some scholars perceive the choice of Bhikkhunī as 

resisting the Han patriarchal system, so that Bhikkhunīs are seen as a group of powerful resistors. 

With reference to the poems of/by the Therīgāthā (Elder Nuns) and drawing on ethnographic works 

by various scholars on the contemporary Bhikkhunīs in Taiwan, this paper explores the choice of 

Bhikkhunīs. Using the concept of agency and focusing on the religious experience of the Bhikkhunīs, 

this paper aims to counter the two misconceptions of Bhikkhunīs as powerless social victims or as 

powerful resistors. By looking into the religious experience of the Bhikkhunīs, the dissertation 

explores the motivations and intentions for becoming Bhikkhunīs. By giving voice to the Bhikkhunīs 

this thesis aims to give a more informed representation of the Bhikkhunīs. This thesis argues that the 

choice of becoming Bhikkhunīs is simply an assertion of the spiritual path that these young and 

successful women wish to pursue.  
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Preface 

  

Vimala, Therīgāthā 72-76: 

 

Young  

Intoxicated by my own 

lovely skin, 

my figure, 

my gorgeous looks, 

and famous too, 

I despised other women. 

 

Dressed to kill 

at the whorehouse door, 

I was a hunter 

and spread my snare for fools. 

 

And when I stripped for them 

I was the woman of their dreams; 

I laughed as I teased them. 

 

Today, head shaved, 

Robed, 

Alms-wanderer, 

 

I, my same self, 

Sit at the tree‟s foot; 

No thought 

 

All ties 

untied, 

I have cut men and gods 

Out of my life, 

 

I have quenched the fires. 

(Therīgāthā, trans. Murcott 1991, pp. 126-127)  
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Introduction 

 

During the “golden age” when the Buddha was alive, many members of his saṅgha
1
 (Buddhist 

community) were able to attain enlightenment. In Hindu society during the Buddha‟s time, women‟s 

place was in the home and their primary role was to bear children. However, the Buddha affirmed that 

women have the same capacity as men to walk the spiritual path and attain enlightenment.
2
 The 

Buddha created a Bhikkhunī saṅgha (nuns‟ order) parallel to the Bhikkhu saṅgha (monks‟ order), and 

placed men and women on equal terms in his teachings.
3
 This Bhikkhunī saṅgha provided an 

alternative community for women which freed them from familial constraints and encouraged their 

spiritual pursuits. They shaved their heads, put on the robes, and joined the Bhikkhunī saṅgha to live a 

mendicant life. It must be acknowledged also that during the Buddha‟s time, some women chose to 

join monasteries out of destitution. The diligent Bhikkhunīs proved women‟s potential for devotion, 

self-sacrifice, courage and endurance. They demonstrated real spiritual ability and became revered 

teachers and gained respect from the society. The Emperor Asoka even enrolled his daughter, 

Saṅghamitta into the saṅgha.
4
 Living a monastic life was highly valued by the society. Since then, 

many women have left their homes to follow the Buddha‟s footsteps.  

 

                                                      

1 Saṅghā, (Pāḷi, group or collection) refers to the Buddhist community, especially those who have been ordained as monks 

and nuns (Oxford Dictionary of Buddhism 2004, p. 247). 

2 The idea that women are spiritually equal in Buddhism is based on an account in the fifth book of the Vinaya-Piṭaka (Book 

of the Discipline). Ānanda, the Buddha‟s closest disciple, questioned Buddha as to whether women had the same spiritual 

potential as men. The Buddha acknowledged that women were just as capable as men of spiritual attainment. The 

conversation between Ānanda and the Buddha is recorded as: „Now Lord, are women, having gone forth from home into 

homelessness in the dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder, able to realise … [spiritual] perfection?‟ The 

Buddha replied, „Women, Ānanda, having gone forth … are [indeed] able to realise … perfection (Cullavagga X [Sacred 

Books of the Buddhists Vol. XX - The Book of the Discipline: 5], Trans. Horner 1952, p. 354). 

3 Some of the rules make it appear as if the Buddha put nuns in a subordinate relation to monks. To account for such 

apparent bias, the male-dominated cultural and social context within which the Buddha‟s discourse was originally delivered 

needs to be understood. The prevailing social system was thoroughly patriarchal and caste conscious. We also need to take 

into consideration the possibility of interpolation by later writers, all male. The possibility of misogynist elements slipping in 

during the interim cannot be entirely discounted (Tsomo 1988, pp. 22-23).  

4 Saṅghamittā (c280-221 BCE) was a revered nun, daughter of the emperor Asoka, and sister of the monk, Mahinda. She 

was ordained at the age of 18, together with her brother Mahinda, and, like him, is said to have attained Arhatship (Arahant) 

on that day (see Arahant in Glossary). At the request of King Devanampiya Tissa of Sri Lanka, she went to that country with 

eleven other nuns so that a tradition of ordaining nuns could be started there. On the same journey she brought with her a 

branch of the original Bodhi Tree. Saṅghamittā lived in Sri Lanka until her death, at the age of 59. After her cremation a 

stupa was erected over her ashes (Oxford Dictionary of Buddhism 2004, p. 251).  
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Stereotypical „Traditional‟ Views of Bhikkhunīs 

 

The social status of the Bhikkhunīs began to decline after the passing of the Buddha and the 

withdrawal of royal patronage. They were generally deemed to be a group of helpless and powerless 

victims, “failures” or “social rejects”‟. Chinese literature and drama usually portray Bhikkhunīs as 

escapists, negativists, pessimists, “losers” in love and as failures in marriage or life. For example, in 

the famous Chinese classic Dream of the Red Chamber, monastic were portrayed as “losers” and 

“victims”. In Burma, there is the proverb, “Buddhist Nuns are those women whose sons are dead, who 

are widowed, bankrupt, in debt, and broken-hearted” (Kawanami 2000, p. 136). Becoming a 

Bhikkhunī was represented not as a choice but as a circumstance or fate which they suffered. 

Bhikkhunīs were seen to have been forced into monasticism due to setbacks they had encountered in 

life: these could be bankruptcy, being in debt, living in poverty, inability to find a husband or a broken 

heart from a failed relationship. Widows joined the monastic order due to social pressure to maintain 

chastity and poverty. Their desperate situation led them to join the monastic order as a last resort. 

Becoming a Bhikkhunī was seen as a kind of social suicide. Such negative stereotypes of Bhikkhunīs 

have been reported by various scholars such as Tsung (1978), Chern (2000), Crane (2004) and Cheng 

(2007).  

 

In contemporary times, negative portrayals persist. There are numerous studies that suggest that 

women choose to become Bhikkhunī in order to escape from unfortunate lives. Tsung conducted 

fieldwork in Taiwan before 1978, and found that the „traditional‟ Bhikkhunīs (those who had joined 

the monastery before her fieldwork) were usually older and poor. They had usually been abandoned 

or pushed into monasteries by their families. Most of the Bhikkhunīs in Tsung‟s sample chose nun-

hood in order to escape from their stormy lives. They had experienced painful events that made their 

life undesirable; in great disappointment and pain, they „escaped‟ into the nunnery (Tsung 1978, p. 

247). 

 

Hillary Crane, who conducted fieldwork in Taiwan in the mid-1990s, noted that generally society 

holds that “the only people who become monks or nuns are men who have suffered serious financial 

reversal, women who cannot find husbands, or those reeling under the weight of personal tragedy” 

(Crane 2004, p. 266). People in desperate situations either commit suicide or enter the monastic life.  
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Some New Views of Bhikkhunīs 

 

The low social status and the negative image of Bhikkhunīs were radically challenged in the late 

1980s when a group of young women in Taiwan shocked their friends and families by joining 

monastic orders. These women were not social rejects: they were smart and successful in school, and 

were described as bright and attractive; they had been about to start promising careers. Most had good 

marriage prospects. Their decision to become Bhikkhunī was received with wide-eyed disbelief by the 

public. Why would they leave their family and friends, a promising career, and financial security to 

become a Bhikkhunī? The act of choosing to become a Bhikkhunī by this group of young women 

questioned and challenged the social stereotype of Bhikkhunīs.  

 

In Tsung‟s (1978) representation, the Bhikkhunīs in Taiwan were a group of social rejects; in contrast, 

in Crane‟s (2004) report, Bhikkhunīs were “young and successful” women who had chosen to become 

Bhikkhunī, as a way of rejecting marriage and conventional understandings of womanhood. Recent 

ethnographic works by various scholars indicate that Bhikkhunīs are not “escapists” or “failures”, but 

rather, they are active agents making their own choices. For example, many Bhikkhunīs in Taiwan, 

interviewed by Chern, claimed that they did not want to “recognize and admit fate” (Chern 2000, p. 

290), to follow the traditional path of being daughter, wife and mother; they questioned the traditional 

roles of motherhood and housewife and they questioned even more intensely the “meaning of human 

life” (Chern 2000, p. 284). They attempted to practise a life “beyond good motherhood and 

housewife” (Chern 2000, p. 290). Chern found that the Bhikkhunīs rationally and enthusiastically 

chose to leave home and enter the monastery. They were making their own choices and wanted to live 

an active and socially engaged life. They wanted to cultivate independence and be responsible for 

their own lives (Chern 2000, pp. 279-290). Both Chern and Cheng reported that the Bhikkhunīs in 

Taiwan questioned the standard life pattern of females in the patriarchal social system. They did not 

wish to be caught in such a system and decided to live a life of their own (Chern 2000, p. 285 and 

Cheng 2007 pp. 111-112).  

 

DeVido (2004) explored the factors that have contributed to Taiwan‟s standing as having the greatest 

number of Bhikkhunīs in the world. She analysed the interaction between the Bhikkhunīs and the 

socio-economic and socio-historic background. In her work, the standard response given by 

Bhikkhunīs to her question about their motivation was, “In this way, I can contribute my time, energy, 

and talents to far more people and to society at large rather than devote myself to a husband, children, 

and in-laws.” (DeVido 2004, p. 227). In Tsai‟s research, Venerable Wu Yin, the abbess of Luminary 

Bhikkhunī Saṅgha in Taiwan, who was leading about 100 Bhikkhunīs at the time of research, said, 

“The yinyuan (cause-condition) of today‟s Buddhist nuns leaving home is their enthusiasm and 



The “Other” Path: The Bhikkhuni Quest for Liberation 

9 

 

commitment to the Buddhist idea; their autonomous consciousness is strong and it is not because of 

some misfortune of their secular life then to escape to the empty door (monastery).” (Tsai 1998, p. 88 

cited in Chern 2000, p. 285). 

 

Thus, until recently, Bhikkhunīs were seen as a group of passive victims, as social rejects; they were 

people who had renounced the world because they had failed in it. However, by the 1990s, some 

young and successful women were taking up the role of Bhikkhunī as active agents and as achievers in 

modern society. In Cheng‟s and Chern‟s samples, the Bhikkhunīs from some distinctive monasteries 

in Taiwan – such as Luminary Bhikkhunī Saṅgha (Xian Guang Ni Sheng Tuan), Buddha Light (Fo 

Guan Shan) and Dharma Drum (Fa Gu Shan) – were usually younger and better educated. They were 

represented as active agents making their own choices, choosing to become Bhikkhunīs against the 

backdrop of the hegemonic Han patriarchal ideology.  

 

Aims of Thesis 

 

The act of choosing to become Bhikkhunīs by these contemporary “young and successful” Taiwanese 

women called into question the stereotype of Bhikkhunīs. Why did they choose to take up the robes 

and shave their head, despite the low social status of Bhikkhunīs? How do the Bhikkhunīs see their 

decision? What is their true motivation for entering the monastery and what do they intend by it? How 

much control did they have over their choice and life? What are their attitudes and views towards the 

shaving of the head and putting on of the dull coloured robes? How do the Bhikkhunīs view 

themselves and what is their religious outlook? These are some of the questions I will answer in this 

thesis.  

 

We need to re-evaluate the social perception of Bhikkhunīs, as well as scholarly interpretations of 

Bhikkhunīs. Instead of just asking, “Why would they choose to become Bhikkhunīs?” we need to ask, 

“How did they come to make the decision to become a Bhikkhunī?” and “What does becoming a 

Bhikkhunī mean to them?” 

 

This thesis seeks to explore the problematic treatment of the Bhikkhunīs as “victims”, as presented by 

Tsung (1978). It also seeks to explore the problematic ascription of Bhikkhunīs as “resisting” the old 

patriarchal model, as presented by Crane (2004). The approaches by some scholars in this field reflect 

some analytical and methodological problems in social science. While it might appear that the “old 

and traditional” Bhikkhunīs are victims who have been pushed into nun-hood, and that the “young and 

successful” Bhikkhunīs are active agents, resisting the old patriarchal model of housewife and mother, 

I argue that the simplistic binary of victim/agent as represented in the “power and resistance” 
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discourse might not adequately analyse and represent the true meaning of becoming a Bhikkhunī. We 

need to go beyond our conventional scholarly views and values and look into the actual (spiritual) 

experiences of the religious subjects and analyse how the Bhikkhunīs themselves describe their 

experiences and intentions. I am interested in identifying the forces operating within their 

consciousness in their choice to become Bhikkhunīs, that is, to understand the motivation and 

intention behind their act.  

 

Resistance and Agency 

 

This thesis is therefore concerned with the individual motivation and (spiritual) experience of 

Bhikkhunīs, and the socio-historical context within which they choose to become Bhikkhunīs. Social 

science has provided many theoretical approaches for the study of societies, but many of these fail to 

adequately address the relationship between social context and individual experience. Bourdieu‟s 

(1977) approach posits that there is a hidden social structure which is socially ubiquitous and 

psychologically invasive. Such a structure shapes people‟s dispositions to act, such that they conform 

to the norms and end up accepting the dominance of the hegemonic system without being made to do 

so. Giddens put forward the interdependence of action and structure “in time and space” (Giddens 

1979, pp. 2-3). The explanations by Bourdieu and Giddens only theorise social and cultural 

reproduction, and are less capable of explaining how individuals or groups (in this case the ancient 

Bhikkhunīs in India as well as the contemporary Bhikkhunīs in Taiwan) undercut the dominant 

patriarchal system and adopt new positions or find a new space for themselves.  

 

James Scott and Michel Foucault attempted to explain how the oppressed oppose or subvert power 

and domination. Following Parker‟s argument (2005), one of the problems of the “power and 

resistance” discourse is that the central focus is on power. Foucault‟s theory of power posits that 

resistance can only occur within power (Parker 2005, p. 65). In his first volume of The History of 

Sexuality (1978), Foucault wrote that “where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather 

consequently, this resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power” (Foucault 1978, 

p. 95). I would argue not that resistance is irrelevant, but that human emotions and intentions, within 

relations of power and inequality, are important and always complex. Ascribing some act as 

“resistance” without full knowledge of the intention and experience of the actor, might be premature. 

In the work of Foucault there is a neglect of all the different dimensions of the human subject, and a 

failure to look into the complexity of the context in which individuals react within the structure 

(Parker 2005, pp. 70-75).  

 



The “Other” Path: The Bhikkhuni Quest for Liberation 

11 

 

In the “power and resistance” model, there is a simple and neat binary of dominated/dominator, 

victim/agent, individual/structure and a failure to look into the complex relations of power and 

inequality in which subjects act. Sherry Ortner pointed out that the actor can never act outside the 

multiplicity of social relations in which they are enmeshed (Ortner 2006, p. 130). Usually neither the 

individuals nor the social and cultural structure take precedence, but rather there is a dynamic, 

powerful and sometimes transformative relationship between the individuals and the social and 

cultural structure (Ortner 2006, p. 133). Parker suggests to make a link between the act and the actor, 

and to explore the motivation and intention behind the act (Parker 2005, pp. 67-68). 

  

James Scott‟s (1990) resistance model tends to encourage the “romanticisation” of resistance, i.e. to 

read any action and practices which do not conform to social norms as resistance and appropriated to 

radical action or revolution. Abu-Lughod pointed out that social scientists tend to “romanticize 

resistance, to read all forms of resistance as signs of the ineffectiveness of systems of power and of 

the resilience and creativity of the human spirit in its refusal to be dominated” (Abu-Lughod 1990, p. 

42). I argue that it is important to look into the intention and experience of the subject, for without an 

understanding of how the subject experiences these power relations, we will not be able to explain 

what propelled the subject to resist power and domination and make changes (Parker 2005, p. 69). 

Kielmann also argued that “we can only start to attribute meanings of resistance when women 

themselves envisage and express the possibility of options diverging from orthodox frameworks of 

meanings surrounding the body, body knowledge and bodily practices” (Kielmann 1998, p. 136). In 

sum, as Parker argues (Parker 2005, p.72), we need to address the human subject, more specifically 

his/her intentions and experience, if we are to understand the act. 

  

According to Carol Ochs, life experience is important and valuable for it reveals the nature of reality 

(1983). Religion emphasizes our experiences, for it is through confronting such experiences that we 

learn something from them and develop insight. Spirituality is not added on to life as a separate 

pursuit, but something which grows out of the very tension, the fibres of our experience (Ochs 1983, p. 

85). Ursula King asserts the importance of exploring the spiritual experience and the conscious 

intentionality of religious actors; we should pay special attention to the ways these experiences are 

understood and interpreted (King 1989, p. 57), by scholars as well as by the religious actors 

themselves. 

 

I would argue that it is important that social scientists not interpret the act of becoming a Bhikkhunī as 

“escapist” where the prospective Bhikkhunī encounters suffering but rather to explore her experience 

and to understand how she interprets life. We should try to analyse how she comes to the decision of 

becoming a Bhikkhunī, by understanding her motivation and intention. Paying attention to subjective 

experience gives us the potential to give a fully informed evaluation rather than a prior designation. I 
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suggest that it might be better to read the act of becoming a Bhikkhunī as “agentic” rather than as 

“resistance” or as the desperate act of a “victim”. The realities of the Bhikkhunīs need to be taken into 

consideration. We need to define their act according to the meaning they give to it: that is the 

motivation and intention of the action involved.  

 

In recent years, social scientists have used the concept of “agency” to describe the unconventional, 

independent, or emancipatory action or practices of individuals who are oppressed or severely 

constrained (Parker 2005, p. 3). However, some social scientists equate “agency” with “resistance”; 

they seem to suggest a heroic individual – The Agent – standing up against the “Big Structure.”  

 

Laura Ahern has provided a working definition: “Agency refers to the socio-culturally mediated 

capacity to act” (Ahearn 2001, p. 112). It is a form of power people have at their disposal, an ability to 

act on their own behalf, influence other people and events, and maintain some kind of control in their 

own life (Ortner 2006, p. 134). Both Ortner and Parker assert that intentionality lies at the heart of 

agency (Ortner 2006, p. 134 and Parker 2005, p. 38). Agency is directed toward a certain goal 

grounded in values and experiences. Agents are those who are motivated to act upon the world, either 

within or against the social and cultural constraints. Agents may bring about revolutions, but such 

consequences are usually not their intention. They act because they have invested themselves 

(emotionally, ideologically, physically) towards certain outcomes. In short, agency is an action with 

intention, an action which is cognitively and emotionally pointed towards a certain purpose. I argue 

that the concept of agency is a useful tool to analyse the act of the Bhikkhunīs.  

 

In this thesis, using the concept of agency, I will focus on the Bhikkhunīs’ religious experience, 

especially the choice to become a Bhikkhunī (symbolised by the taking up of the robe and the shaving 

of the head). I will go beyond the simplistic binaries of power and resistance, and agency versus 

structure, and look into the experience of the Bhikkhunīs, making them the central subjects, at the 

same time giving due recognition to the social and cultural structure which enables and constrains 

agency. 

 

Structure of the Thesis 

 

In Chapter Two I will use the concept of agency to analyse the stories of the Bhikkhunīs in the 

Buddha‟s time. These stories were collected in the ancient Buddhist text, the Therīgāthā.
5
 In recent 

                                                      

5 Therīgāthā: “Therī‟ means elder and learned nuns, „gāthā‟ means verse or stanza. Literally „verses of the elder nuns‟. The 

seniority of a nun is determined not by age but by the time elapsed since ordination.  
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years, feminist scholars have dug out these buried women‟s stories. Stories enable the articulation of 

experience. Through stories, women can learn to understand their pain, to value their struggles, 

celebrate their strengths, and come to make decisions (Gill 2002, p. 16). In the Therīgāthā, the authors 

of 25 out of 73 poems provide some kind of history about themselves (Blackstone 1989, p. 40). Their 

stories reveal their pains and sufferings, hopes and dreams, as well as conflicts and achievements; 

through their reflections and insights into their own experience, these women gain enlightenment. 

While women in ancient India appeared to be “victims”, these Therīs displayed independent thought 

and action. Using the stories of the Therīs I will discuss how they exercised their agency. Of course, 

due to the differences in time, culture and space, the expression of agency is different, but by placing 

them against the contemporary Bhikkhunīs of Taiwan, we can see that the underlying philosophy of 

liberation is the same.  

 

In Chapter Three I will use the ethnographic work of various scholars of contemporary Bhikkhunīs in 

Taiwan and analyse the catalytic agent which initiated their decision to become Bhikkhunīs. What was 

the Bhikkhunīs‟ intention in entering the monastery? What were the forces operating within their 

consciousness in their choice to become Bhikkhunīs?  

 

Feminist scholars often claim women as the heroic subject and conclude that it is women‟s agency 

and stop there (Parker 2005, p. 3). In this thesis I will start with agency rather than end with it. I focus 

on how Bhikkhunīs act rather than how they were acted upon, how they view events in their life rather 

than how they were viewed, and how they actively interpret and shape their life rather than how they 

have been victimised by society. 

 

Significance of this Thesis 

 

This thesis examines women‟s practice and expression in becoming a Bhikkhunī. It offers an 

interpretation of the meaning of becoming a Bhikkhunī from a spiritual perspective; it provides a 

cross-cultural view of how female agency can be conceptualized within the Buddhist context. It seeks 

                                                                                                                                                                     

The Therīgāthā is the ninth book of the Khuddaka Nikaya of the Sutta Piṭaka of the Pāḷi Canon. The Pāḷi Canon is the 

collection of scriptures that form the holy text of Theravāda Buddhism, and many Buddhists think that it contains the written 

words of the Buddha. Although the Canon began life as an oral literature, it was written down in the early centuries of 

Buddhism and according to Sinhalese tradition, reached its current form by the first century BCE, having been written 

during the Fourth Buddhist Council in Sri Lanka. The Therīgāthā consists of a collection of verses, most of which are 

believed to have been composed by the elder nuns. Most of the verses are accounts of religious experiences and some are of 

a high poetic standard. Others contain accounts of the life histories of the elder nuns. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fourth_Buddhist_Council
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sri_Lanka
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to provide an understanding of the way the Bhikkhunīs express their agency, how their “voice” and 

“vision” can be valued differently.  

 

Because the decision to become a Bhikkhunī is unusual, it challenges conventional views of the roles 

of women, that is, as daughters, wives and mothers. In particular, in societies where almost marriage 

is universal, the choice to become a Bhikkhunī is unconventional. Because the subject is Bhikkhunīs, 

this thesis makes a contribution to the study of “Other” women. It contributes to the large body of 

feminist literature on women generally and to the small body of literature on women in religion.  

  

To contextualise this thesis, it may be helpful to describe my background and my relationship to the 

subject I have undertaken to study. I am a Bhikkhunī who has been in the robes for 17 years. I had a 

tertiary education before I renounced my conventional life at the age of 27. The society that I grew up 

in has a very negative image of Bhikkhunīs. Therefore most of my friends and relatives were taken 

aback by my decision; others looked at me with suspicion and speculated, “What happened to her? 

Why did she make such a choice?” 

 

I grew up in Singapore. In the 1990s, when I was contemplating becoming a Bhikkhunī, women 

(especially educated women) in Singapore were either delaying marriage or choosing not to marry. 

There was a government policy aimed at encouraging young and educated women to marry. Within 

my family, all my siblings were married and they wanted me to be married as well. My mother 

strongly believed that a woman‟s final destiny is to get married and to rear children. There are life 

stories among my friends and relatives indicating that a woman‟s happiness is dependent upon the 

person she marries. I questioned deeply these cultural expectations. Should I entrust my happiness to 

the person I marry? Can I take control over my happiness and destiny? Should I marry, stay single or 

become a Bhikkhunī? 

 

While contemplating, I continued going to the temple to learn the Dharma (teachings of the Buddha) 

and was deeply attracted to the teachings of ethics and human values. My encounter with the religious 

master during discussions about the “goals of life” changed my view of life. Since life is impermanent 

and upon death I will not be able to bring anything along with me, I reasoned, “Aren‟t I chasing after 

something that I am going to lose ultimately?” Materialistic achievement appeared to me as transient 

and illusionary and a conventional lifestyle seems ultimately meaningless. Since life is impermanent, 

how should I make good use of it? Life is certainly more than a degree, building a career and climbing 

the social ladder, making money, raising a family, growing old and dying. The Buddhist teachings 

offered the possibility of transforming oneself toward altruism. I believe this will bring benefits not 

only to myself but also to others. My spiritual cultivation will give purpose and meaning to life. 
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However, I knew I was a very undisciplined person – hence I chose to enter the monastery. I believed 

that the strict discipline and profound teachings in Buddhism would provide a good support and guide 

for me to achieve my goal. The Bhikkhunīs with whom I live at Luminary Bhikkhunī Saṅgha in 

Taiwan share my goal. Like me, more than ninety per cent of the Bhikkhunīs were tertiary educated 

prior to joining the monastery. We realized that there is another path in life, a path that will lead us to 

happiness and ultimately liberation (nibbāna). We were not social rejects, neither do we reject society, 

as presented by some scholars!  

 

Some feminist scholars have begun to take an interest in Bhikkhunīs in the past two decades, but most 

of the work done so far has been done by the laity, using the mainstream paradigm of detached 

objectivity. There is a danger that the spiritual experience and motivation of the Bhikkhunī is 

misunderstood or misinterpreted by “outsiders”. In order to have a deep understanding of a research 

subject‟s behaviour, viewpoint, feelings and experience, it is crucial to see things from the subject‟s 

perspective. Hence, it makes sense for a Bhikkhunī to write about the Bhikkhunīs and to present an 

“insider‟s” view: in this way we can get a more complete and accurate picture of the researched 

subject.  

 

In this thesis, I am trying to break the boundaries between the researcher and the research subject. I 

am both a scholar and a Bhikkhunī, that is, both an insider and an outsider. I not only regard my 

research “object” as a topic, but also I am the “subject” of my research. Narayan (1993) has argued 

against the fixity of the dichotomy between outsider and insider or researcher and researched. She 

proposed that it is better to view the researcher in terms of shifting identification. In other words, I 

could hold the identity as scholar and/or Bhikkhunī (Narayan 1993, pp. 671-672). The position which 

I adopt with regards to the Bhikkhunīs is always fluid and not fixed. By using agency as an analytical 

tool, I look into the experience of the subject (the Bhikkhunī) within the social context. At the same 

time, I must detach myself and stand “outside” to critically interpret their voices and experiences. 

However, being a Bhikkhunī, I am in an advantageous position to understand and translate the 

religious experience of the Bhikkhunīs. 
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2: Daughters of the Buddha (I) – The early Bhikkhunīs 

 

Attitudes towards Women in Buddhism 

 

A number of scholars have criticised Buddhism for being detrimental to women. Diana Paul (1985) 

claimed that, like Judaism and Christianity, Buddhism was an overwhelmingly male-created 

institution dominated by a patriarchal power structure. As a consequence of this male dominance, the 

feminine was frequently associated with the secular, powerless, profane, and imperfect (Paul 1985, p. 

xix). To support her argument, Paul cited Buddhist texts which implied that female birth was inferior 

to male birth and that women are more inclined to lust, aversion, and craving than men (Paul 1985, pp. 

6-7). Liz Wilson pointed out that “women are repeatedly blamed for the downfall of men and 

explicitly linked to the premature decline of the Buddha‟s teachings” (Wilson 1996, p. 8). Elizabeth 

Harris noted that the founding of the Bhikkhunī Order and the Vinaya (monastic discipline, law, 

custom, and practice)
6
 has been taken as evidence to show that Buddha was against the idea of women 

leading religious lives because the Buddha was reluctant to admit women into his order and he laid 

down extra rules such as the Eight Special Rules to ensure the Bhikkhunī‟s subservience to Bhikkhu 

(Harris 1999, p. 57).  

 

However, the Dalai Lama, in his opening speech at the First International Conference on Buddhist 

Nuns (the Sakyadhitā Conference), highlighted that “many of these explanations came about in 

relation to the times, the place and the social conditions, and most probably were not the original 

thought of the Dharma itself” (Dalai Lama 1988, p. 42). This raises one of the perennial issues of 

feminist analysis of apparently patriarchal religions: Should the texts be seen as immutable and as 

capturing an essential and unchanging truth, or is there room for contextual interpretation? Feminist 

scholars are inclined to argue for contextual interpretation, but to what extent should contemporary 

understandings of the desirability of gender equality colour our interpretation of ancient texts?  

 

Karma Lekshe Tsomo, in her paper, “Is the Vinaya sexist?”, questioned if the rules in the Vinayas 

were sexist or just socially expedient. She claims that they reflect the cultural and social contexts 

within which Buddhism evolved (Tsomo 2004, pp. 45-72). Chatsumarn Kabilsingh argued that many 

of the discourses in the early texts were in the interest of the Bhikkhu and aimed to help them control 

sexual desire (Kabilsingh 1991, p. 25). As most of the Buddhist texts were translated and recorded by 

                                                      

6 Vinaya: General term referring to monastic discipline, law, custom, and practice, the regulations concerning which are set 

out in the Vinaya Piṭaka. 
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monks, there is a high probability that additions were made by disciples who were imbued with the 

prejudices of the wider society at the time.  

 

Rita Gross argued that the analysis of Buddhist texts has been one-sided and incomplete (Gross 1993, 

p. 44) and suggested an androgynous approach. Kabilsingh highlighted the importance of 

distinguishing between two levels of teaching in Buddhism: at the spiritual level (the teaching 

represents ultimate truth) it is free from contextual and gender bias, whereas on a more mundane level 

it is affected by the social context (Kabilsingh 1991, p. 24). The researchers (Kabilsingh, Gross and 

Tsomo) agreed that readers should examine carefully each passage in the Buddhist scriptures, taking 

into account its social, cultural and historical context in order to discover the origins of gender bias.  

 

The Therīgāthā 

 

The Therīgāthā is a collection of 73 poems consisting of 522 verses reputed to be the record of the 

experiences of the Buddha‟s first female followers, all of whom are accredited with arahant-hood.
7
 

There are many positive images of women in the Therīgāthā. This seems to prove that Buddhism, 

since its very beginning, has acknowledged the authority and equality of women in spiritual practice. 

The collection includes clear, unambiguous and straightforward accounts of women with high 

spiritual attainment. The Therīgāthā is a unique testimony to the experiences and aspirations of the 

Bhikkhunī saṅgha. 

 

The Therīgāthā was passed on orally for four centuries before being committed to writing in Sri 

Lanka in the first century B.C.E in the Pāḷi language.
8
 Although it is impossible to know with 

certainty who composed these texts, or when and where they were composed, Kathryn Blackstone 

maintains that it is the “only canonical text in the world‟s religions that is attributed to female 

authorship and that focuses specifically on women‟s religious experiences” (Blackstone 1998, p. 1). 

Maurice Winternitz also believes that the great majority of the poems were composed by women 

because in the patriarchal context in which it was written, monks would never have had so much 

empathy with female members in the community (Winternitz 1972, p. 102). Within Buddhist 

                                                      

7 The meaning of arahant is the worthy one or one who has attained the goal of enlightenment or awakening. Essentially, 

arahantship consists in the eradication of the outflows and destruction of defilement. The arahant is free of the ten fetters, 

and on death is not reborn. The difference between arahant and a Buddha is that the Buddha attains enlightenment by himself, 

whereas the arahant does it by following the teachings of another. 

8 Pāḷi is the language of the texts of Theravāda Buddhism. Theravāda Buddhism is the only one of the early Buddhist schools 

of the Small Vehicle to have survived down to modern times. Today Theravāda is the dominant tradition of Buddhism 

throughout most of mainland south-east Asia, particularly Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Laos and Cambodia.  
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Theravāda tradition, these verses have been regarded as the historical utterances of women who have 

gained perfect enlightenment.  

 

The Therīs
9
 in the Therīgāthā are very diverse: young and old women, wives and widows, mothers 

and daughters, wealthy and poor, privileged women and prostitutes. Such diversity implies that 

anyone can achieve liberation. For example, if one is too obsessed with physical beauty, Vimala
10

 and 

Ambapālī
11

 demonstrate vivid images of artifice and the impermanence of physical beauty. If one is 

afflicted with lust and sensual pleasure, Khemā
12

 and Subhā Jīvakambavanikā
13

 provide an answer on 

how to overcome lust. If one is overwhelmed by pain and grief, Pāṭacārā
14

 and Kisāgotamī
15

 are good 

examples of how to turn grief into a spiritual path; if a woman thinks she is incapable of walking the 

path, the story of Somā
16

 will be inspiring. This text is becoming increasingly important for feminist 

scholars as well as contemporary Buddhist women who are seeking liberatory models from the past.  

 

Renunciation and Liberation 

 

The writings in the Therīgāthā show that Buddhist women have a history of independent thought and 

action. The Therīgāthā narrates the vivid experiences and perceptions of a group of female 

renunciants who engaged in an alternative lifestyle that not only “liberated” them from familial roles, 

but also allowed the highest stage of liberation. They became arahant. These Therīs
17

 clearly describe 

what Buddhism meant to them. They clearly expressed the freedom and joy they found in this 

spiritual path. Their expression of freedom and joy can be found in the poems by Muttā
18

 and 

Saṅghā.
19

  

 

                                                      

9 The names mentioned in the Therīgāthā could be the name of the verse, the writer or a character in the verse. 

10 See appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Vimalā, Therīgāthā 72-76. 

11 See appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Ambapālī, Therīgāthā 252-271. 

12 See appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Khemā, Therīgāthā 139-144. 

13 See appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Subhā, Therīgāthā 366-369.  

14 See appendix 1 for full story of Pāṭacārā. 

15 See appendix 1 for full story of Kisāgotamī, Appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Kisāgotamī, Therīgāthā 213-223. 

16 See appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Somā, Therīgāthā 60-62. 

17 Refers to the elder and learned nuns, the characters in the Therīgāthā. 

18 See appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Muttā, Therīgāthā 11 

19 See appendix for full translation of the poem Saṅghāa, Therīgāthā 18. 
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Blackstone‟s analysis suggested that the Therīgāthā is in fact a “liberation manual”, serving as an 

informative model of the successful quest for liberation (Blackstone 1989, p. 6). It provides both 

Buddhists and feminists with a model of women‟s persistent and effective striving for liberation. The 

texts describe the notion of liberation, the methods to attain it, and the characteristics of those Therīs 

who have attained liberation.  

 

Both Kabilsingh and Horner highlight two levels of teachings in Buddhism (Kabilsingh 1991, p. 24 

and Horner 1930, p. 112). Essentially, there are two levels of renunciation and liberation: the social 

and the spiritual.  

 

At the social level, the Therīs renounce materialistic possession. This was expressed by Saṅghā: 

“Giving up my house, gone forth, giving up son, cattle, and whatever was dear to me” (Saṅghā, 

Therīgāthā 18). By giving up their possessions and household life, the Therīs were liberated from the 

patriarchal system which was extremely oppressive. Muttā expressed her joy and freedom in 

renunciation. She said she was free from three crooked things: “mortar, pestle and crooked husband” 

(Muttā, Therīgāthā 11).  

 

At the spiritual level, the Therīs give up bad causes and bad habits in order to attain Nibbāna, the 

highest goal in Buddhism. This was expressed by Saṅghā: “giving up desire and hatred, and 

discarding ignorance, plucking our craving root and all I have become stilled, quenched” (Saṅghā, 

Therīgāthā 18). Muttā claimed that she was “released from birth and death; everything which leads to 

renewed existence has been rooted out” (Muttā, Therīgāthā 11). Nibbāna is the liberation from all 

negative mental states (craving, hatred and ignorance), freedom from all forms of duality, relativity, 

time and space. Below are some definitions and descriptions of Nibbāna found in the Pāḷi texts: 

 

It is the complete cessation of that very “thirst” (taṇhā), giving up, renouncing it, emancipation from it, 

detachment from it. (Mahāvagga [of the Vinaya], ed. Saṁyutta-nikāya V p. 421 cited in Rahula 1978, 

p. 36) 

 

The extinction of desire, the extinction of hatred, the extinction of illusion (Saṁyutta-nikāya, Pali 

Text Society IV, p. 251 cited in Rahula 1978, p. 36) 

 

…freedom from conceit, destruction of thirst, the uprooting of attachment, the cutting of continuity, 

the extinction of “thirst” (taṇhā), detachment, cessation, Nibbāna (Aṅguttara-nikāya, ed. Devamitta 

Thera [Colombo, 1929] and Pali Text Society edition II, p. 34 cited in Rahula 1978, p. 37) 
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In the above quotations, Nibbāna is expressed in negative/passive terms. However, “a negative word 

need not necessarily indicate a negative state” (Rahula 1978, p. 38). The negation of negative value 

becomes positive. The Therīs renounce their negative mental states (greed, hatred and ignorance) and 

experience liberation.  

 

One of the synonyms for Nibbāna is “freedom”. According to the Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 

freedom is the power to act, speak or think freely, a state of having free will (Concise Oxford 

Dictionary 2006, p. 565). The issue here lies in what the free will is premised upon. In an everyday 

perspective, “freedom” is conceived as being able to do what one wants. Yet if a person has no 

control over his/her senses and passions (wants/desires/hatreds), one becomes a slave to his/her “free 

will”. From the Buddhist perspective, absolute freedom is freedom from all negativities (greed, hatred, 

ignorance), freedom from all forms of duality, relativity, time and space. Thus, freedom is premised 

on the extinction of negativities (greed, hatred and delusion) as indicated in the above definitions of 

Nibbāna from the Pāḷi texts. 

  

Attitudes towards Renunciation 

 

Renunciation of physical pleasures and material wealth is intrinsic in the quest for liberation. From 

the doctrinal perspective, the household life and materialistic possession are seductively attractive. It 

is simply too difficult to “see things as they really are” if one is immersed in secular life. In order to 

achieve liberation, one must disentangle oneself from secular habits. One must initiate the process of 

transforming one‟s lifestyle and behaviour; first by physical renunciation, after which one should 

follow a simple lifestyle. There is a progressive transformation from a desire for a better physical 

existence to a less materialistic state of mind. For example, a female renunciant would leave her 

family and give up her emotional dependence on family to live an independent mendicant life. She 

would give up her beautiful clothes and ornaments, shave her head and put on the robe. She lives a 

very simple lifestyle, training to restrain the senses and be contented with simple food, clothing and 

shelter. Such simplicity would help her to focus on spiritual practices. 

 

However, for a woman to leave her family and live as an independent renunciant was contrary to 

social norms (Murcott 1991, p. 40). It was unacceptable for women to not have a male guardian and to 

move relatively freely in the public sphere. According to the Manu Dharmaśāstra, a Hindu law book 

which set ethical codes for men and women in ancient India, women should never enjoy 

independence. In childhood, women were subject to their fathers, in adulthood to their husbands, and 

in widowhood to their sons. “Though [her husband] be uncouth and prone to pleasure, though he has 

no good points at all, the virtuous wife should ever worship her lord as a god” (Blackstone 1998, p. 
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10). Female wanderers were often equated with “loose women” (prostitutes, actresses, dancers and 

musicians) as they did not have an active male guardian and moved relatively freely in the public 

sphere. This act of independence was unacceptable in society (Murcott 1991, p. 40).  

 

Although society was not supportive of female renunciation, the Therīs managed to not conform to 

the norm and create a new space for themselves. The story of Sumedhā
20

 vividly displays her 

struggles for a renunciant life. Sumedhā’s parents had arranged a marriage for her with a king. They 

were terribly upset when she announced her desire to be a Bhikkhunī. Both her parents and fiancé 

highlighted the wealth and social status she would have as a queen. But Sumedhā argued the 

impermanence of material wealth and social position, and the illusion of sensual pleasures. She 

threatened to fast until death if they refused to grant her permission to renounce. She dramatically cut 

off her hair and threw it on the ground in front of her fiancé, who then petitioned on her behalf. 

 

Manu Dharmaśāstra, renunciation and agency 

 

Sumedhā’s conflict with her parents reveals the patriarchal environment, perhaps especially for high-

born women. For a woman to renounce the pleasures of worldly life and become a renunciant 

represented the most radical departure from social expectations. Drawing on Foucault‟s theory, the 

Manu Dharmaśāstra could be read as a discourse. Such a discourse was pervasive and powerful in 

ancient Indian society, making women subordinate to men. However, Foucault‟s theory is too 

obsessed with power: as Parker argues, for Foucault, power is the subject, the agent and the source of 

resistance (Parker 2005, p. 72). In Foucault‟s work, power is productive, transcendent, omnipresent 

and omniscient. In this net of power, the human subject is neglected – particularly the experience and 

intentionality of the human subject (Parker 2005, p. 72). As such his theory is unable to explain how 

Sumedhā was able to “resist” the patriarchal discourse of the Manu Dharmaśāstra (represented by 

disobeying her parents‟ arrangement for her marriage). Giddens‟ theory of structuration and 

Bourdieu‟s notion of habitus can only explain the recursive loop of cultural reproduction – they too, 

could not explain how Sumedhā managed to “resist” the oppressive culture. Ortner, in her practice 

theory (Ortner 1989, p.11), suggests that social scientists explore the relationship between the 

structures and culture of society as well as the human action. This is because although human actions 

are central, they never occur in isolation from the social structures that shape them. I.B. Horner (1930), 

in Women under Primitive Buddhism, employs a sociological and feminist approach to Buddhism, and 

holds that it is impossible to divorce the condition of Buddhist women from the social condition of 

that time.  

                                                      

20 See Appendix 2 for full translation of the poem Sumedhā, Therīgāthā 448-522. 
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In understanding Sumedhā’s rejection of the Manu Dharmaśāstra, we need to explore her thinking, 

her feelings and emotions, her intention and motivation. It is only through such exploration that we 

can ascribe meaning to her act. While her parents valued the wealth and social status of a queen, 

Sumedhā viewed it as impermanent and painful.  

 

Sumedhā, Therīgāthā verse 488-493: 

 

Sensual pleasures are  

like a butcher‟s knife and chopping block; 

sensual pleasures are like a snake‟s head; 

they burn like a fire-brand; 

they are like a bony skeleton. 

Sensual pleasures are impermanent, unstable; 

they have much pain, 

they are great poisons, 

they are like a heated ball of iron, 

the root of evil, 

having pain as the fruit. 

Sensual pleasures are like the fruits of a tree, 

like lumps of flesh, painful; 

they are like dreams, delusive; 

sensual pleasures are like borrowed goods. 

Sensual pleasures are like swords and stakes, 

a disease, a tumour,  

evil destruction, 

like a pit of coals, 

the root of evil, fear, slaughter 

In this way 

sensual pleasures have been said to have much pain, 

to be hindrance. 

Go! I myself have no confidence in existence. 

What will another do for me when his own head is burning? 

When old age and death are following closely  

one must strive for their destruction.” 

 

In verses 457 – 459, Sumedhā expressed her motivation for becoming a Bhikkhunī: 
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Sumedhā, Therīgāthā verse 457 – 459: 

 

Permit me, both of you 

To go forth in the teaching of the ten-powered ones; 

Having little greed  

I shall strive for the elimination of birth and death 

What have I to do with existence, 

With delight, with this unsubstantial worst of bodies? 

For the sake of the cessation of craving for existence. 

Permit me, 

I shall go forth. 

There is arising of Buddhas; 

The inopportune moment has been avoided; 

the opportune moment has been seized. 

As long as life lasts 

I would not infringe the rules of virtuous conduct 

And the living of the holy life. 

(Therīgāthā, Trans. Norman 1989, p. 222) 

  

Certain western feminist discourse emphasizes autonomy and the need for individuals to be self-

determining (Davies 1991, p.42). The story of Sumedhā displays an independence of thought and 

action that could be read as an exercise of agency. Although by virtue of Manu Dharmaśāstra her 

parents had control over her marriage, Sumedhā took it upon herself to identify a capacity for 

autonomous action. Instead of allowing her future to be determined by the wishes of her parents, she 

took control over her own destiny, walking the path of her choice that was totally against social norms. 

In doing so, she cast a new and independent identity and created a space for herself.  

 

The Socio-political and Religious Implications of Renunciation 

 

Sumedhā, in her determination to renounce the world, dramatically cut and threw her hair on the 

ground in front of her fiancé. In Buddhism, the act of renunciation is symbolized by the shaving of 

one‟s hair. This practice originated from the life story of the Buddha. When the Buddha renounced his 

family in search of liberation, he cut off his hair with his sword. This wilful act of cutting marks the 

transition from a householder to an ascetic. Since then, men and women who follow the footsteps of 
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the Buddha, cut off their hair, signifying the renunciation of family life, and assume a chaste religious 

life. Venerable Wu Yin, abbess of Luminary Bhikkhunī Saṅgha, says: 

 

It is a big deal to shave one‟s hair, particularly for women. Men have much more flexibility in shaving 

their heads. But to women, I personally feel, it is a very big decision, this thorough washing out of 

cosmetics and taking off all adornments, forsaking one‟s favourite things and hobbies, and drawing a 

line at one‟s previous worldly life. Particularly for women, ... the acts of shaving the head, leaving 

home, and accepting the precepts symbolizes a sort of manifesto of leaving and coming out of the 

world. It is also a self-determination to become the Buddha‟s disciple. Not only her personal practice 

but also her very self represents Buddhism ... To shave one‟s head is a great oath and symbol. Both 

shaving head and dressing in renunciant‟s clothes – one done to the body, the other put on it – are a 

kind of oath to the world and oneself (cited in Chern 2000, pp. 304-305). 

 

In her research on Buddhist attitudes towards the shaven head, Karen Lang claimed that “shaving the 

head signifies a rite of separation, a turning away from the heat of sensual desire toward the coolness 

of nirvāṇa” (Lang 1995, p. 33). Leach classifies the removal of hair as “a rite of separation” in which 

an individual is “made sacred”. She/he is separated from her/his profane-secular world and reorients 

herself/himself towards the sacred world (Leach 1958, p. 157). It is a physical and mental re-

configuration towards the fulfilment of a chaste religious existence.  

 

The Buddhist monastic culture of shaving the head and wearing the robe has a twofold purpose, that is, 

“deconstructing” and “constructing”. It serves to “deconstruct” the social body. Once the social-body 

is deconstructed, it is liberated from the social and cultural expectation attached to it (Lu Huixin cited 

in Chern 2000, p. 310). Chern pointed out that it is difficult for a woman to eliminate the social roles 

attached to her social body and shaped by the culture on her physical body (Chern 2000, p. 310). With 

this social body, a woman has very little control over her sexual life and sexuality, and her feminine 

roles and space (often in the private or domestic sphere) will be constrained and confined. For 

example, in ancient Indian society, if a woman moved around in the public sphere without a male 

guardian she would be equated with “loose women”. However, when a woman makes her transition 

from a social body to a religious body, her “religious body” eliminates or cancels out the social and 

cultural stereotype. In this sense, the social norm loses its power and control over the female when she 

shaves and becomes a Bhikkhunī. This “religious body” has a positive construction of goodness and 

liberation of leaving home and gender equality.  
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Becoming Bhikkhunī out of Tragedy and Crisis  

 

Quite a number of women in the Therīgāthā chose a renunciant life out of tragedy and suffering. 

Pāṭacārā and Kisāgotamī grieved over the death of their family members. However, the Therīs 

transformed their intense grief into a spiritual pursuit.  

  

Pāṭacārā came from a rich family. She defied her parents‟ wishes, ran away and married her lover. 

When Pāṭacārā was near to giving birth to her second child, her husband was bitten by a snake and 

died. Both her children died on crossing the river on her way to her parents‟ house. When she found 

that all her family members had been killed in a fire, she went crazy with grief. When she met the 

Buddha, she regained her consciousness, joined the Bhikkhunī saṅgha, and finally attained arahant. 

She became a source of consolation and inspiration to other women in despair.  

 

Kisāgotamī was grief-stricken by the death of her son and carried him around in search of a medicine 

to cure him. She finally realised the truth of impermanence, and accepted the death of her child. 

Giving up the dead child and grief, she joined the Bhikkhunī saṅgha.  

 

Tragedy as Source of Agency 

 

The stories of Pāṭacārā and Kisāgotamī were tragedies that resulted in their becoming Bhikkhunīs. As 

Parker noted, emotions such as grief, loss and despair can be a source of agency for women. In her 

research on women and medicalized birth in Bali, one of Parker‟s research subjects grieved over the 

death of her baby. The grief and anger stimulated her, enabling her to transform it into blame and 

criticism of the hospital (Parker 2005, p. 81).  

 

The extreme pain experienced during tragedy and crisis can sometimes bring about a turning point in 

life. Extreme pain can “force” a person to change their mind and go beyond their everyday thought 

patterns and personal limitations. The Greek word “crisis” originally meant “decision” (King 1989, 

p.7); a decision one has to make in time of intense difficulty or danger. The Oxford English 

Dictionary defines decision as “a vitally important or decisive stage in the progress of anything; a 

turning point; also a state of affairs in which a decisive change for better or worse is imminent; now 

applied especially in time of difficulty, insecurity and suspense” (cited in King 1989, p.7).  

 

Pāṭacārā and Kisāgotamī grieved intensely over the death of their beloved ones. These emotions gave 

them direct experience and insight into the “Truth of Suffering”, which became a source of agency. 

They finally gave up their grief and sought a way out. In other words, the extreme pain experienced 



The “Other” Path: The Bhikkhuni Quest for Liberation 

26 

 

by the Therīs brought about a radical change in life, what the Greeks called Metanoia (Gill 2000, p. 

19). According to King, spirituality is something that one experiences through the events of life, 

something that grows out of the very tension, the fibres of life experience (King 1989, p. 85). 

Pāṭacārā experienced extreme loss in her life and has become a source of consolation and inspiration 

to other women in despair. She became one of the most revered female teachers cited in the 

Therīgāthā. 

 

Thirty Bhikkhunīs, Therīgāthā 119: 

 

They heard her utterance, 

Pāṭacārā’s teaching; 

They washed their feet, 

And sat down on one side. 

Intent on peace of mind  

They did the Buddha‟s teaching 

(Therīgāthā, Trans. Norman 1989, p. 183) 

 

The stories of the Therīs continue to have relevance today. Looking at their stories, we might find 

similar crises or problems such as the death or loss of a loved one, a relationship crisis and so no. 

When contemporary women encounter extreme difficulty, even to the point of temporary madness 

like Pāṭacārā and Kisāgotamī, these stories and experiences give us inner strength to strive onwards 

in life. 
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3: Daughters of the Buddha (II) – The contemporary Bhikkhunīs 

 

Taiwanese Women Under Han Patriarchy  

 

Like the women in ancient India, Taiwanese/Chinese women in the twentieth century continued to be 

oppressed under the Han patriarchal family system. The Chinese family system was much influenced 

by Confucianism. Confucianism is “not simply an ideology”, but “a lived system of meanings and 

values”, beyond which most people find it difficult to move: “a lived dominance and subordination 

internalised” (Williams 1977, pp. 108-15). Confucian cosmology is composed of “yin” and “yang” 

elements. “Yin” represents the female and has the connotation of dark, weak and passive, while 

“yang” represents the male and has the connotation of bright, strong and active (Tsai 2006, p. 469). In 

addition, the sexual division of labour and occupation of space is defined with men working primarily 

outside the home, and women primarily inside the home (Rofel 1994, p. 235). Within these ying/yang 

and inside/outside dichotomies, women are consigned a lower status than men and identified with 

domesticity and the home. There were “Three Obediences” governing a woman‟s behaviour: as a 

daughter she obeyed her father, as a wife she obeyed her husband, and as a widow she obeyed her 

sons (Leung, 2003, p. 361). Hence, even in the twentieth century, Chinese women were generally 

oppressed and not in control of their destiny.  

 

After the Second World War, Taiwan underwent modernization. The education system provided 

Taiwanese (including women) with a relatively high standard of general education. In 1970s and 

1980s, with rapid economic take-off and the influence of feminist ideas, Taiwanese women were 

becoming liberated from the traditional gender roles and began to have more freedom within the 

public and private sphere and playing multiple roles. However, because Taiwan maintains a strong 

emphasis on Chinese culture, Confucianism continues to influence the life of the Taiwanese. In other 

words, even though women are able to work “outside” the home, they are still expected to continue to 

play the culturally defined feminine role of a daughter/wife/mother/mother-in-law at different stages 

of their lifespan. Effectively, they are unable to escape totally from their feminine roles of 

daughter/wife/mother/mother-in-law within the family. 

 

In the late twentieth century, Taiwan experienced rapid social change. Women enjoyed more freedom 

and singlehood began to be accepted within the society. Under the capitalist system, single women, 

represented as the “Single Noble”, are glorified: they are presented as women with professional 

success, financial security, ambition and freedom (Berfield 1997, pp. 30-37). But those who choose to 

become Bhikkhunī are classified as the “other”. In other words, within the paradigm of non-marriage, 

“Single Noble” is glorified whereas being a Bhikkhunī is devalued. This is because, traditionally, 
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family is the primary unit of the social system and an individual‟s primary moral obligation is to 

social institutions such as the family and the state (Leung 2003, p. 361). The “Noble Single” still 

belongs to her natal family, whereas the Bhikkhunīs are viewed as “non-family” people. They do not 

follow the norm and participate as members of the society (daughters/wives/mothers); they have no 

position in the family or the society, and hence are considered as “other” (Chern 2000, p. 287-288). 

Within the social context, it‟s a transgression, challenging the status quo. 

 

The Agency of Intentionality 

 

The conventional judgement of Bhikkhunī as “other” is culturally constructed and such stereotypes are 

still very common today in Han Chinese society. We need to look beyond this social prejudice and re-

evaluate the social perceptions of Bhikkhunīs. With reference to the ethnographic work of Cheng and 

Chern on the contemporary Bhikkhunīs of Taiwan, I will focus on the intention/motivation in the 

choice of becoming a Bhikkhunī. John and Jean Comaroff (1992) argue that being “too focused on 

intentionalities of actors loses sight of large-scale social and cultural forces in play” (cited in Ortner 

2006, p. 132). The Comaroffs argue that most social outcomes are in fact unintended consequences of 

action, and that a too exclusive focus on intentionality “loses sight of the complex, and highly 

unpredictable, relationship between intentions and outcomes” (cited in Ortner 2006, p. 132). However, 

Ortner insists that agency has been developed to theorize the “desires and motives” of human subjects 

in the social process (1) without “giving precedence to individuals over contexts”; (2) without 

assuming “that human beings can triumph over their context through sheer force of will”, (3) without 

slighting “the pulse of collective forces”; and (4) “always recognizing the ever-present likelihood of 

unintended consequences” (Ortner 2006, p. 133). In other words, the Comaroffs focus on the social 

and cultural forces whereas Ortner uses agency as a well developed theory to explain the complex 

relationship between the actor and the society at play. Like Ortner and Parker, Sewell places 

intentionality at the heart of agency. For Sewell, agency is “the strivings and motivated transactions 

that constitute the experienced surface of social life” (Sewell 1992, p. 2), “a capacity for desiring, for 

forming intention, and for acting creatively” (Sewell 1992, p. 20).  
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Voices and Visions of the Bhikkhunīs 

 

In choosing to become a Bhikkhunī there are always dilemmas and contradictions which are not easy 

to resolve. The values which one upholds, the goals and visions they hope to realize, are all important 

decisive factors in shaping her choice (Ursula 1989, p. 8). Below are some anecdotal examples: 

 

Shi Cirong  

 

Leaving home merely means to choose one‟s own way. The convention for adult man and woman is 

the same, to marry and have a family life. Though this is the norm, it is not the way everyone really 

wishes to follow. Someone may say, “I want to plan my future in another way.” After learning the 

Buddhist teaching, I rationally pondered my future and decided on my own path. Forty years ago, no 

matter how highly a woman was educated, few of them were able to work. Thus, once she married, 

her life was almost determined. I think I disliked this kind of life and wanted to have a more open life. 

Particularly, I have learned the Buddha dharma that gave me not just a free working space. I feel that 

my life is more substantive and full of freedom without bondage (cited in Chern 2000, p. 285). 

 

Shi Ziguang  

 

…she has had a sense of impermanence of human life from her childhood. Although she saw that her 

elder brothers and sisters all have good marriages and family lives, she kept asking herself if marriage 

and serving the husband and children were the only way for a woman to take. The answer was there 

right after she studied the Buddha dharma (reported by Tsai, cited in Chern 2000, p. 285).  

 

TN3 

 

My next-door lady had university education and had been a teacher, but she still ended up being a 

housewife. It seemed that you can‟t escape a certain life pattern! But why must life follow a certain 

pattern? ... I may have achieved some personal advancement [in my career], but I had also seen many 

unfortunate examples that tell me: my life depends on the person I marry. [it‟s like the old saying:] 

„Be a hen if you marry a cock; be a bitch if you marry a dog. Women‟s life is nothing more than the 

rapeseed!
21

 At that time, I thought that my destiny is not under my control. So, where should I put the 

                                                      

21 This is a common idiom in Taiwan that is used to describe the helplessness of women in married life. 
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bid to gamble my precious life? To pursue it with my whole life? I thought about this often. And then, 

I encountered Buddhism. Gradually, life seemed to have a purpose. What happened was that I went to 

a Dharma talk and that Dharma Master talked very well. That Dharma Master answered all my 

questions. I thought, „Even a teacher can‟t explain it so well!‟ … So I thought: „It‟s time for me to live 

my own life.‟ I thought about how to live my life. (cited in Cheng 2007, pp. 111-112). 

 

Anonymous  

 

In fact, I feel that the yinyuan
22

 of my leaving home was pretty complicated. I had many doubts about 

human life before learning the Buddha: why do human beings exist? For what reasons do human 

beings live in this world? What is the real meaning of humankind‟s survival from generation by 

generation? Is it meaningful for human beings to marry, to bear a child, to age and to pass away, 

generation by generation? I really suspected that. If human life were just that I would not have had 

such a life. Like my elder brother had, it seems meaningless. But I still think that there is a deeper 

meaning to our lives. Life is not just that. I did remember deeply that I must search for the true 

meaning of human life and what is the human realm for (cited in Chern 2000, pp. 285-286).  

 

Shi Jianjin  

 

I have to discover why human beings live in this world. What is the meaning of human life” (cited in 

Chern 2000, p. 284). 

 

Shi Jianke 

 

I had many questions about the meaning of human life (cited in Chern 2000, p. 286). 

 

Shi Miaohuang  

  

The monastic life appealed to me much more after a short period of monastic participation. The 

Buddha dharma was clearer to me. I began to think about my future. Should I continue my teaching 

                                                      

22 Yinyuan 因缘 This is a Chinese Buddhist expression. It means cause and conditions.  
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job in an elementary school and later marry and be a housewife for the last half of my life? Could I do 

something else for self-realization? I decided to choose another way of life after that period of 

monastic practice. Certainly, this was a little different from other people. I resigned from my 

elementary school teaching job … I felt my life was unobtainable. My mother gave birth to me. I 

should actualize it at my fullest. (cited in Chern 2000, p. 286) 

 

Meaning of Human Life 

 

Based on Cheng and Chern‟s report, Bhikkhunīs Jianjin, Jianke, TN3 and Anonymous questioned the 

meaning of human life. Anonymous pondered, Is it meaningful for human beings to marry, to bear a 

child, to age and pass away generation by generation? Ziguang says that she had “a sense of 

impermanence of human life”. According to the Buddhist teachings on impermanence, nobody can 

bring anything material along upon death. Since life is impermanent, materialist achievements such as 

education, career, family and so on, is not as meaningful as spiritual life. Listening to the voices of 

these Bhikkhunīs, we can hear that they do not find education and career fulfilling enough; instead, 

they find meaning in life in Buddhism. For example, TN3 said that after encountering Buddhism, life 

seemed to have a purpose; Ziguang said she found the answer after she studied Buddhism. These 

reflections concur with my personal experience; spiritual development is more meaningful than 

materialistic achievements because the development of human potential adds value and gives life a 

purpose.  

 

Self-Actualization and Renunciation 

 

The interview reports of Miaohuang suggest that she was searching for something beyond education 

and career. Miaohuang said that she was attracted to the monastic life after a short period of monastic 

participation; she thought about her future and wanted to “do something else for self-realization”. 

Although she knew she was choosing “another way of life” which is “different from other people”, 

she invested herself in monastic life and wished to actualize herself to her fullest.  

 

DeVido, in her research, found that some teachers who had reached a limit in the significance and 

effectiveness of their pedagogy, found that only religion (Buddhism) could enable them to break 

through the limits and explore beyond their secular profession (DeVido 2004, pp. 224-225). In other 

words, religious life is a means for them to realise their potential through self-actualization. In the 

case of Miaohuang, becoming a Bhikkhunī enabled her to go beyond her profession as a teacher; 

shifting the focus from academic teachings towards teaching others to cultivate their human potential 

(transforming oneself into an altruistic person). In doing so, Miaohuang‟s “self-actualization” is 
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realized through her “self-less” teaching. In helping others to realize their full potential (a selfless 

deed), she cultivates her altruistic self. In other words, “to be able to help being, there should no 

longer be any difference between what you teach and what you are” (Ricard in Revel and Ricard 1998, 

p. 154). Miaohuang seems to have had a sense of insufficient spiritual maturity for achieving self-

actualization; hence the monastic/disciplined life was appealing because it supported her in moving 

towards her goal.  

 

Individualistic Self and the Altruistic Self 

 

Some Bhikkhunīs question the traditional familial roles of women. They do not wish to marry into a 

traditional system; they do not wish their space and roles to be limited by tradition and culture. 

Ziguang asked “if marriage and serving the husband and children were the only way for a woman to 

take”. TN3 asked “why must life follow a certain pattern” and decided to live her own life. Cirong 

“wanted to have a more open life”. These Bhikkhunīs decided to choose their own way and to live a 

life free of familial obligations and social constraints.  

 

Based on western discourses such as feminism, capitalism and humanism, which emphasizes the 

value of autonomy and the need to be self-determining, their act could be read as agentic. Chern 

concluded that these Bhikkhunīs were “attempting to constitute and practice a life beyond good 

motherhood and housewife” (Chern 2000, p. 290). They “exhibit a new woman value” that is not 

limited to housewife and motherhood; a kind of female “self-affirmation and self-fulfilment” which is 

independent of marriage and family (Chern 2000, p. 291). They presented themselves as independent 

and self-made women, experiencing a sense of independence and autonomy and found identity and 

joy of personal fulfilment. In this neoliberal capitalist and neo-feminist era, one might be tempted to 

conclude that the Bhikkhunīs’ expression of “individualism” and “freedom” is ventriloquising the 

social values of their time. In other words, the act of Bhikkhunīs could run the risk of being interpreted 

as “individualistic”. While this view may be correct at the societal level of renunciation, DeVido in 

her research, found that the motivation to become Bhikkhunīs was to be able to contribute their time, 

energy, and talent to far more people and to society at large rather than to devote themselves to 

cultivation of the self or, as tradition demanded, to husbands, children, and in-laws (DeVido 2004, p. 

277).  

 

In Buddhist philosophy “freedom” and “self-fulfilment” are not found in the “self” but in the “self-

less”. In other words, freedom is achieved through the “altruistic” self. By leaving home, the 

Bhikkhunī’s love and care is not just confined to her family. Without this family bondage, she is able 

to enlarge and develop an impartial love and compassion for all beings, which enables her to serve 
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society selflessly. Essentially at the spiritual level, a Bhikkhunī’s “self fulfilment” and “freedom” is 

premised on the detachment of the “self”. Matthieu Ricard commented that attachment to the “self” 

makes one completely self-centred; when attachment is dissolved, there is goodness, humility and 

altruism (Ricard in Rivel and Ricard 1998, p. 156). It is through detachment of the “self”, and through 

“self-less” service to society that a Bhikkhunī enjoys a “free working space” and experiences a life 

“full of freedom without bondage”. Hence, although the expression of the Bhikkhunīs might appear to 

be “individualistic”, by probing into their spirituality, we can see that the Bhikkhunīs are motivated by 

selflessness and altruism. By leaving home, they are free from the bondage of family and familial 

roles; by their self-less attitude, they are free from the “self” bondage. Essentially, the notion of “self” 

is conceptualized differently between the West and in Buddhism. In Western thought the value of self 

is built on the achievement of personal autonomy and the strengthening of individuality and acting 

upon the world. In Buddhism, it is acting upon oneself, cultivating the altruistic self for the benefit of 

others.  

 

Insider and Outsider View 

 

Laura Dales has noted that scholars can interpret agency differently from those who exercise agency 

(Dales 2005, p. 148). In other words, the act of becoming Bhikkhunī can be read by scholars 

differently from the way the Bhikkhunīs see themselves. For example Crane interpreted renunciation 

as “resisting marriage and renouncing womanhood”. From a western feminist perspective on gender 

equality and power relations, one might be tempted to conclude that the act of the Bhikkhunīs (in 

leaving home and shaving), is tantamount to “rejecting marriage” or “resisting patriarchy”.  

 

I argue that since the Bhikkhunīs are spiritual people and the act of becoming a Bhikkhunī is a spiritual 

act, we need to analyse it from the spiritual perspective. We need to listen to the “voices” of the 

Bhikkhunīs carefully and understand the religious meaning of renunciation. From the Bhikkhunīs‟ 

perspective, becoming a Bhikkhunī is neither rejecting gender (womanhood), nor resisting patriarchy 

(familial roles); the main motivation for becoming a Bhikkhunī is for spiritual pursuit. The wilful act 

of shaving marks the renunciation of “household life” and taking up a “religious life” which 

originated from the life of the Buddha. Regardless of sex/gender, those who wish to follow the 

footsteps of the Buddha shave their hair. To the Bhikkhunīs, “to shave one‟s head is a great oath and 

symbol”, a commitment toward spiritual life.  

 

Hence, Western ideas of gender equality and power relations seem irrelevant in the Bhikkhunīs‟ 

decision. Using the analytic lens of gender equality only ends up in misinterpreting the Bhikkhunīs. 

However, due to Western academic hegemony, gender identities are “deeply entrenched” and durable, 
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such that gender has become “a primary symbolic distinction” used to play out other cultures (McNay 

1999, p. 43). Kandiyoti (1998) too expresses unease with the category “woman” and calls for 

suspension of the assumption of patriarchy and the primacy of gender. 

 

We need to “detach” from our scholarly presumptions and re-evaluate the theoretical tools used for 

interpretation. The feminist preoccupation with gender roles and identities, and of the primacy of 

patriarchy, might cause scholars to miss the tremendous inner strength and insight upheld by the 

Bhikkhunīs, which could be of great value to humanity. Because spirituality is not easily understood 

by non-spiritual people, the spiritual experience and motivation of the Bhikkhunīs could be 

misinterpreted by “outsiders”. We need to go “inside” to listen carefully to the voices of the 

Bhikkhunīs. However, we need also to stand “outside” to critically appreciate their voices and 

experiences.  

 

Renunciation and the Agency of Bhikkhunīs 

 

Becoming a Bhikkhunī is against the social norm. Because the social prejudice against the Bhikkhunīs 

is very strong, it requires a high level of agency to be able to withstand the prejudice and swim against 

the social current. While the Buddha confirmed that both men and women have the capacity to 

become enlightened, one does not become enlightened by just shaving the head and putting on the 

robe. In the process of spiritual pursuit, a Bhikkhunī has to constantly work against her negativities 

such as desires, hatred and ignorance. She has to be highly agentic to be able to give up her temporal 

desire and move towards the nibbānic bliss. In other words, the agency of the Bhikkhunī is expressed 

in „renunciation‟ – renouncing her family life and renouncing her negativities.  

 

Parker has commented that the emphasis on women‟s activity as an expression of agency could be a 

Western way of perceiving agency (Parker 2005, p.12). Certain western feminist discourse 

emphasises activity, being an active agent. However, Parker noted that in the Indonesian world, 

“inactivity” and “silence” denote power. “The truly powerful are agentic in their passivity” (Parker 

2005, p. 12). Hence, agency is expressed differently in different cultures; active in the West, passive 

in Indonesian cultures. In the case of Bhikkhunīs, agency is expressed in renunciation. The word 

“renunciation” has a negative connotation, but is not a negative state. The Therīs and the 

contemporary Bhikkhunīs in Taiwan, in choosing to become Bhikkhunīs, proved themselves to have 

independent thought and action. They actively give up their household life as well as their negative 

mental attributes (desires, hatred, ignorance). Foucault in his last word on the power of discourse said 

it is “the power to be seized” (Foucault 1984, p.110). Through renunciation, the social structure and 

norms (power) lose their control and the Bhikkhunīs take control over themselves: power is seized. As 
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discussed earlier, a woman needs to be highly agentic to be able to “renounce”. In this sense, I argue 

that renunciation is truly powerful and agentic. It is an “active passivity”.  
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4: Conclusion 

 

This thesis began with an overview of misconceptions of Bhikkhunīs as either powerless 

social victims, “rejected” by society, or as powerful agents “resisting” the social structure. It 

then moved on to some criticisms of theoretical issues in social research. It discussed some 

problems of Foucault‟s power theory and Scott‟s resistance model. The power and resistance 

model is too obsessed with power, and neglects human subjects. Hence it fails to capture the 

complexity of the social, political and cultural conditions in which human subjects are 

enmeshed. It is incapable of explaining why and how the Bhikkhunīs managed to “evade” 

their dominant patriarchal structure and fails to explain how they empowered themselves to 

act and why their actions take the form that they do.  

 

I then proposed „agency‟ as a better analytical tool to give a more accurate representation of 

the Bhikkhunīs. With reference to the agency of the Therīgāthā, I discussed agency as a form 

of power. Using Sumedhā, I discussed the power relationship between Sumedhā and the 

Manu Dharmaśāstra. Next, with reference to the agency of the contemporary Taiwanese 

Bhikkhunīs, I discussed the agency of intentionality. I explored Bhikkhunīs’ experiences, 

values, feelings and emotions, motivation and intentions to understand their decision to 

become Bhikkhunī. I looked at the spiritual experiences of the Bhikkhunīs and analysed how 

the Bhikkhunī themselves described their experiences and intentions; identifying and 

understanding the forces operating within their consciousness in their choice to become 

Bhikkhunī. Although I used two models of agency (power and intentionality) for discussion, 

the two models of agency are not mutually exclusive; the distinction is purely heuristic – in 

practice they are often inseparable (Ortner 2001, p. 78, 81). 

 

Agency is inseparable from the notions of “self” and selfless action (or altruism). The 

Bhikkhunīs express their agency in renunciation. I discussed the difference between the 

Buddhist philosophy of freedom and the worldly notion of freedom. I also discussed the 

difference between Buddhist and Western conceptions of self. This helps one to understand 

the relationship between renunciation and liberation.  
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Public knowledge of the Bhikkhunīs is partly defined and informed by scholars. Scholars 

construct a particular knowledge of what it means to be a Bhikkhunī, and of what typical 

Bhikkhunīs are like. Edward Said pointed out that all knowledge about human society rests 

upon judgement and interpretation (Said 1981, pp. 154-155). In other words, knowledge 

about human society is always subjective and biased; it depends on how it is interpreted, who 

the interpreter is, and his/her purpose in interpreting (Said 1981, pp. 154-155); interpretation 

is shaped by the positionality of the interpreter and the analytical tools used. I must admit that 

my construction of knowledge about Bhikkhunīs is shaped by the position I occupy as a 

Bhikkhunī myself, such that my interpretation of the agency of these Bhikkhunīs is 

constructed in reference to my own experiences as a Bhikkhunī.  

 

I urge social scientists not to label as “escapist” Bhikkhunī who have encountered suffering or 

to ascribe as rejection or resistance the actions of Bhikkhunī who do not conform to the 

dominant culture/tradition. Inaccurate labels, stereotyping and misguided assumptions can 

adversely affect the social and religious status of Bhikkhunīs. I argue in the construction of 

what it means to be a Bhikkhunī, apart from the societal perspective, the scholars also need to 

look into the spiritual perspective; to carefully listen and analyse the spiritual experience of 

the Bhikkhunīs. The experience of these Bhikkhunīs could be a great contribution to humanity 

for they have tremendous inner strength and insight from their rich religious experience for us 

to draw upon.  

 

The stories of the Therīgāthā and of contemporary Taiwanese Bhikkhunīs reveal that they are 

neither “escapist” nor “rebels” but rather are actively seeking to liberate themselves. The way 

of life of Bhikkhunīs was and still is a lifestyle that is starkly different from that which the 

world takes for granted. The Bhikkhunīs have a special relevance in the contemporary world 

because the world is increasingly materialistic. For those who love simplicity and discipline, 

Bhikkhunīs provide a dream and hope, that there is another path leading to liberation from 

worldly desires. 

 

Both the ancient Bhikkhunīs in India and contemporary Bhikkhunīs in Taiwan faced great 

difficulties under the oppressive patriarchal culture. These Bhikkhunīs in quest of liberation 

do not “fight” for power. They are worthy of respect because they not only displayed 
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independent thought and action, but also they showed no resentment and bitterness towards 

the society that discriminated against and oppressed them.  
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Glossary 

 

Arahant (Pāḷi), Arhat (Sanskrit) 

The “worthy one”, one who has attained complete freedom from greed, hatred, and delusion. The 

spiritual ideal of Theravāda Buddhism. 

 

Bhikkhunī (Pāḷi), Bhikṣunī (Sanskrit) 

Buddhist nun  

 

Bhikkhunī Saṅgha (Pāḷi), Bhikṣunī Saṁgha (Sanskrit) 

Buddhist nun order  

 

Dhamma (Pāḷi), Dharma (Sanskrit) 

Truth, law, doctrine; the Buddhist teachings. The lower-case term dhamma(s) refers to fundamental 

phenomena.  

 

Nibbāna (pali), Nirvāṇa (Sanskrit) 

The state of liberation from saṁsāra, ultimate reality 

 

Saṅgha (Pāḷi), Saṁgha (Sanskrit) 

The community of ordained Buddhist monks and nuns 

 

Therī (Pāḷi) 

The elder and learned nuns  

 

Therīgāthā (Pāḷi) 

Verses of the elder nuns. A collection of verses, believed to have been composed by the elder nuns. It 

was written down during the Fourth Buddhist Council in Sri Lanka. 

 

Theravāda (Pāḷi) 

“Way of the Elders”, Southern Buddhist school (Sri Lanka and the Buddhist countries of Southeast 

Asia) deriving its lineage from the earliest schools of Buddhism 

 

Vinaya 

General term referring to monastic discipline, law, custom, and practice 
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Appendix One: Stories of Selected Therīs 

 

Adapted from Murcott, S. 1991, The First Buddhist Women: Translation and Commentary on the 

Therīgāthā, Parallax Press, Berkeley. 

 

Kisāgotamī 

 

Kisāgotamī came from a poor family of Sāvatthī. She was called “Kisā”, meaning thin; her thinness 

was probably due to the poverty in which she had grown up. Gotamī was her family name. Her 

mother‟s brother was Suddhodana, the father of the Buddha; Siddhattha Gotama was her cousin. 

 

Sometime later, Kisāgotamī was married to a banker‟s son of considerable wealth. As a young wife, 

Kisāgotamī was mistreated by her in-laws, as new brides who moved into their husband‟s home 

sometimes were. When she gave birth to a son, she finally received an honourable place among her 

husband‟s relatives. But her child died while still a toddler, and Kisāgotamī, who had never seen death 

before, went mad. 

 

In her state of insanity, Kisāgotamī took up the dead child and carried him on her hip from house to 

house, begging for medicine. One kind old man directed her to the Buddha.  

 

The Buddha said, “Go and bring a white mustard seed from a house where no one has died.” Hearing 

his words, she immediately rushed off in the innocent faith that if she brought a white mustard seed to 

this enlightened sage, it would be the medicine that could miraculously bring her child back to life. 

 

Kisāgotamī went from house to house, at each house asking, and at each house learning that there too, 

someone had died. The truth struck home. Her sanity returned. 

 

“Little son,” she said. “I thought that death had happened to you alone; but it is not you alone. It is 

common to all people.” 

 

Then, still holding the body of her child in her arms, she carried him gently to the forest and left him 

there. 
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Returning to the Buddha, Kisāgotamī requested and received ordination. She became pre-eminent 

among the nuns for her asceticism. With this austerity as her trademark, she ultimately gained the 

peace of nirvāṇa (Murcott 1991, pp. 84-85).  

  

Pāṭacārā 

 

Pāṭacārā was born into a banker‟s family in the town of Sāvatthī. When she was a young woman, her 

parents arranged for her to marry a young man of equal rank. But one of the family servants was her 

lover, and, defying her parents‟ wishes, she ran away with him and set up house in a remote place. 

 

Months passed, and she became pregnant. As her pregnancy came to term, she wanted to go to her 

parents‟ home and have their care at the time of birth. Her husband procrastinated, and one day while 

he was out, she left. He soon discovered what had happened, followed Pāṭacārā, and overtook her 

midway to Sāvatthī. There, labor came on, she gave birth safely, and together they returned to their 

dwelling place. 

 

Later, a second child was conceived. Once more Pāṭacārā wanted to return to her parents‟ home, and 

once more her husband was reluctant. Again she left without him, taking their child, and again he 

pursued and caught up with her as her labor was beginning. But this time a great storm rose up. 

Pāṭacārā needed shelter, and her husband, while hurriedly cutting grass and stakes in the forest to 

build a hut, was bitten by a poisonous snake and died. Thinking herself abandoned, Pāṭacārā gave 

birth alone and passed the night lying over her children, using her body to protect them from the storm. 

In the morning she discovered her husband‟s body, and she was paralyzed with grief for a day and a 

night. When the second day dawned, she again took up the journey to her parents‟ home. 

 

She came to a river swollen with floodwaters. Too weak to carry both children across at once, she 

took the newborn first. On the far side, she placed the child on a pile of leaves, but was so reluctant to 

leave him that she looked behind her again and again. Halfway back across the river, she saw a hawk 

seize her newborn and carry him off. The hawk ignored Pāṭacārā‟s screams, but the older child, 

thinking his mother was calling him, came up to the river bank, fell in, and drowned. In utter despair, 

all Pāṭacārā could do was resume her journey. 

 

On the outskirts of Sāvatthī she met a townsman and asked him whether he knew her family. He said, 

“Don‟t ask me about them. Ask about anything else.”  
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“But there is nothing else I care about,” she answered. “You saw how the god rained all last night,” he 

said to her. “Your family‟s house collapsed and fell on them, and they are all burning on one pyre – 

the banker, wife, and son. You can see the smoke.” 

 

With that, Pāṭacārā went out of her mind. She wandered around in circles. Her clothing became 

ragged and fell off (her name, which means “cloak-walker,” refers to this.) The townspeople drove 

her off with sticks and rubbish. 

 

One day, still mad, still walking around in circles, she entered Jeta Grove where the Buddha was 

preaching. Those who had gathered to listen wanted to keep her away, but Gotama followed her and 

put himself in her path. As she encountered him, he said, “Sister, recover your presence of mind.” 

And she recovered her presence of mind. 

 

She saw that she was naked. A man threw her his outer robe. “Help me,” she said to the Buddha, and 

she told him her terrible story. 

 

He replied, “Pāṭacārā, don‟t think you have come to someone who can help you. In your many lives, 

you have shed more tears for the dead than there is water in the four oceans.” This made her grief less 

heavy. He went on to say that when she herself went to another world, no kin could help, that even in 

this world, no kin can help. And he spoke of the Buddhist path. When he had finished, she asked if 

she could be ordained. Together they went to the community of nuns, and she was accepted there 

(Murcott 1991, pp. 32-33).  
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Appendix Two: Selected Poems  

 

Selected and adapted (except where othersie stated) from Poems of Early Buddhist Nuns (Therīgāthā), 

translated by K.R. Norman (Elders‟ Verses II, revised version), The Pali Text Society, Oxford. 

 

(arranged in numerical order) 

Muttā 

 

11. 

I am well-released, properly released by my release by means of the three crooked things, [from] the 

mortar, pestle, and my crooked husband. I am released from birth and death; everything which leads 

to renewed existence has been rooted out. 

Saṅghā 

 

18. 

Giving up my house, gone forth, giving up son, cattle, and whatever was dear to me, giving up desire 

and hatred, and discarding ignorance, plucking out craving root and all, I have become stilled, 

quenched. 

 

Somā 

 

60. [this verse is spoken by Māra (= devil) to discourage Soma] 

That place, hard to gain, which is to be attained by the seers, cannot be attained by a woman with two-

finger-intelligence (= very little intelligence) 

 

61. 

What harm could the woman‟s state do to us, when the mind is well-concentrated, when knowledge 

exists for someone rightly having insight into the doctrine? 

 

62. 

Everywhere enjoyment of pleasure is defeated; the mass of darkness (of ignorance) is torn asunder; in 

this way know, evil one, you are defeated, death. 
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Vimala  

 

72. 

Young, intoxicated by my own lovely skin, my figure, my gorgeous looks, and famous too, I despised 

other women. 

 

73. 

Dressed to kill at the whorehouse door, I was a hunter and spread my snare for fools. 

 

74. 

And when I stripped for them, I was the woman of their dreams; I laughed as I teased them. 

 

75. 

Today, head shaved, robed, alms-wanderer, 

 

76. 

I, my same self, sit at the tree‟s foot; no thought, all ties untied, I have cut men and gods out of my life, 

I have quenched the fires. 

(Therīgāthā, trans. Murcott 1991, pp. 126-127)  

 

Khemā 

 

139. [this verse is spoken by Māra (= devil)] 

“You are young and beautiful; I also am young and in my prime. Come, Khemā, let us delight 

ourselves with the 5-fold music.” 

 

140. 

I am afflicted by and ashamed of this foul body, diseased, perishable. Craving for sensual pleasures 

has been rooted out. 

 

141. 

Sensual pleasures are like swords and stakes; the elements of existence are a chopping block for them; 

what you call “delight in sensual pleasures” is now “non-delight” for me. 
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142.  

Everywhere love of pleasure is defeated; the mass of darkness (of ignorance) is torn asunder; in this 

way know, evil one, you are defeated, death. 

 

143. 

Revering the lunar mansion, tending the fire in the wood, not knowing it as it really is, fools, you 

thought it was purity. 

 

144. 

But revering the enlightened one, best of men, I am indeed completely released from all pains, doing 

the teacher‟s teaching. 

 

Kisāgotamī  

 

213. 

The state of having noble friends has been praised by the sage with reference to the world; if he 

resorted to noble friends, even a fool would be wise. 

 

214. 

Good men are to be resorted to; in this way this wisdom of those who resort to them increases. 

Resorting to good men one would be released from all pains. 

 

215. 

One should know pain, and the uprising of pain, and its cessation, and the eight-fold way, even the 

four noble truths. 

 

216. 

The state of women has been said to be painful by the charioteer of men who are to be tamed; even 

the state of being a co-wife is painful; some, having given birth once, 

 

217. 

Even cut their throats; some tender ones take poisons; considered as murders in hell both groups 

suffer misfortunes. 
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218.
23

 

Going along, about to bring forth, I saw my husband dead; having given birth on the path, I had not 

yet arrived at my own house. 

 

219. 

Two sons dead and a husband dead upon the path for miserable me; mother and father and brother 

were burning upon one pyre. 

 

220. 

Miserable woman, with family annihilated, you have suffered immeasurable pain; and you have shed 

tears for many thousands of births. 

 

221. 

Then I saw the flesh of my sons being eaten in the midst of the cemetery; with my family destroyed, 

despised by all, with husband dead, I attained the undying. 

 

222. 

I have developed the noble eight-fold way leading to the undying; I have realized quenching; I have 

looked at the doctrine as a mirror. 

 

223. 

I have my dart cut out, my burden laid down; I have done that which was to be done. Kisāgotamī, 

with mind completely released, has said this. 

 

                                                      

23 Caroline Rhys Davids comments, “It is very probable from inspection of the poem (and chronicle), that of the two poems 

attributed to Pāṭacārā, one recounting her sufferings, given in the Apadāna and quoted in the Commentary, has been lost or 

merged with that of Kisāgotamī.” (cited in Murcott 1991, p. 86) 
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Ambapālī 

 

252. 

My hair was black, like the colour of bees, with curly ends; because of old age it is like bark fibres of 

hemp; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

253. 

Covered with flowers my head was fragrant like a perfumed box; now because of old age it smells 

like a dog‟s fur; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

254. 

Thick as well-planted grove, made beautiful, having the ends parted by comb and pin; because of old 

age it is thin here and there; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

255. 

Possessing fine pins, decorated with gold, adorned with plaits, it looked beautiful; because of old age 

that head has been made bald; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

256. 

Formerly my eyebrows looked beautiful, like crescents well-painted by artists; because of old age 

they drop down with wrinkles; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

257. 

My eyes were shining, very brilliant like jewels, very black and long; overwhelmed by old age they 

do not look beautiful; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

258. 

In the bloom of my youth my nose looked beautiful like a delicate peak; because of old age it is like a 

flower-spike of long pepper; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

259. 

My ear-lobes looked beautiful, like well-fashioned and well-finished bracelets; because of old age 

they droop down with wrinkles; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 
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260. 

Formerly my teeth looked beautiful, like the colour of the bud of the plantain; because of old age they 

are broken indeed and yellow; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

261. 

Sweet was my warbling, like a cuckoo wandering in the grove in a jungle-thicket; because of old age 

it has faltered here and there; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

262. 

Formerly my neck looked beautiful like well-rubbed delicate conch-shell; because of old age it is 

broken and bowed-down; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

263. 

Formerly both my arms looked beautiful, like round cross-bars; because of old age they are weak as 

the Pāṭalī tree; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

264. 

Formerly my hands looked beautiful, with delicate signet rings, decorated with gold; because of old 

age they are like onions and radishes; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

265. 

Formerly my breasts looked beautiful, swelling, round, close together, lofty; now they hang down like 

empty water-bags; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

266. 

Formerly my body looked beautiful, like a well-polished sheet of gold; now it is covered with very 

fine wrinkles; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

267. 

Formerly both my thighs looked beautiful like an elephant‟s trunk; because of old age they are like 

stalks of bamboo; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

268. 

Formerly my calves looked beautiful, possessing delicate anklets, decorated with gold; because of old 

age they are like sticks of sesame; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 
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269. 

Formerly both my feet looked beautiful, like shoes full of cotton-wool; because of old age they are 

cracked, and wrinkled; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

270. 

Such was this body; now it is decrepit, the abode of many pains; an old house, with its plaster fallen 

off; not false is the utterance of the speaker of truth. 

 

Subhā Jīvakambavanikā 

 

366. 

A rogue stopped the Bhikkhunī Subhā as she was going to the delightful Jīvakamba wood; Subhā said 

this to him: 

 

367. 

“What wrong have I done you, that you should stand obstructing me? For it is not fitting, sir, that a 

man should touch a woman who has gone forth. 

 

368. 

This training was taught by the well-farer, in my teacher‟s severe teaching. Why do you stand 

obstructing me? I possess the purified state, without blemish. 

 

369. 

Why do you, with disturbed mind and with passion, stand obstructing me? I am undisturbed, with 

passion departed, without blemish, with mind completely released in every respect.” 

 

370. 

“You are young and not ugly; what will going-forth do for you? Throw away your yellow robe. Come, 

let us delight in the flowery wood. 

 

371. 

The towering trees send forth a sweet smell in all directions with the pollen of flowers; the beginning 

of spring is a happy season; come, let us delight in the flowery wood. 
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372. 

At the same time the trees with blossoming crests cry out, as it were, when shaken by the wind. What 

delight will there be for you if you plunge alone into the wood? 

 

373. 

You wish to go without companion to the lonely, frightening, great wood, frequented by herds of 

beasts of prey, disturbed by cow-elephants, who are excited by bull-elephants. 

 

374. 

You will go about like a doll made of gold, like an accharā in Cittalata. O incomparable one, you will 

shine with beautiful garments of fine muslin, with excellent clothes. 

 

375. 

I should be at your beck and call if we were to dwell in the grove; for there is no creature dearer to me 

than you, o nymph with pleasant eyes. 

 

376. 

If you will do my bidding, being made happy, come, live in a house you will dwell in the calm of a 

palace; let women do attendance upon you. 

 

377. 

Wear garments of fine muslin, put on garlands and unguents; I shall make such varied adornment for 

you, of gold, jewels, and pearls. 

 

378. 

Climb on to bed with a coverlet well-washed of dirt, beautiful, spread with a woollen quilt, new, very 

costly, decorated with sandalwood, having an excellent smell. 

 

379. 

Just as a blue lotus with beautiful blossoms rising up from the water is touched by non-human water-

spirits, so you, liver of the holy life, will go to old age with your limbs untouched by any man.” 

 

380. 

“What is it that you approve of as essential here in the body, which is full of corpses, filling the 

cemetery, destined to break up? What is it that you have seen when you look at me, being out of your 

mind?” 
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381. 

“Your eyes are indeed like those of Turiyā, like those of a nymph inside a mountain, seeing your eyes 

my delight in sensual pleasures increases all the more. 

 

382. 

Seeing your eyes in your face, to be compared with the bud of a blue lotus, spotless, like gold, my 

sensual pleasure increases all the more. 

 

383. 

Even though you have gone far away, I shall remember you; you with the long eyelashes, you with 

the pure gaze; for no eyes are dearer to me than yours, you nymph with pleasant eyes.” 

 

384. 

“You wish to go by the wrong path; you seek the moon as a plaything; you wish to jump over Mt. 

Meru, you who have designs upon a child of the Buddha. 

 

385. 

For I do not now have any object of desire anywhere in the world, including the deities, whatever sort 

it might be, it has been smitten root and all by the eight-fold way. 

 

386. 

It has been scattered like sparks from a pit of burning coals; it is a valueless as a bowl of poison. 

Whatever sort it might be, it has been smitten root and all by the eight-fold way. 

 

387. 

Try to seduce someone who has not observed this, or has not served the teacher; but if you seduce this 

one who knows, you will suffer distress. 

 

388. 

For my mindfulness is established in the midst of both reviling and praise, happiness and pain, 

knowing that conditioned things are disgusting, my mind does not cling to anything at all. 

 

389. 

I am a disciple of the well-farer, travelling in the eight-fold vehicle which is the way. With my dart 

drawn out, without āsavas, gone to a place of solitude, I rejoice. 
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390. 

For I have seen well-painted puppets, or dolls, fastened by strings and sticks, made to dance in various 

ways. 

 

391. 

If these strings and sticks are removed, thrown away, mutilated, scattered, not to be found, broken into 

pieces, on what there would one fix the mind? 

 

392. 

This little body, being of such a kind, does not exist without these phenomena; as it does not exist 

without phenomena, on what there would one fix one‟s mind? 

 

393. 

Just as you have seen a picture painted on a wall, smeared with yellow orpiment; on that your gaze 

has been confused; so the wisdom of men is useless. 

 

394. 

You blind one, you ran after an empty thing, like an illusion place in front of you, like a golden tree at 

the end of a dream, like a puppet-show in the midst of the people. 

 

395. 

An eye is like a little ball set in a hollow, having a bubble in the middle, with tears; there is eye 

secretion here too; various sorts of eyes are rolled into balls.” 

 

396. 

Removing her eyes, the good-looking lady, with an unattached mind, was not attached to it. She said, 

“Come, take this eye for yourself.” Straightway she gave it to this man. 

 

397. 

And straightway his passion ceased there, and he begged her pardon. “Become whole again, liver of 

the good life. Such a thing will not happen again. 

 

398. 

In smiting such a person, in embracing a blazing fire, I have seized a poisonous snake, as it were. 

Become whole again. Forgive me.” 
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399. 

And then that Bhikkhunī, released, went to the presence of the excellent Buddha. When she saw the 

one with the marks of excellent merit, her eye was restored to its former condition. 

 

Sumedhā 

 

448  

In the city of Mantāvatī there was Sumedhā, a daughter of King Koñca‟s chief queen; she was 

converted by those who comply with the teaching. 

 

449 

Virtuous, a brilliant speaker, having great learning, trained in the Buddha‟s teaching, going up to her 

mother and father she said, “Listen, both of you. 

 

450 

I delight in quenching; existence is non-eternal, even if it is as a deity; how much more non-eternal 

are empty sensual pleasure, giving little enjoyment and much distress. 

 

451 

Sensual pleasures, in which fools are bemused, are bitter, like a snake‟s poison. Consigned to hell for 

a long time, those fools are beaten, pained. 

 

452  

Because of evil action they grieve in downward transition, being evil-minded, without faith; fools are 

unrestrained in body, speech, and mind. 

 

453 

Those fools, unwise, senseless, hindered by the uprising of pain, not knowing, do not understand the 

noble truths, when someone is teaching them. 

 

454  

They, the majority, not knowing the truths taught by the excellent Buddha, rejoice in existence, 

mother; they long for rebirth among the deities.  
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455 

Even rebirth among the deities is non-eternal; it is in impermanent existence; but fools are not afraid 

of being reborn again and again. 

 

456 

Four downward transitions and two upward transitions are obtained somehow or other; but for those 

who have gone to a downward transition there is no going-forth in the hells. 

 

457 

Permit me, both of you, to go forth in the teaching of the ten-powered ones; having little greed I shall 

strive for the elimination of birth and death 

 

458 

What have I do with existence, with delight, with this unsubstantial worst of bodies? For the sake of 

the cessation of craving for existence, permit me, I shall go forth. 

 

459. 

There is arising of Buddhas; the inopportune moment has been avoided; the opportune moment has 

been seized. As long as life lasts I would not infringe the rules of virtuous conduct and the living of 

the holy life.” 

 

460.  

So Sumedhā speaks to her mother and father; “Meanwhile I shall not take food as a householder; if I 

do not go forth I shall indeed have gone into the influence of death.” 

 

461. 

Pained, her mother laments, and her father; smitten by grief, strives to reconcile her, (as she lies) 

fallen to the ground on the roof of the palace. 

 

462. 

“Stand up, child; what do you want with grieving? You are bestowed. In Vāraṇavatī is King 

Anīkaratta, who is handsome; you are bestowed upon him. 

 

463. 

You will be the chief queen, the wife of King Anīkaratta. The rules of virtuous conduct, the living of 

the holy life, going-forth are difficult to perform, child. 

 



The “Other” Path: The Bhikkhuni Quest for Liberation 

58 

 

464. 

In kingship there are orders to give, wealth, authority, happy enjoyments; you are young; enjoy the 

enjoyments of sensual pleasure; let your marriage take place, child.” 

 

465. 

The Sumedhā spoke to them, “May such things not be; existence is unsubstantial. Either there will be 

going-forth for me or death; not marriage. 

 

466. 

Why should I cling to this foul body, impure, smelling of urine, a frightful water-bag of corpses, 

always flowing, full of impure things? 

 

467. 

What do I know it to be like? A body is repulsive, smeared with flesh and blood, food for worms, 

vultures, and other birds. Why is it given to us? 

 

468. 

The body is soon carried out to the cemetery, devoid of consciousness; it is thrown away like a log by 

disgusted relatives. 

 

469. 

When they have thrown it away in the cemetery as food for others, one‟s own mother and father wash 

themselves, disgusted; how much more do common people? 

 

470. 

They are attached to the unsubstantial body, an aggregate of bones and sinews, to the foul body, full 

of saliva, tears, excrement, and urine. 

 

471. 

If anyone, dissecting it, were to turn it inside out, even one‟s own mother, being unable to bear the 

smell of it, they would be disgusted. 

 

472. 

Reflecting in a reasoned manner that the elements of existence, the elements, the sense-bases are 

compounded, have rebirth as their root, and are painful, why should I wish for marriage? 
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473. 

Let 300 newly sharpened swords fall on my body every day; even if the striking lasted 100 years it 

would be better, if in this way there were destruction of pain. 

 

474. 

He should submit to this striking who in this way knows the teacher‟s utterance, „Journeying-on is 

long for you, being killed again and again. 

 

475. 

Among deities and among men, in the womb of animals, and in the body of an asura, among ghosts 

and in hells, unlimited beatings are seen. 

 

476. 

There are many beatings in hells for a defiled one who has gone to downward transitions. Even 

among the deities there is no protection; there is nothing superior to the happiness of quenching. 

 

477. 

Those who are intent upon the teaching of the ten-powered one have attained quenching; having little 

greed they strive for the elimination of birth and death. 

 

478. 

This very day, father, I shall renounce the world; what have I to do with unsubstantial enjoyments? I 

am disgusted with sensual pleasures; they are like vomit, made groundless, like a palm-tree.” 

 

479. 

In this way she spoke to her father, and at the same time Anīkaratta, to whom she was betrothed, 

surrounded by young men, came to the marriage at the appointed time. 

 

480. 

The Sumedhā cut her black, thick, soft hair with a knife, closed the palace door, and entered on the 

first meditation. 

 

481. 

Just as she entered on it, Anīkaratta arrived at the city; in that very palace Sumedhā developed notions 

of impermanence. 

 



The “Other” Path: The Bhikkhuni Quest for Liberation 

60 

 

482.  

Just as she was pondering, Anīkaratta went up into the palace quickly. With his body adorned with 

jewels and gold, with cupped hands, he begged Sumedhā. 

 

483. 

“In kingship there are (the giving of) orders, wealth, authority, happy enjoyments, you are young; 

enjoy the enjoyments of sensual pleasures; happiness from sensual pleasures is hard to obtain in the 

world. 

 

484. 

My kingship has been bestowed upon you; enjoy enjoyments; give gifts; do not be depressed; your 

mother and father are pained.” 

 

485. 

Then Sumedhā, unconcerned with sensual pleasures, and free from delusion, said this: “Do not rejoice 

in sensual pleasures; see the peril in sensual pleasures.”  

 

486. 

Mandhātā, king of the four continents, was the foremost of those who had enjoyment of sensual 

pleasures. He died unsatisfied, not were his wishes fulfilled. 

 

487. 

If the rainy one were to rain the seven jewels all around in the ten directions, there would still be no 

satisfaction with sensual pleasures; men die unsatisfied indeed. 

 

488. 

Sensual pleasures are like a butcher‟s knife and chopping block; sensual pleasures are like a snake‟s 

head; they burn like a fire-brand; they are like a bony skeleton. 

 

489. 

Sensual pleasures are impermanent, unstable, they have much pain, they are great poisons; they are 

like a heated ball of iron, the root of evil, having pain as the fruit. 

 

490. 

Sensual pleasures are like the fruits of a tree, like lumps of flesh, painful; they are like dreams, 

delusive; sensual pleasures are like borrowed goods. 
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491. 

Sensual pleasures are like swords and stakes, a disease, a tumour, evil destruction, like a pit of coals, 

the root of evil, fear, slaughter. 

 

492. 

In this way sensual pleasures have been said to have much pain, to be hindrances. Go! I myself have 

no confidence in existence. 

 

493. 

What will another do for me when his own head is burning? When old age and death are following 

closely one must strive for their destruction.” 

 

494. 

Opening the door, and seeing her mother and father and Anīkaratta seated on the ground lamenting, 

she said this: 

 

495.  

Journey-on is long for fools and for those who lament again and again at that which is without 

beginning and end, at the death of a father, the slaughter of a brother, and their own slaughter. 

 

496. 

Remember the tears, the milk, the blood, the journeying-on as being without beginning and end; 

remember the heap of bones of beings who are journeying-on. 

 

497. 

Remember the four oceans compared with the tears, milk, and blood; remember the heap of bones of 

one man for one aeon, equal in size to Mt. Vipula. 

 

498. 

Remember the great earth, Jambudīpa, compared with that which without beginning and end for one 

who is journeying–on. Split up into little balls and size of jujube kernels the number is not equal to his 

mother‟s mothers. 

 

499. 

Remember the leaves, twigs, and grass compared with his fathers as being without beginning and end. 

Split up into pieces four inches long they are indeed not equal to his father‟s fathers. 
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500. 

Remember the blind turtle in the eastern sea, and the hole in the yoke to the west; remember the 

putting on of the yoke as a comparison with the obtaining human birth. 

 

501. 

Remember the form of these worst bodies, unsubstantial, like a lump of foam. See the elements of 

existence as impermanent; remember the hells, giving much distress. 

 

502. 

Remember those filling up the cemetery again and again in this birth and that. Remember the fears 

from the crocodile remember the four truths. 

 

503. 

When the undying exist, what do you want with drinking the five bitter things? For all the delights in 

sensual pleasure are more bitter than the five bitter things. 

 

504. 

When the undying exist, what do you want with sensual pleasures which are burning fevers? For all 

delights in sensual pleasures are on fire, aglow, seething. 

 

505. 

When there is no-enmity, what do you want with sensual pleasures which have much enmity? Being 

similar to kings, fire, thieves, water, and unfriendly people, they have much enmity. 

 

506. 

When release exists, what do you want with sensual pleasures, in which are slaughter and bond? For 

in sensual pleasures, unwilling, people suffer the pains of slaughter and pleasures, unwilling, people 

suffer the pains of slaughter and bonds. 

 

507. 

A grass fire-brand, when kindled, burns the one who holds it and does not let go; sensual pleasures are 

truly like fire-brands; they burn those who do not let go. 

 

508. 

Do not abandon extensive happiness for the sake of a little happiness from sensual pleasures; do not 

suffer afterwards, like a puthuloma fish which has swallowed the hook. 
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509. 

Willingly, just control yourself among sensual pleasures. You are like a dog bound by a chain; 

assuredly sensual pleasure will treat you as hungry outcastes treat a dog. 

 

510.  

Intent upon sensual pleasures you will suffer both unlimited pain and very many distresses of the 

mind; give up unstable sensual pleasures. 

 

511. 

When the un-aging exists, what do you want with sensual pleasures, in which are old age and death? 

All births everywhere are bound up with death and sickness. 

 

512. 

This is un-aging, this is undying, this is the un-aging, undying state; without grieving, without enmity, 

unobstructed, without stumbling, without fear, without burning. 

 

513. 

This undying has been attained by many, and this is to be obtained even today by one who rightly 

applies himself; but it cannot be attained by one who does not strive.” 

 

514. 

So Sumedhā spoke, not obtaining delight in the constituent elements. Conciliating Anīkaratta, 

Sumedhā simply threw her hair on the ground. 

 

515. 

Standing up Anīkaratta with cupped hands requested her father, “Let Sumedhā go, in order to go forth; 

she will be one with insight into the truths of complete release.” 

 

516. 

Allowed to go by her mother and father, she went forth, frightened by grief and fear; she realized the 

six supernormal powers while still undergoing training, and also the foremost fruit. 

 

517. 

Marvellous, amazing was the quenching of the king‟s daughter; as she explained at that last moment 

her activities in her former habitations. 
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518. 

“In time of the blessed one Koṇāgamana, in the Order‟s pleasure park, in a new residence, we three 

friends, women, gave a gift of a vihāra. 

 

519. 

Ten times, one hundred times, ten hundred times, one hundred hundred times we were reborn among 

the deities. But what need is there to talk about rebirth among men? 

 

520. 

We had great supernormal powers among the deities. But what need is there to talk about powers 

among mankind? I was the queen of a seven-jewelled king; I was his wife-jewel. 

 

521. 

That was the cause, that the origin, that the root, that very delight in the teaching, that first meeting, 

that was quenching for one delighting in the doctrine.” 

 

522. 

So they say who have faith in the utterance of the one who has perfect wisdom; they are disgusted 

with existence; being disgusted with it they are disinterested in it. 

 

More Books by and about Bhikkhunis 

 

More books and a regular blog on the subject of Bhikkhunīs can be found here: 

http://snfwrenms.wordpress.com 

http://snfwrenms.wordpress.com/
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