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ABSTRACT: This article further articulates Sponberg’s (1992) seminal identifica-
tion of four distinct attitudes toward women and the feminine in Buddhism, by 
including a sub-typology of ‘essentialist misogyny’. Textual and institutional 
voices in the Buddhist traditions are traced that testify to a process of essen-
tialization of the female sex or gender that is first constructed as an entity, 
‘womanhood’, and then devalued. This trend is already documented in the early 
Buddhist texts, where it stands in contrast to the soteriologically normative non-
essentialized view of femininity. The discourse develops with misogynist posi-
tions taken in medieval Theravāda works. It is further continued, albeit under 
an opposite agenda, that of the ‘Sacred Feminine’, in contemporary Western Bud-
dhism. Such contemporary instances of an essentialized feminine exemplify how 
doctrinal and religio-historical tensions are renegotiated leading to the emer-
gence of new incarnations of the Theravāda, and Buddhist in general, scriptural 
canon, which in turn overwrite previously emerged ‘practical canons’.
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Introduction and Outline

I begin by introducing Māra as the spokesman of an essentialized view of 
womanhood in early Buddhism, next illustrating what instead constitutes, 
from a soteriological perspective, the doctrinally normative view on femi-
ninity and female birth in the early Buddhist discourses, also touching on 
legal and scholastic works. The essentialist ideology is not confined to Māra; 
it begins to surface through other voices recorded in the discourses that are 
internal to the early Buddhist community. These rare voices are, however, 
non-standard, and depart from the normative view on sexual identity and 
womanhood that is articulated in the same textual corpus.

I then consider ways in which female birth and, in particular, continuity 
or discontinuity of sex across lifetimes is positioned in relation to karmic 
retribution in a selection of early Buddhist and medieval Theravāda textual 
passages, taking my cue from a commentator’s gloss on the monk Ānanda’s 
births as a woman and women’s aspirations for male birth, and presenting as 
a case study Ānanda’s past lives as a female in relation to the topos of female 
birth as a result of sexual misconduct. These passages testify to a process of 
essentialization of the female sex or gender condition as ‘womanhood’ and 
concurrent devaluation of a thus constructed entity.2

By ‘essentialization’ I intend the process by which a given entity, in this 
case ‘woman’, is socially and ideologically constructed as being endowed with 
a specific, natural and unchangeable, essence. Cultural processes are thus 
turned into natural ones, on the assumption of the existence of an essential 
character or identity, by means of what have been aptly termed ‘regulatory 
fictions’ (Butler 1990). From a post-structuralist, social constructivist per-
spective, such processes are not understood as involuntary, in that essen-
tialization is not conceived as something that merely ‘happens’ to individuals 
and groups, but instead ‘as something that is used by social groups and insti-
tutions to preserve social, political and economic power, to justify and per-
petuate certain social relations’ (Batel et al. 2015: 151; see in more detail 
Mahalingam 2003).

The rhetoric of essentialization of the female seen in the texts under 
discussion may encompass more or less pronounced misogyny, and is con-
structed on extrapolating contingent circumstances as if signalling onto-
logical value. In other words, the generally socially disadvantaged and lower 
condition of women in ancient India as one of the possible outcomes of 

2.	 For the purposes of the present discussion, I do not pursue the question whether or how 
the texts under examination imply or propose a distinction between sex, gender iden-
tity (personal identification of one’s own gender based on internal self-awareness) and 
gender role (social roles based on the sex of the person). These categories are not emic to 
the early Buddhist texts and their definition is moreover controversial in contemporary 
theoretical literature on sex, gender and gender roles.
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unwholesome kamma is decontextualized. It is then concurrently essential-
ized as a characteristic of the ‘essence’, or core nature, of a woman and birth 
as a female. This is only natural, in view of the modus operandi of premodern 
religious traditions, which tend to be informed by hermeneutical dynamics 
of predicating ‘essential’ traits of reality. Tradition does not normally subject 
such dynamics to self-critique or to religio-historical scrutiny.

I read the textual and ideological developments in question in light of con-
tinuity and discontinuity in the practical canons of Theravāda, and by taking 
into account the function played by these themes in Buddhist homiletics.

This leads to a reflection on how the strategy of essentializing womanhood 
employed in misogynist texts continues, albeit under an opposite ideologi-
cal agenda, unbroken with current feminist-inspired writings and the cel-
ebrations of the ‘Sacred Feminine’ in various forms that is evident in certain 
strands of contemporary Buddhist discourse in the West. These can similarly 
be characterized by both essentialization and an absence of religio-historical 
self-awareness.

The passages examined illustrate how two distinct attitudes of ‘soteriolog-
ical inclusiveness’ and ‘essentialist misogyny’ play out in the tradition, from 
early Indian up to contemporary Western Buddhism.3 Here I am indebted 
to Sponberg’s (1992) seminal identification of four basic distinct attitudes 
toward women and the feminine in Buddhism—soteriological inclusiveness, 
institutional androcentrism, ascetic misogyny, and soteriological androgyny. 
Sponberg addresses the inconsistencies in the representation of the feminine 
in early Buddhist texts by understanding them as multivocality rather than 
ambivalence, mirroring the complex social and intellectual dynamics of the 
early Buddhist communities. These different orientations are often, but by no 
means exclusively, due to textual development over time, and their historical 
coexistence requires clear acknowledgment.

I prefer to speak of ‘essentialist’, rather than ‘ascetic’ misogyny, for two 
main reasons: to place attention on the strategy at work, and because the 
developments I am concerned with embrace misogyny pervasively, well 
beyond ascetic or monastic discourse, and are also found in texts meant for 
the edification of the laity.

MĀRA AS THE SPOKESMAN OF AN ESSENTIALIZED VIEW OF WOMANHOOD

In early Buddhist texts, an essentialized view of womanhood is attributed 
to Māra. In his capacity as the chief antagonist to the path of renunciation 
and liberation, and advocate of the enjoyment of sensual pleasures, Māra 

3.	 My selection of passages is not exhaustive; they are presented only as signposts for 
themes and ideas. Likewise, I do not review nor cite all the relevant secondary literature, 
which would be unfeasible in an already lengthy article.



	 Dhammadinnā   When Womanhood Matters	 277

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2019.

attempts to confuse the early bhikkhunīs, using, among other devices, inter-
nalized constructs of social gender identity, so as to put pressure on the 
bhikkhunīs by calling into question their spiritual worth.

He is regularly recognized for who he is, and thereby defeated, by the 
bhikkhunīs. His challenge is that women with their ‘two-finger wisdom’ 
cannot reach a state to be reached by seers. This derogatory remark is appar-
ently an allusion to women’s use of two fingers when attending to household 
chores (Collett 2009: 99 n. 7; Anālayo 2014a: 138 nn. 63 and 64); thus Māra 
is shown to extrapolate from a societal norm (confinement to the domestic 
sphere) to arrive at a statement on the nature of women (inability to attain 
a spiritual goal). The arahant bhikkhunī Somā responds with a radical decon-
struction of the notion of womanhood:

How could womanhood matter, when the mind is well composed,
When knowledge is present, as one correctly sees the Dhamma?
One to whom it might occur ‘am I a woman or a man?’,
Or, further, ‘I am something at all’, that one Māra is fit to address.4

(SN 5.2 at SN I 129,24–27)

To accept such essentialization of womanhood is, in effect, to go along with 
Māra, in that:

these tales interpret challenges the Buddha and the nuns had to face in contem-
porary society as the work of Māra. The didactic function of such tales would 
thus be to provide an example of how such challenges should be faced. In this 
way, any external threat or challenge can be interpreted as a challenge by Māra, 
and the proper attitude is to remain balanced by recognizing it as such.

(Anālayo 2017b: 750; cf. also Anālayo 2014a: 119)5

The most salient aspect of the awakened responses to Māra is that his allega-
tions are shown to be meaningless. No re-evaluation of womanhood in terms 
of a positive ‘essence’ is affirmed or promoted to counter the external nega-
tive perceptions of the female or their internalized counterparts.

Early Buddhism embraces a soteriologically inclusive vision, according to 
which women are capable of attaining every stage on the path to awakening 

4.	 itthibhāvo no kiṃ kayirā, cittamhi susamāhite; ñāṇamhi vattamānamhi, sammā dhammaṃ vipas-
sato; yassa nūna siyā evaṃ, itthāhaṃ puriso ti vā; kiñci vā pana asmī (Ce, Ee, Se; Be: aññasmi) ti, 
taṃ māro vattum arahatī ti (translated also in Bodhi 2000: 222–23). The second of these 
verses recurs in identical form pronounced by the bhikkhunī Selā in the Therī-gāthā, Thī 
61–62 at Thī 129,21–22. A parallel to this discourse preserved in Chinese states that, if the 
mind has not reached complete separation in regard to the perception of being a man 
or a woman, then such a one will speak just like Māra, and Māra should go and speak to 
such a one; see SĀ 1199 at T II 326b8–9: 若於男女想，心不得俱離，彼即隨魔說，汝應往語
彼 (translated in Anālayo 2014a: 123). Another Chinese parallel makes basically the same 
point; see SĀ2 215 at T II 454a10–12: 若有男女相，可說於女人，於法無所能。若無男女相，
云何生分別 (translated in Bingenheimer 2008: 14).

5.	 For similar comments by other authors see the references in Anālayo (2014a: 119 n. 10).
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up to the final goal of full liberation.6 Yet there is no proposal of empow-
erment by reinstating the intrinsic value of womanhood. This contrasts to 
some of the contemporary approaches to female empowerment that I will 
discuss later in this article, when I take up again the paradigmatic statement 
attributed to Somā.

Although sex or gender is not considered intrinsically relevant to the path 
to arahantship, from the perspective of the early discourses and of the social 
norms they reflect, becoming a Buddha—as a socially pre-eminent figure 
in the highest possible role as a teacher, above all gods and humans—is not 
envisaged as possible for a woman (Anālayo 2009a). Arguably, the fact that 
the path to Buddhahood is only open to males is itself a form of essentialism: 
Gotama was a male, therefore all Buddhas must be male (and have two chief 
disciples, a Bodhi Tree, etc.). Thus, the particulars of the context (the need 
for a spiritual leader and teacher of the calibre of a Sammāsambuddha to be 
a male in the early India society of Gotama’s time) do not simply connote but 
denote a certain state, as if a law of nature.

THE EARLY BUDDHIST NORMATIVE VIEW ON FEMININITY

Looking more closely at early Buddhist ideas of womanhood or femininity, 
what can be considered the normative early Buddhist position on sexual 
identity in relation to the path to liberation is poignantly articulated in a dis-
course in the Aṅguttara-nikāya, introduced as a ‘teaching on union (saṃyoga) 
and disengagement (visaṃyoga)’. Identification with both feminity and mas-
culinity is seen as constructed on the basis of sensual lust:

A female gives attention internally to the faculty of femininity, to feminine 
behaviour, feminine manners, feminine ways, feminine desire, feminine voice 
and feminine adornments. She becomes impassioned with them and delights 
therein. Being impassioned with them and delighting therein, she gives atten-
tion externally to the faculty of masculinity, to masculine behaviour, mascu-
line manners, masculine ways, masculine desire, masculine voice and masculine 
adornments. She becomes impassioned with them and delights therein. Being 
impassioned with them and delighting therein she longs for union externally 

6.	 On the ability of women to reach awakening as a recurrent topic in the early discourses 
see the survey in Anālayo (2016: 79–85). In regard to the verses with Māra’s allegation 
and Somā’s rebuttal, Collett (2009: 99) states that ‘[t]his is probably one of the most often-
quoted pairs of verses on women in early Buddhism, and the reason for its popularity is 
obvious: Somā’s retort challenges ideas expressed elsewhere in early Buddhist literature 
that women cannot and should not pursue the path to Awakening’. Unfortunately, no 
textual references to early Buddhist literature are provided in support of the idea that 
women are incapable of and discouraged from pursuing the path to awakening. I am not 
aware of any such textual passage, and Collett’s statement does not seem to me to accu-
rately reflect what is found in the early Buddhist corpus.
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and she longs for the happiness and pleasantness that arise because of such 
union. Living beings who delight in femininity go into union with males … in 
this way a female does not transcend femininity.7

(AN 7.48 at AN IV 57,5–15)

The same is repeated verbatim for a male, who identifies with his sense of 
masculinity within, all the way up to seeking union with femininity outside. 
The passage on the male case is worth quoting in full so as to give a flavour 
of the ‘gender equality’ involved in this respect:

A male gives attention internally to the faculty of masculinity, to masculine 
behaviour, masculine manners, masculine ways, masculine desire, masculine 
voice and masculine adornments. He becomes impassioned with them and 
delights therein. Being impassioned with them and delighting therein, he gives 
attention externally to the faculty of femininity, to feminine behaviour, fem-
inine manners, feminine ways, feminine desire, feminine voice and feminine 
adornments. He becomes impassioned with them and delights therein. Being 
impassioned with them and delighting therein he longs for union externally and 
he longs for the happiness and pleasantness that arise because of such union. 
Living beings who delight in masculinity go into union with females … in this 
way a male does not transcend masculinity.8

(AN 7.48 at AN IV 57,16–59,2)

In this way, external union is preceded by internal union, and ‘yearning for 
sexual union prevents [females or males] from transcending the narrow con-
fines of their sense of identity’ (Anālayo 2018: 50).9 Femininity is defined by 
the desire for union with the masculine and vice versa, showing how particu-
lar identification precedes and leads to particular desire. To some extent, 
the definition comes from that desire, not from what a person ‘is’ but from 
what they ‘want’, and desire is in turn shaped by the sense of lack—desiring 
the opposite of what one ‘has’ and thereby ‘is’. Disengagement comes about 
by not giving attention to the relevant faculties internally or externally, and 
culminates in becoming detached from the opposite sex and in transcending 
(ativattati) one’s sexual identity altogether.

7.	AN  7.48 at AN IV 57,5–15: itthī … ajjhattaṃ itthindriyaṃ manasikaroti, itthikuttaṃ, itthākappaṃ, 
itthividhaṃ, itthicchandaṃ, itthissaraṃ, itthālaṅkāraṃ. sā tattha rajjati tatrābhiramati. sā 
tattha rattā tatrābhiratā bahiddhā purisindriyaṃ manasikaroti, purisakuttaṃ purisākappaṃ 
purisavidhaṃ purisacchandaṃ purisassaraṃ purisālaṅkāraṃ. sā tattha rajjati tatrābhiramati. 
sā tattha rattā tatrābhiratā bahiddhā saṃyogaṃ ākaṅkhati. yañ c’ assā saṃyogapaccayā uppajjati 
sukhaṃ somanassaṃ tañ ca ākaṅkhati. itthatte … abhiratā sattā purisesu saṃyogaṃ gatā. evaṃ 
kho … itthī itthattaṃ nātivattati (translated also in Bodhi 2012: 1039, given as number 51, and 
Anālayo 2013: 71).

8.	 Translated also in Bodhi (2012: 1040, given as number 51), and Anālayo (2013: 71).
9.	 Cf. also Anālayo (2013: 71, 70–71; 2018: 50). In passing, as Anālayo (2018: 50) observes, ‘[a]

lthough not explicitly mentioned, the presentation in this discourse could also be applied 
to the case of same-sex sensual desires. The basic principle remains that letting go of a 
limited and limiting sense of identity, which is what fuels sensual desire, opens up the 
path to freedom.’
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This exposition is in line with the core early Buddhist teachings on con-
ditionality and not-self. It subtly differs from an attitude of ‘soteriological 
androgyny’, the fourth typology in Sponberg’s (1992) categorization men-
tioned above. That attitude is conceptualized in later texts and, although 
it stands in historical relationship to the first attitude of inclusivity, it has 
an innovative quality, in that it ‘formulated the goal of Buddhist practice 
psychologically as a dynamic state of nondualistic androgynous integration’ 
(Sponberg 1992: 24–25).10

Next, an explanation of the ‘genesis’, as it were, of sexual identification 
as intimately related to the influence of lust is found in a parable in the ‘Dis-
course on Knowing the Beginning’ (Aggañña-sutta) of the Dīgha-nikāya (and 
its parallels), an allegorical exposition on the origins of the existing social 
order given by the Buddha to two Brahmins who had gone forth as Buddhist 
monks. The allegory unfolds by way of a progressive fall from a Golden Age of 
undifferentiated matter, space and time, devoid of any perception of embodi-
ment. No male or female were known, and self-luminous, bodiless and sex-
less beings were reckoned just ‘beings’ (sattā). They fed on delight. With the 
passing of time, a substance appeared on the surface of the recently formed 
earth and a greedy being tasted it, liked it and developed craving for it. Other 
beings similarly developed craving. As the beings kept partaking of the sub-
stance, their self-luminosity disappeared. The more they continued to eat the 
increasingly coarse substances that would manifest on the earth, the coarser 
their bodies became, and further differences in their appearance emerged. 
Eventually, this process of gradual embodiment culminated in the appear-
ance of the sexual organs. In the female appeared the organ (or mark) of the 
female, in the male that of the male. Women began to look too closely at men, 
and men at women. Owing to this preoccupation with each other, passion 
was aroused, and their bodies begun to burn with lust. Later, because of this 
burning, they indulged in sexual intercourse.11

This allegorical depiction of the way in which the sexes come to be dif-
ferentiated implies no ontological difference between them (Engelmajer 

10.	 Sponberg (1992: 25) explains: ‘The innovative aspect of this fourth attitude lies in its dra-
matic revalorization of the feminine—its reassessment of the soteriological relevance not 
just of the feminine, in fact, but of socially defined gender characterizations in general, 
a reevaluation of all those qualities and expectations culturally ascribed to male and 
female. We must be careful not to overlook the relationship between this view and the 
position of soteriological inclusiveness considered earlier, but we must also note the sig-
nificant evolution presented in this new stance.’

11.	 DN 27, esp. DN III 88,19ff for the part concerned with the manifestation of physical differ-
entiations leading to the emergence of the sexual organs, etc. (translation in Walshe 1987: 
411–12) with its Chinese parallels DĀ 5 at T I 38a6ff (translated in Ichimura 2015: I 218), T 
10 at T I 219a9ff, MĀ 154 at T I 675a22ff, and EĀ 40.1 at T II 219a8ff (all studied in Meisig 1988: 
120–21), Tibetan parallel Up 3104 at D 4094, mngon pa, ju 192b7ff and P 5595, mngon pa’i bstan 
bcos, tu 220a3ff, and a partially preserved Sanskrit version in Waldschmidt (1970).
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2015: 12). The pairing in two distinct sexes is the end result of a crescendo 
of impulses of craving and a process of self-identification, with no notion of 
femalehood (or malehood) presented in essentialist terms. The appearance 
of the sexes seen as a result of craving, and the increasing identification with 
one’s own sex and desire for the other seen as an expression of lust, resonate 
well with the Buddha’s teaching on the nature of femininity and masculin-
ity in the Aṅguttara-nikāya discourse quoted above. Despite the somewhat 
humorous tone of the account,12 ‘there may be some significance in using 
sexual differentiation as the culmination of the physical process. This dif-
ferentiation marks both the end of the physical process and the transforma-
tion of the moral process from a personal focus (arrogance and conceit) into 
a social focus’ (Engelmajer 2015: 12).

Although the purport of the Aggañña-sutta as a whole is not to lay down 
an early Buddhist cosmogonic or cosmological model—in fact it rather mocks 
the very project of Vedic and Brahminical cosmogonies and cosmologies as 
a foundation for a caste-based social order—it is nonetheless noteworthy 
that the female and the male sex stand on a par in their representation. The 
common denominator to both is craving. Once lustful craving plays out in a 
dynamic manner, it determines the arising and the evolutionary history of 
the world on the level of physical embodiment and, eventually, on the level 
of social formations. In this scenario craving is presented as a quite literally 
‘cosmogonic’ force; it is indeed ‘quintessential’, which stands in contrast to 
the somewhat contingent and quite neutral conceptualization of sexual dif-
ferentiation found in the discourse.

FEMALE BIRTH AS SOCIAL-CONTEXT DEPENDENT 
NEGATIVE KARMIC RETRIBUTION

Moving from the doctrinal understanding of the genesis of sexual identity 
to moral discourse, a relative rather than absolute approach to female birth 
is evident in the ‘Discourse on the elucidation of Karma’,13 a text whose con-
cerns are the rewards of intentional actions manifesting in the form of results 
either closely similar (positive analogy) or diametrically opposite (negative 
analogy) to the action that was earlier performed.

Rebirth as a woman is conspicuously absent in all the parallel versions of 
the discourse. This gives ‘the impression that sex was considered only inci-
dental to the question of rebirth at the time when the different versions of 
this discourse came into existence and reached their present form’ (Anālayo 

12. For different readings of the humorous or satirical intent of the Agañña-sutta, see Collins 
(1993: 313–16), Gombrich (2009: 186–87) and Visigalli (2016).

13.	 The Pali version is MN 135; see Anālayo (2011: I 767–75) for a comparative studies of the
numerous parallels.
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2014b: 114–15). Thus, at least from the perspective of this particular exposi-
tion on karmic retribution, sex at birth is not selected as a significant token 
of negative or positive reward. Other conditions such as poverty, obscurity, 
sickness, and so on, are recognized as intrinsically unfortunate—of course, 
open to future change and improvement, which is after all the pedagogical 
thrust of the discourse. Within such a scheme of karmic retribution,

rebirth as a female in ancient Indian society would probably find its place under 
becoming ‘uninfluential’. That is, one of the possible results of being envious 
now is that one will be reborn in a situation where one has to suffer discrimina-
tion. From this viewpoint, then, it would indeed be bad karma to be reborn as a 
woman if this takes place in a society where women are discriminated against. 
In other words, the karma of being reborn as a woman does not appear to be 
singled out as in itself negative. Female birth is only the result of bad karma if 
one is reborn in a patriarchal society—like ancient India—where women are dis-
criminated against, and thus one finds oneself in an inferior position by dint of 
one’s birth as a female.

(Anālayo 2014: 116)14

The texts themselves are well aware of the disadvantages of a woman’s con-
dition—being typically subject to a husband, bearing children, and so on—
which is acknowledged to be distressful and unsatisfactory (dukkha). An 
example is the case of Kisāgotamī in one of the ‘Stanzas of the (female) Elders’, 
the Therī-gāthā.15

A discourse in the ‘Connected [Discourses] on Women’, the 
Mātugāma-saṃyutta of the Saṃyutta-nikāya, takes up the types of dukkha that 
are peculiar to women, which include going to a husband’s family as a young 
wife, menstruating, being pregnant, giving birth and serving a man.16 These 
thus cover both biological and social factors (cf. Engelmajer 2015: 27).

VOICES OF MISOGYNY

A voice in the early discourses that clearly moves into a field of essentialism 
is the declaration in the Aṅguttara-nikāya that women never get enough of two 
things—sexual intercourse and giving birth.17

14.	 On female birth, sexchange and kammavibhaṅga discourse see in more detail Anālayo 
(2014b: 114–16; 2017a: 111) and Dhammadinnā (2018: 79–80).

15.	 Thī 216 at Thī 144,1–2: dukkho itthibhāvo, akkhāto purisadammasārathinā; sapattikaṃ pi hi 
dukkhaṃ, appekaccā sakiṃ vijātāyo.

16.	 SN 37.3 at SN IV 239,9–32.
17.	AN  2.6.10 at AN I 78,1–7: dvinnaṃ dhammānaṃ, bhikkhave, atitto appaṭivāno mātugāmo 

kālaṃ karoti. katam esaṃ dvinnaṃ? methunasamāpattiyā ca vijāyanassa ca. imesaṃ kho, 
bhikkhave, dvinnaṃ dhammānaṃ atitto appaṭivāno mātugāmo kālaṃ karotī ti (translated 
in Bodhi 2012: 168, given as number 61). A commentator’s gloss in the Jātaka commen-
tary appears to quote from a discourse featuring an additional third cause, (fondness 
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A particularly negative manifestation of an essentialist strategy can be 
seen in two consecutive discourses in the same collection, which liken the 
dangers in a black snake to the dangers in women. A black snake is impure, 
foul-smelling, frightening, dangerous and it betrays friends; so too women 
are impure, foul-smelling, frightening, dangerous and they betray friends.18 
A black snake is wrathful, hostile, of virulent venom, double-tongued and it 
betrays friends; so too, there are these five dangers in women. These being, 
women are of virulent venom, as for the most part they have strong lust; 
women are double-tongued, as for the most part they utter divisive speech; 
women betray friends, as for the most part they are adulterous.19 Needless 
to say, this type of statement on the poisonous nature of women does not 
address the actual cause due to which men may poison themselves: their own 
sensual lust for women.

Women are angry and stupid, according to yet another Aṅguttara-nikāya 
discourse. They do not sit in council in the judgment hall, or engage in busi-
ness, or travel to remote countries, because they are prone to anger, envious, 
miserly and unwise.20

Passages in some versions of the foundation history of the nuns’ commu-
nity also convey negative apprehensions resulting from the establishment of 
an order of female monastics (Anālayo 2016).

In conclusion, instances of negativity towards women (or more specifi-
cally nuns) manifest elsewhere in early Buddhist texts. All these are voices of 
misogyny in the monastic community, which was responsible for the trans-
mission of these texts. The essentializing of womanhood is their central strat-
egy. Such voices coexist with positive portrayals; in fact positive and negative 
traits may coexist in depictions of one and the same character (Collett 2016: 
206–26). Sponberg (1992: 3) clarifies well the existence of such a multiplicity of 
voices ‘each expressing a different set of concerns current among the mem-
bers of the early [and mediaeval] community [communities]’. In summary, 
‘this multivocality … is but the normal state of affairs’ (Dimitrov 2004: 17).

LAW TEXTS AND SCHOLASTICISM

Proceeding from early Buddhism to the later Theravāda commentarial and 
Abhidhamma scholastic literatures, these endorse a clear stance on the 

for) beautification or adornment, a quotation which I have not been able to locate in 
the Aṅguttara-nikāya or elsewhere in the Pali discourses; see Jā 262 at Jā II 326,22–25: tena 
vuttaṃ: tiṇṇaṃ, bhikkhave, dhammānaṃ atitto appaṭivāno mātugāmo kālaṃ karoti. katam esaṃ 
tiṇṇaṃ? methunasamāpattiyā ca vijāyanassa ca alaṅkārassa ca. imesaṃ kho, bhikkhave, tiṇṇaṃ 
dhammānaṃ atitto appaṭivāno mātugāmo kālaṃ karotī ti.

18.	AN  5.229 at AN III 260,20–28 (translated in Bodhi 2012: 830).
19.	AN  5.230 at AN III 260,29–261,10 (translated in Bodhi 2012: 830).
20.	AN  4.80 at AN II 82,27–83,4 (translated in Bodhi 2012: 465).
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‘objective’, intrinsic inferiority of the female faculty (itthindriya)—having a 
female body and female birth in general—vis-à-vis the male. Such a stance is 
articulated in different but converging ways across the works of various tra-
ditions (Gethin in preparation).

To give an example, according to the Vinaya commentary sex-change 
takes place when the male sexual characteristic disappears due to power-
ful bad actions. Female sexual characteristics are established due to weak 
good actions. The disappearance of the female sexual characteristics is due 
to the disappearance of weak bad actions.21 Not only does this depart from 
the normative doctrinal position expressed in the discourses; it also stands 
in contrast to the early canonical legal literature, which does not normally 
embrace a ‘moral’ or ‘moralistic’ stance toward episodes of sexual transfor-
mation (Dhammadinnā 2018: 74–76; Kieffer-Pülz 2018), and where the hierar-
chically lower position of women within the Buddhist monastic institution 
does not come with any essentialized view on gender.

For the purposes of my present discussion, the main point to bear in mind 
is that such commentarial and scholastic positions justify and are in turn 
justified by ideas and narratives that developed in non-scholastic literature. 
Like late antique and medieval scholasticism in all religious traditions, sys-
tematic thought, tradition, dogma and authority are interrelated agents in 
the institutional and social arena. The impact of their assigning inferiority 
to femininity is still, to this day, enormous.

A COMMENTATOR’S GLOSS ON ĀNANDA’S BIRTHS AS A WOMAN

My first example that illustrates the Theravāda tradition’s tendency towards 
the essentialization of the characteristic of females in relation to karmic 
retribution and change of sex to female is a commentator’s gloss found in 
the Soreyyatthera-vatthu, or the ‘Story (literally, ‘subject matter’) of the Elder 
Soreyya’, of the Dhammapada commentary. According to this gloss, the elder 
Ānanda took birth as a woman in several past lives.22 This is presented as the 
result of his past philandering. The passage reads:

For there are no men who were not women formerly or women who were not 
men. For example, men who have transgressed with the wives of others, when 
the time [of death] comes, having been tormented in hell for many hundreds of 
thousands of years, upon returning to the human birth will incur womanhood 
for a hundred states of existence.

21.	 Sp I 273,20–22: tasmā purisaliṅgaṃ balava-akusalena antaradhāyati. itthiliṅgaṃ dubbala-kusalena 
patiṭṭhāti. itthiliṅgaṃ pana antaradhāyantaṃ dubbala-akusalena antaradhāyati.

22.	 On this story, see Dhammadinnā (2019), which includes a discussion of a gendered reading 
of the same.
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For even the Elder Ānanda, who had fulfilled the perfections for hundreds of 
thousands of aeons and was a noble disciple, when he was born in a family of 
blacksmiths in a certain state of existence, as he was revolving from one state 
of existence to another in saṃsāra, committed a transgression with the wife 
of another. Having been boiled in hell, through the remainder of the result [of 
that deed], for fourteen states of existence she was a woman, a man’s wife, and 
through seven states of existence [in addition], she reached the exhaustion of 
the seed [of that deed].

On the other hand, women who have made merit by giving, etc. and who have for-
saken the wish for existence as a woman by having resolved their minds thus: ‘May 
this merit of ours be conducive to obtaining birth as a man’, will after death obtain 
birth as a man. Having been devoted wives, because they abide with the right dis-
position towards the husband, they obtain the state of existence as a man.23

(Dhp-a 327,3–17)

Here, the commentator’s voice first introduces Ānanda’s past lives as a female 
resulting from his sexual misconduct, thereby cautioning the (male) audi-
ence not to commit the same sin, and by implication the female audience not 
to commit adultery, if they wish to escape from future femalehood. Nota-
bly, rather than placing the emphasis on men’s (and women’s) good moral 
conduct and the need to refrain from unlawful sexual behaviour in general, 
the commentator recommends that one should devote oneself to meritorious 
activities supported by the determination (adhiṭṭhāna) to leave womanhood 
behind. That is, conspicuous by its absence is any exhortation to abandon the 
unwholesome conduct that may be the leading cause that issues in woman-
hood (seen thus as an unfortunate karmic reward). I find this perspective a 
remarkable pointer to what I see as a process of ‘essentialization’ in the per-
ception of gender. The removal for good of the present effect (female birth, 
seen as ‘womanhood’ as such) that is advocated is a substitute for—or is con-
flated with—the removal of its moral cause (sexual misconduct). A woman 
simply has to incline her mind so that the merit arising from her present 
actions may be harvested by way of male birth in the future.

To remain within the world of the Pali commentaries, an aspiration to 
be reborn as a man is on record in a story in the Sutta-nipāta commentary. 

23.	 purisā hi itthiyo, itthiyo vā purisā abhūtapubbā nāma natthi. purisā hi parassa dāresu aticaritvā 
kālaṃ katvā bahūni vassasatasahassāni niraye paccitvā manussajātiṃ āgacchantā attabhāvasate 
itthibhāvaṃ āpajjanti. Ānandatthero pi hi kappasatasahassaṃ pūritapāramī ariyasāvako 
saṃsāre saṃsaranto ekasmiṃ attabhāve kammārakule nibbatto paradārakammaṃ katvā niraye 
paccitvā pakkāvasesena cuddasasu attabhāvesu purisassa pādaparicārikā itthī ahosi, sattasu 
attabhāvesu bījuddharaṇaṃ pāpuṇi. itthiyo pana dānādīni puññāni katvā itthibhāve chandaṃ 
virājetvā, idaṃ no puññaṃ purisattabhāvapaṭilābhāya saṃvattatū ti cittaṃ adhiṭṭhahitvā 
kālaṃ katvā purisattabhāvaṃ paṭilabhanti. patidevatā hutvā sāmike sammāpaṭipattivasenā pi 
purisattabhāvaṃ paṭilabhante va (already translated in Burlingame 1929: II 24–25). Cf. also 
the discussion on the male and female faculties in the section on the faculties (indriya) 
in the Yamaka of the Theravāda Abhidhamma at Yam II 145,16–30 (Ee edition abbreviates) 
and, in more detail, Dhammadinnā (2018: 84–86).
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The same story also recurs in the Apadāna commentary. The protagonist is a 
wealthy woman, the daughter of a treasurer, who goes to visit a Paccekabud-
dha, prompted by her female servant. She pays homage to the Paccekabud-
dha, takes his bowl, fills it with tasty foods of various kinds, covers it with 
a lotus flower, places another lotus flower beneath it and, with a bouquet of 
lotus flowers in her hand, she returns it to him. While holding the bouquet, 
she makes four different aspirations: the first is to be agreeable to everyone 
everywhere, just like those flowers; the second is to avoid the fate of having 
to dwell in a womb, and to be reborn in a lotus flower instead; the third con-
cerns gaining rebirth as a man, as follows: ‘She then made a third wish: “Ven-
erable sir, womanhood is repulsive. Even the daughter of a wheel-turning 
monarch must come under the control of another. Therefore, having aban-
doned womanhood, may I become a man.”’24 After a fourth wish, to overcome 
the dukkha of saṃsāra and attain the Deathless which the Paccekabuddha has 
attained, she hands the bouquet to the Paccekabuddha, making a fifth and 
last wish, that her scent and colour be similar to those of a flower. At that 
point the Paccekabuddha raises the bowl and the bouquet to the sky and 
utters two stanzas to sanction her aspiration. The commentary then nar-
rates that she enjoyed authority and wealth for the rest of her life, and after 
death she gained rebirth as a man in a lotus flower in a heavenly world.25 As a 
young male deva (devaputto) he would travel everywhere in the cup of a lotus 
flower, and when standing, sitting, and lying down, he would do so in the cup 
of a lotus flower.

This echoes a position taken in a passage in Dhammapāla’s subcommen-
tary to the Dīgha-nikāya. The passage in question elaborates on Buddhaghosa’s 
statement in the commentary that one is normally born with the same sex 
in the next existence. However, women are reborn as men if they fulfil those 
factors, dhammas, that are considered the necessary conditions for manhood 
by continuously increasing them. In contrast, men are reborn as women if 
they commit misconduct in sexual pleasures.26

24.	 Pj II 77,21–33 (= Ap-a 162,18–28): sā … tatiyam patthesi: jigucchanīyo mātugāmo, cakkavattidhītā 
pi paravasaṃ gacchati, tasmā ahaṃ itthibhāvaṃ anupagamma puriso bhaveyyan ti (translation 
with minor modifications after Bodhi 2017: 436). On this passage cf. Oikawa (2002–2003: 
67–68) and Anālayo (2014b: 108).

25.	 Pj II 78,20–22 (= Ap-a 163,10–12): sā … kālaṃ katvā purisabhāvena devaloke padumapupphe uppajji.
26.	 Sv III 869,15–21: itthiyā cā [= DN 1 at DN III 88,24] ti yā pubbe manussakāle itthī, tassa itthiliṅgaṃ 

pātubhavati, pubbe purisassa purisaliṅgaṃ. mātugāmo nāma hi purisattabhāvaṃ labhanto 
anupubbena purisattapaccaye dhamme pūretvā labhati. puriso itthattabhāvaṃ labhanto 
kāmesumicchācāraṃ nissāya labhati. tadā pana pakatiyā mātugāmassa itthiliṅgaṃ, purisassa 
purisaliṅgaṃ pātur ahosi, ‘And “in the female” means: for that one who in a previous time 
as a human being has been a female, the female sexual characteristic becomes mani-
fest, for the male, who in a previous [time as a human being has been] a male, the male 
sexual characteristic [becomes manifest]. For, a woman obtaining the status of malehood, 
obtains it having successively increased the things that are the condition of malehood. A 
male obtaining the status of femalehood, obtains it based on sexual misconduct. But then 
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As already observed by Kieffer-Pülz (2018: 32), ‘[w]hat exactly these 
dhammas are, is not stated’, but Dhammapāla lists three elements. The first is 
to reflect on the disadvantages of a woman’s life: one is not one’s own master, 
always being dependent on someone else, one undergoes menstruation and 
the bearing of children, and so on. The second is to reflect on the impossi-
bilities implicit in the life of a woman, such as to obtain the splendour of a 
wheel-turning king (cakkavatti), or that of Sakka, Māra and Brahma, the full 
awakening of a Paccekabuddha or of a Sammāsambuddha. The third is to 
reflect on all the things that can be accomplished in a man’s life.27

In a nutshell, for a woman the key to taking up birth as a man in the 
next life and thus to upgrade her position is the performance of meritori-
ous action with the aspiration to not become a woman again, but a man. 
The resemblance of the methods suggested in the gloss in the Dhammapada 
commentary with those listed in Dīgha-nikāya sub-commentary is striking 
(Kieffer-Pülz 2018: 33). The same explanation recurs in the Samantapāsādikā, 
the Vinaya commentary, and in the Atthasālinī, the commentary on the 
Dhammasaṅgaṇī of the Abhidhamma-piṭaka (Sp I 274,18–24 = As 322,24–29; cf. 
Kieffer-Pülz 2018: 32).

From commentarial tales and doctrinal elucidations, we turn to epigraphy. 
An actual testimony to the aspiration for male rebirth, aroused in conjunc-
tion with a meritorious act, can be found in a fourteenth-century dedica-
tory inscription from Sukhothai, where the female royal donor expresses the 
aspiration that the merit accrued from having established a monastery may 
conduce to her rebirth as a male.28 A striking feature is that the wording of 
the aspiration ‘conveys the impression that her urge to become a man is so 

usually the female sexual characteristic becomes manifest for a female, the male sexual 
characteristic for a male’ (translation with minor modifications after Kieffer-Pülz 2018: 
32–33 n. 26); on this passage see also Engelmajer (2015: 30–31).

27.	 Sv-pṭ 59,9–23: purisattapaccaye ti [= Sv III 869,17] attano pi anissaratā, sabbakālaṃ 
parāyattavuttitā, rajassalatā (Be add: vañcatā), gabbhadhāraṇaṃ, paṭhamāya pakatiyā 
nihīnapakatitā, sūravīratābhāvo, ambakā (Be: appakā) jano (Be: janā) ti hīḷetabbatā ti evam 
ādi ādīnava-paccavekkhaṇa-pubbakam pi itthibhāvaṃ (Be: itthibhāve) alaṃ itthibhāvena, 
na hi itthibhāve ṭhatvā cakkavattisiriṃ, na sakka-māra-brahmasiriyo paccanubhavituṃ, 
na paccekabodhiṃ, na sammāsambodhiṃ adhigantuṃ sakkā ti evaṃ itthibhāvavirajjanaṃ, 
yathāvutta-ādīnavavirahato uttamapakatibhāvato sammataṃ (Be: sampadam) idaṃ purisattaṃ 
nāma seṭṭhaṃ uttamaṃ, ettha ṭhatvā sakkā etā sampattiyo sampāpuṇitun ti evaṃ purisattabhāve 
sambhāvanāpubbakaṃ patthanāṭhapanaṃ, tattha ninnapoṇapabbhāracittatā ti evam ādike 
purisabhāvassa paccayabhūte dhamme. pūretvā [= Sv III 869,18] vaḍḍhetvā; cf. Kieffer-Pülz 
(2018: 32–33). For a study of women’s impossibilities in the early discourses see Anālayo 
(2009a). As I discussed elsewhere (Dhammadinnā 2015: 520), ‘[i]t is possible that the later 
prevalence of the dictate that a bodhisattva—in addition to a Buddha—should be male 
is a result of reading jātaka and avadāna tales as prescriptive rather than descriptive or 
illustrative of the path of a bodhisattva’.

28.	 The text reads, as translated in Griswold and Prasert (1969: 55): ‘by the power of my merit, 
may I be reborn as a male in the future … may I retain this woman’s accumulated merit’.
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strong that she imagines having become one already, and is now looking back 
at a previous existence as a female’ (Anālayo 2014b: 108).29

For all we know, the donor’s wish was a sincere one—that is, such a wish 
needs to be understood from within the parameters of the intentionality and 
soteriological agency of a medieval Southeast Asian Buddhist woman. This 
leads me to a consideration that is somewhat tangential to my present argu-
ment, yet of continuous relevance to the study of gender in Buddhist history. 
A premodern Buddhist woman—however ‘essentialized’ might have been the 
prevalent view of womanhood and its concurrent internalization in her histor-
ical context—could well have expressed her full agency and fulfilment within 
the parameters set by such an essentialized paradigm. Along similar lines, for 
instance, the financial agency of pre-modern Buddhist women in relation to 
their religion is well documented in art and inscriptions (see now the micro-
historical study by Milligan 2019), and their subjective sense of spiritual fulfil-
ment or lack thereof must be evaluated in light of the landscape of the time.

A CASE STUDY IN SEX ESSENTIALIZATION: ĀNANDA’S PAST LIVES 
AS A FEMALE AND THE TOPOS OF FEMALE BIRTH AS A RESULT OF 

SEXUAL MISCONDUCT

Returning to Ānanda’s female births described in the commentator’s gloss 
in the Dhammapada commentary translated above, these are also reported 
in a vernacular adaptation of the Soreyyatthera-vatthu included in the Sinha-
lese Saddharmaratnāvaliya, a text that has been a constant source of teaching 
tales to Buddhist children and adults alike (English translation in Obeye-
sekere 2001: 213–18). Its importance is also reflected in a pictorial rendi-
tion in the mural paintings of the Kathaluwa Purvārāma Mahāvihāraya in 
Ahangama (Galle District, Sri Lanka; established 1886 ce).30 There is also the 
Upāsakajanālaṅkāra, a later Theravāda treatise addressed to the laity, com-
posed in Sri Lanka some time from the first third of the thirteenth centu-
ry.31 The Upāsakajanālaṅkāra cites from the Soreyyatthera-vatthu (Upās 115 in 
Saddhatissa 1965: 217,12–16 = Dhp-a I 327,3–7), giving an account of the multi-
life story of Ānanda’s philandering encouraged by his association with bad 

29.	 The female donor refers to herself in the third person (as is often the case in inscriptions). 
As Griswold and Prasert (1969: 55 n. 90) explain: ‘“this woman” is of course the donor her-
self in her present existence … she is here speaking as if she had already been reborn as a 
male and were viewing the present events in retrospect’.

30.	 Four frames of the cycle are published in Dhammadinnā (2019, plates 1-2). For a mural 
painting with Soreyya’s story in Pagan’s Myinkaba Kubyauk-gyi temple with an inscription 
in Mon vernacular dated to the twelfth century see Luce and Bohmu Ba Shin (1961: 401).

31.	 On this dating see Kieffer-Pülz (2015: 632), so correcting the twelfth-century dating put 
forward in Agostini’s (2015) introduction to his translation of the Upāsakajanālaṅkāra.
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friends. This has its retribution in his having to face an array of disgraces as 
a result of unlawful lust.

Theravāda literature depicts Ānanda—and the other chief disciples of 
the Buddha—as progressing through a prolonged spiritual career in order 
to develop the perfections needed to attain an eminent position as a Bud-
dha’s disciple and, eventually, arahantship. The texts mentioned above do 
not state that the existences spent as a female occurred after Ānanda had 
already started practising the perfections (pāramī), although this might be 
intended. That is, the commentarial gloss in the Soreyyatthera-vatthu, accord-
ing to which ‘even’ or ‘also’ (pi) Ānanda, ‘who had fulfilled the perfections 
for hundreds of thousands of aeons and was a noble disciple’, was subject to 
female birth, might be meant to convey that this was happening at a specific 
point after Ānanda had set out on the path to liberation.

The female births are presented in Saddharmaratnāvaliya and the 
Upāsakajanālaṅkāra as starting at an indeterminate point in time, after 
Ānanda had indulged in philandering when he had been born into a family 
of smiths. Thus the gloss in the Soreyyatthera-vatthu is at the same time 
making the more general point that all beings—including the Buddha and 
his eminent disciples who are also portrayed as practising the perfections 
for an extended period of time—go through all kinds of existences in saṃsāra. 
Hence, as quoted above, ‘there are no men who were not women formerly or 
women who were not men’.32

Regrettably, to the best of my knowledge of the extant texts, it is not pos-
sible to determine whether the series of Ānanda’s female births is being con-
ceptualized by tradition as taking place after he had already conceived his 
aspiration to a position of pre-eminence in the sāsana.33 This would be an inter-
esting piece of information from the perspective of ‘gender soteriology’ in the 
literatures of the (multi-life) paths of Buddhas and arahants,34 especially in 
light of Middle-Period narratives in circulation in the Greater Sarvāstivāda 
textual world, in which the Bodhisattva changed his sex to female when he 
was already on the path to Buddhahood and had generated the bodhicitta, his 
resolve to reach full awakening. Such an option stands in contrast to other 
Middle-Period narratives, transmitted across different traditions and in the 

32.	 Dhp-a 327,3–4: purisā hi itthiyo, itthiyo vā purisā abhūtapubbā nāma natthi. On this and other 
passages on Ānanda’s female births documenting cases in Buddhist discourse of incon-
sistency of sex across different lifetimes cf. also Brown (1927: 23).

33.	Ā nanda is on record for being foremost among those who had heard much Dharma, 
had a good memory, had mastery over the sequential order of what they had remem-
bered, were steadfast, and served as the Buddha’s attendant in AN 1.14.4 at AN I 24,31–
25,3: etad-aggaṃ, bhikkhave, mama sāvakānaṃ bhikkhūnaṃ bahussutānaṃ yadidaṃ ānando … 
satimantānaṃ yadidaṃ ānando … gatimantānaṃ yadidaṃ ānando … dhitimantānaṃ yadidaṃ 
ānando … upaṭṭhākānaṃ yadidaṃ ānando. The Ānandatthera-vatthu in the Aṅguttara-nikāya 
commentary at Mp I 286–296 provides the past-life background to Ānanda’s aspiration.

34.	 For Theravāda texts see the study by Appleton (2011).
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mainstream, fully-fledged bodhisattva literature of the Mahāyāna, where 
such female birth is not envisaged as being possible during the advanced 
stages of their respective spiritual paths (Dhammadinnā 2018: 81–86).

On the other hand, the series of Ānanda’s female births might also be 
read in conjunction with a tendency to blame and ridicule his sympathy for 
women, which appears to have emerged early on in Buddhist history, possi-
bly from the formulation of the canonical account of the First Saṅgīti after 
the Buddha’s Parinibbāna.35 This possibility has already been suggested by 
Appleton (2014: 14–15). The choice of Ānanda, in contrast to Mahākassapa, for 
instance, represented in Pali literature as decidedly ‘masculine’ in quality, 
is telling. It is almost as if the less decidedly masculine character of Ānanda 
carries over from his past saṃsāric history, which continues to manifest in 
his character in the present life.36

Yet another female birth of Ānanda, which was similarly the result of phi-
landering, is recorded in the samodhāna (the connecting literary module that 
identifies characters in a jātaka or avadāna tale with characters in the pres-
ent) of the Mahānāradakassapa-jātaka, also known as Nārada-jātaka. In this 
tale Ānanda is identified with Rucā, a king’s daughter (Jā 544 at Jā VI 255,9). 
Princess Rucā remembers several births. She has seemingly gained much 
wisdom through the recollection of her past sins, and teaches the Dhamma 
to her father, the king. In one life as a male, Rucā had committed adultery. 
But that sin had remained hidden, like fire covered with ashes, during her 
subsequent lifetime, until the karmic retribution hit her and the fruits of 
her deeds fell on her like lethal poison.37 When born as a man, among the 

35.	 On fault-finding tendencies with respect to the figure of Ānanda apparent in the records 
of the First Saṅgīti see Anālayo (2016: 172–74).

36.	 On the representation of Ānanda versus Mahākassapa in the Theravāda proceedings 
of the First Saṅgīti see in more detail Anālayo (2015c). The quite extraordinary posi-
tion of Mahākassapa in premodern Theravāda can be evinced, to cite one example, 
from the further magnification of his role as chosen and unique heir to the Buddha and 
protector of the Dhammavinaya in non-canonical medieval Theravāda narrative on the 
Parinibbāna of Mahākassapa, which goes as far as attributing to him the performance of 
the ‘twin miracle’ (yamaka-pāṭihāriya) prior to incinerating himself in the hands of the 
future Buddha Metteyya (Lagirarde 2006: 86–87), contrary to the position taken by clas-
sical Theravāda, which recognizes this miracle as being exclusively performed by Bud-
dhas and Bodhisattas, and not by Sāvakas at the Buddha’s time or in later times (Paṭis 
I 125,1–126,15, translated in Ñāṇamoli 1982: 126–27, and Mil 106,7–26, translated, e.g., in 
Horner 1963: I 148–49; cf. also Anālayo 2009b: 777). The figure of Mahākassapa continues 
to inspire the Theravāda forest traditions to this day. For instance, the German-born 
Bhikkhu Ñāṇavimala (1911–2005), one of the great forest monks living in Sri Lanka in 
modern times, is extolled as ‘a Mahākassapa for our time’ (Bodhi n.d.: 33 and other writ-
ings in Chittapala n.d.; both in circulation from 2016).

37.	 Mahānāradakassapa-jātaka, Jā 544 at Jā VI 236,27–240,37; translation in Cowell and Rouse 
(1907: VI 119–21) and in Appleton and Shaw (2015: II 441–44) (the entire tale is found at Jā 
from VI 219,28 to 255,12 and is translated in Cowell and Rouse 1907: VI 114–26 and Apple-
ton and Shaw 2015: II 423–53). For a detailed discussion of this story in relation to kamma 
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various misfortunes experienced by way of retribution for the earlier sexual 
misconduct, adultery also resulted in the experience of pain related to sexual 
organs, either castration or having one’s testicles violently seized.

Rucā’s story is very similar to the story of the bhikkhunī Isidāsī in the 
Therī-gāthā. In her present, last lifetime, Isidāsī freed herself not only from 
female birth but from all births, by becoming an arahant. Yet, in retribution 
for a previous life as a man who sought the wives of others, she had to suffer 
being reborn in hell as a punishment for that sin. After that she underwent 
the experience of being a male monkey castrated by the leader of the monkey 
troop (see Fig. 1 below). Other such experiences are as a castrated goat forced 
to transport children, as a castrated and vexed ox, as a human of undeter-
mined gender, as a woman disliked by the other wife of her husband. Finally, 
she was born as Isidāsī, who was then rejected by three husbands.38

Figure 1: Frame illustrating birth as a monkey as a result of philandering in the Nārada-jātaka, 
Lokahteikpan, Bagan, Burma/Myanmar.39 Courtesy Lilian Handlin.

and rebirth see Appleton (2014: 20–59), on the gender aspect of this tale (pp. 60–65), on the 
karmic consequences of sexual impropriety in jātaka tales (pp. 70–72); cf. also Appleton’s 
introduction to the translation in Appleton and Shaw (2015: II 423–28).

38.	 Thī 400–447 at Thī 162,22–167,11 with Thī-a 241,19–249,19 (translated in Pruitt 1999: 328–42).
39.	 There is an identical frame to this specimen that is used for another jātaka that survives 

in the Myinkaba Kubyaukgyi. Both are dated to the first decade of the twelfth century. 
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Appleton (2011: 43–47; cf. also 2014: 62) suggested that Isidāsī’s verses may 
have been the source for the story in the Mahānāradakassapa-jātaka. She rea-
sons that, if this is the case,

then we witness a subtle but important shift of focus. Both stories assert that 
female birth is one of suffering and is the result of a degenerate karmic load. 
However, only the story of Rucā suggests that female birth is inherently limit-
ing, and that the best a woman can hope for is a male rebirth. These stories thus 
remind us that acknowledging a negative karmic cause for the female state is not 
the same as limiting the potential actions of women, and that the redactors of 
stories such as the Nārada-jātaka made the choice to link these two ideas together.

(2014: 61–62; cf. also 2011: 43–47)

The multi-life biography of Princess Rucā is indeed ‘an effective cautionary 
tale for any Buddhist male who is lustfully gazing in the direction of his 
neighbour’s wife’ (2014: 71). Even so, without the main interest being placed 
on gender, female birth is presented in clear letters as one among a series of 
negative karmic consequences. According to Appleton (p. 71),

[it is] in fact one of the milder consequences, for before becoming a woman, Rucā 
endures painful hell torments and rebirth as castrated animals as well as birth 
as a human of indeterminate gender. We are told that a proper male state has 
been made impossible by her past acts going after the wives of others, and even 
as a princess she laments that she has been excluded from male rebirth. Such 
karmic punishments are, one assumes, very effective ways of preventing men 
from misbehaving. After all, what could be worse for a virile man contemplating 
sowing his seed where he shouldn’t than the idea that this will result in violent 
castration and rebirth as a woman.40

Appleton (p. 62) further notes that although the stories of Rucā and Isidāsī 
demonstrate that ‘the Buddhist narrative tradition allows for the idea that 
female birth is the result of sexual impropriety, such stories are in fact 
rare’. This is indeed the case where the layers of canonical, para-canonical 
and early post-canonical literature are concerned: Isidāsī’s verses in the 
Therī-gāthā (with its commentary), Rucā’s story in the Jātaka commentary and 
the commentator’s gloss on Ānanda’s female births in the Dhammapada com-
mentary are outstanding in this respect.

This is an example of reuse or multiple uses of a similar image (neither image in and of 
itself informs the viewer of what the monkey actually says); in such cases, the captions 
would have been the key to how the image is to be read.

40.	A ppleton (2014: 14–15) points out that Rucā is unable to dissuade her father from his 
wrong views, when he indulges in philandering due to not believing in karmic efficacy. 
However, the samodhāna does attribute to Rucā the ability to have her father’s wrong 
views won over: ‘Ānanda was Rucā who made the king appeased’, ānando ca rujā āsi yā 
rajānāṃ pasādayi (Jā 544 at Jā VI 255,9). Thus, the samodhāna gives Rucā a more significant 
role and a higher degree of agency than in the actual tale. This difference is noteworthy 
even if it cannot be concluded what is the textually earlier situation.
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SEX CONTINUITY AND DISCONTINUITY IN 
THE PRACTICAL CANONS OF THERAVĀDA

The implications of the stories surveyed above provide an added layer of com-
plexity, and multivocality, to the way the sex-change motif is deployed, or 
understood, in different contexts. There is a contrast between continuity and 
discontinuity of sex in jātaka and avadāna narratives, in which people tend 
to keep the same sex from one life to the next. The few stories of sex-change, 
most of which are really the same story—the multi-life story of Ānanda—
are the exceptions. Thus the somewhat exceptional Ānanda stories (and that 
of Isidāsī) directly express the idea of sexual impropriety leading to female 
birth, which then proved a popular idea for sermons and later texts.

On the other hand, stories told with the edifying purpose and cautionary 
tones of Buddhist homiletics, combined with specific ideological developments, 
are presented in a literal if not literalistic manner, and as normative, univer-
sal principles. Narrative, history/memory and prescriptive dogma inter-relate. 
This pattern of dramatic narratives and drastic scholastic pronouncements is 
a recurrent theme in representations of women and their spiritual paths and 
goals, which is certainly not limited to the Theravāda medieval literature sur-
veyed here (Anālayo 2015a; Dhammadinnā 2015, 2015/2016, 2018).41

Digressing for a moment from changes of sex spanning more than one 
lifetime to changes within the same lifetime, the case of Soreyya’s change 
to female told in the above-mentioned ‘Story of the Elder Soreyya’ in the 
Dhammapada commentary is another instance in which sex-change is linked 
to a form of unwholesome kamma. The householder Soreyya undergoes a 
spontaneous transformation to female as a result of an unwholesome fan-
tasy aroused by the sight of the beautiful hue on the body of the venerable 
Mahākaccāyana. Once the bad kamma is made amends for, the protagonist 
of the story then regains the male sex, goes forth as a Buddhist monk, and 
eventually becomes an arahant. In this case the unwholesome deed happens 
only on the mental level and does not involve sexual misconduct as such 
(Dhammadinnā 2019). Yet another fascinating tale of sex-change in circula-
tion in Mūlasarvāstivāda textual environments—this time the story of a past 
life of the Bodhisattva as a verbally abusive monk becoming a woman—simi-
larly actualizes and illustrates a case of immediate karmic retribution of an 
unwholesome behaviour (Dhammadinnā 2018).

Coming back to the theme of continuity or discontinuity across lifetimes, 
it is remarkable that the ‘pedagogical’ threat of discontinuity of sex actually 
contributes in some way to a more essentialized view of sexual identity. Even 

41.	 In the Dazhidu lun 大智度論, men who indulge in sexual misconduct are condemned to being 
born as women who will be gang-raped (T 1509 at T XXV 156c25ult, translated in Lamotte 
1981: II 801–803). This in turn may be read in conversation with corresponding narratives 
and scholastic arguments in Bodhisattvayāna and fully-fledged Mahāyāna works.
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though the sex is shown as changing, womanhood as such becomes a ‘thing’, 
an obstacle. Thus, at least from a certain perspective, a view of sex continuity 
is actually less of an essentialist position than a view of sex discontinuity. On 
the other hand, if sex were an essence, then it could not also be a contingent 
karmic experience, and it could not be subject to discontinuity at all.42 Thus 
the idea of being trapped in womanhood stands in doctrinal and logical ten-
sion with the Buddhist understanding of contingency and saṃsāra.

Such a tension is illustrative of the doctrinal changes that take place over 
time, and of the coexistence of different models within a broadly defined tex-
tual and ideological environment, in this case the Theravāda. Of relevance 
here is the distinction between formal and practical canons in the Theravāda, 
articulated by Anne Blackburn (1999a) in her analysis of texts on monastic 
discipline in medieval and particularly eighteenth-century Sri Lanka. This 
distinction throws into relief the dynamic relationship between the formal, 
authoritative canon (the Pali Tipiṭaka), and the ‘practical canon’ of texts that, 
in a given historical context, are produced, used, collected, copied, read, 
recited, interpreted and understood as expressions of this larger authorita-
tive concept (Blackburn 1999a: 283–84).

As observed in another context (Khmer tradition) by Anne Hansen (2003: 
814),

this permits the tensions in Buddhist thought … to be explored more fully in a 
wider variety of Buddhist contexts and writings. The examination of particular 
practical canons and individual texts of later and/or vernacular composition 
contributes to a shifting analysis of, first, what constitutes Buddhist values and 
practice and, second, what forms such ethical reflection can take.

The representations of sex discontinuity in relation to kamma in medieval 
Theravāda works, discussed in the foregoing pages, seem to demonstrate the 
ways in which such tensions surface.

The topos of female birth as a result of sexual misconduct has become 
rather productive in oral preaching and in discussions among the Buddhist 
laity in South-Asian and Southeast-Asian Theravāda societies. A case in Sri 
Lanka is the already mentioned Upāsakajanālaṅkāra or ‘Ornament for Lay Dis-
ciples’, a treatise addressed to the laity dated from the early thirteenth cen-
tury. Its chapter on morality (sīla-niddeso) explains that one of the fruits to be 
gained from abstaining from conjugal infidelity is the impossibility of becom-
ing either a female or an individual of undetermined gender. In contrast, an 
adulterer will undergo various punishments, including monetary and capital 
penalties. Having suffered great discomfort and affliction, at death such a one 
is reborn in hell. Alternatively, if he finds a human womb, for one hundred 
existences he becomes a woman. The Upāsakajanālaṅkāra then goes on to give 

42.	 Cabezón (2017: 275) speaks of ‘the contingency of gender and sex’ as illustrated by narra-
tives involving spontaneous sex-change.
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a citation of the passage from the Soreyyatthera-vatthu quoted above (Upās 
115, Saddhatissa 1965: 217,12–16 = Dhp-a I 327,3–7), followed by yet another cita-
tion of a stanza from the thirteenth-century Saddhammopāyana attributed to 
Ānanda Thera:

One who is intent on another’s wife becomes a man with many rivals,

One who ever fails to obtain the desired woman.

[And, after death he becomes] a woman or, even, a paṇḍaka.
(Upās 115, Saddhatissa 1965: 217,21–22 = Saddh 79, Morris 1887: 40,27–28)43

The text continues with an account of how Ānanda’s philandering over dif-
ferent lifetimes, caused by his association with bad friends, led to varied 
disgraces.

This brief selection from the late medieval Theravāda tradition testifies to 
the continuous circulation of the idea of female birth being linked to previ-
ous sensual indulgence with the wife of another. This idea was, apparently, 
still common in India in the last century (Brown 1927: 24 n. 53, quoting from 
other literature).

A FURTHER STANZA FROM THE TELAKAṬĀHA-GĀTHĀ

The account in the Upāsakajanālaṅkāra is then sealed, as it were, by a citation 
of a stanza from the Telakaṭāha-gāthā, or the ‘Cauldron of Oil Verses’. This is 
a poem in Sanskritized Pali that has been dated to around the early second 
millennium, though more recently Gornall and Ruiz-Falqués (2018: 57) have 
expressed doubts that this work can be precisely dated.44 The stanza reads:

A woman is never released from womanhood,
The man who approaches the wife of another, [who is] not to be violated,
Always becomes a woman in the next life,
And always experiences manifold horrors and ruin.45

(Upās 118, Saddhatissa 1965: 219,4–7 = Telakaṭāha-gāthā 80, Gooneratne 1884: 
65,18–21)

43.	 sapattabahulo hoti sadā cāpatthititthiko | itthi vā paṇḍako vāpi paradārato naro (reading 
cāpatthititthiko with Saddh 40, cf. Agostini 2015: 132 n. 3) (already translated in Hazle-
wood 1988: 80). On the paṇḍaka (especially the female paṇḍaka, itthipaṇḍaka) see Anālayo 
(2015b: 439–43 = 2017: 309–13) including a survey of earlier literature. Ānanda Thera, the 
author of the Saddhammopāyana, is affiliated with the Abhayagiri monastic group; on this 
work see, e.g., Law (1933: II 626–27); Saddhatissa (1965: 49–64); Hazlewood (1983); Norman 
(1983: 159–60); von Hinüber (1996: 203–204, §§438–441); Chandavimala (2016: 56, 65–68, 86, 
138–39).

44.	 See their introduction to Gornall and Ruiz-Falqués (2018); see also von Hinüber (1996: 
186–87, §§404–405).

45.	 itthī na muñcati sadā puna itthibhāvā | nārī sadā bhavati so puriso parattha || yo ācareyya 
paradāram alaṅghanīyaṃ | ghoraṃ ca vindati sadā vyasanaṃ c’ anekaṃ. Gornall and Ruiz-
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This verse may have initially simply targeted the sexual misconduct of 
men and tried to educate them through hyperbole and fear. Nevertheless, as 
it stands, here even the opportunity for an improvement in a woman’s con-
dition, signified by a change back to, or into, a male, is taken away from her. 
From a pedagogical perspective, ‘womanhood’, presented or internalized as 
a static representation, may well have the ‘effect of negating the very move-
ment inherent in the flow of life’46 in relation to one’s experience of oneself 
and of the world. This may in turn defeat the very purpose of Buddhist edu-
cation and pedagogy, in that it may contribute to building a deep-seated cul-
tural, religious and social conditioning that undermines the very possibility 
of ‘flexibility and openness in regards to what presents itself to one’s being 
through experience’ (Cole 2016: 299).

By way of contextualizing the reverberations of a categorical state-
ment of such a magnitude, enshrined in a number of medieval works that 
are fairly well known and often quoted in contemporary Sri Lanka, I offer 
a brief introduction to the Telakaṭāha-gāthā, the work in which this stanza 
seemingly appears for the first time, using Gornall’s and Ruiz-Falqués’ (2018: 
55–64) introduction to their recent re-edition and translation of this poem.

The origins and history of formation of the Telakaṭāha-gāthā remain 
obscure.47 A dramatic story developed in Sri Lanka around its composition, 
which in its most detailed form is found in a thirteenth-century narrative 
collection known as the Rasavāhinī, compiled by Vedeha Thera.48 An earlier 
reference to a similar story, but without any allusion to the actual composi-
tion of the poem, appears in the Mahāvaṃsa.49

In these accounts an unjustly accused monk is boiled in oil or thrown into 
the sea. The story goes that the wife and queen of King Tissa of Kalyāṇī (Kela-
niya) (306–207 bce) was having an affair with the king’s banished brother 
and availing herself of a secret messenger, disguised as a monk, to facili-
tate the affair. The king discovered one of these messages, but he mistook 
another monk from Kalyāṇī, who visited the palace daily for alms, to be 

Falqués (2018: 94) translate: ‘He who has sex with another’s wife—one who is not to be 
violated—is always reborn in the next life as a wife and experiences terror and mani-
fold misfortunes. The woman too will never escape womanhood.’ The passages in the 
Upāsakajanālaṅkāra I have summarized are Upās 114–18 in Saddhatissa (1965: 216,16–219,7); 
translation in Agostini (2015: 131–34).

46.	 The words are borrowed from Cole (2016), an interesting essay on existential dissonance 
in relation to the tension between authenticity and inauthenticity as the dynamics 
through which a person finds her capacity to take ownership of, or embrace, her own 
existence.

47.	 On the formation of the Telakaṭāha-gāthā see in more detail Gornall and Ruiz-Falqués 
(2018: 55–59).

48.	 Ras 249,10–250,2; the story is translated in the preface to Goonaratne’s 1884 edition of the 
Telakaṭāha-gāthā. On the Rasavāhinī see the detailed overview in the introduction to Mat-
sumura (1992), and, more concisely, von Hinüber (1996: 191–92, §§413–414).

49.	M v XX.13–20.
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the messenger. Therefore he ordered that the monk from Kalyāṇī should be 
boiled alive in a cauldron of oil (or thrown into the sea).

According to the Rasavāhinī version, when this monk was thrown into the 
boiling cauldron by the palace guards, he rose up, hovered above the caul-
dron, recited a hundred-verse poem and attained arahantship upon utter-
ing the last verse, just before passing away. Apparently, this incident is what 
gives the poem its title, Telakaṭāha-gāthā. Otherwise it is simply known as 
Dhamma-gāthā or ‘Verses of Dhamma’ in the earliest references available in the 
Rasavāhinī and in its Sinhalese version, Dharmakīrti’s Saddharmālaṅkāraya,50 as 
well as in Sinhalese commentaries originating from the eighteenth century.

Gornall and Ruiz-Falqués (2018: 57) refer to the mention of a temple 
built in Kalyāṇī on the spot where the saint was executed. According to 
the Sälalihiṇi-sandeśaya of Śrī Rāhula (verse 71), a fifteenth-century poem 
attributed to the polyglot scholar-monk Rāhula Thera (Godakumbura 1955: 
193–95),51 this then became a site of veneration for Buddhist pilgrims. Perfor-
mances based on this work are still conducted in Sri Lanka to this day, but 
I am unfortunately not aware of any shrine in Kelaniya presently identified 
with the temple of the mistakenly executed saintly poet-monk.

The Dhamma-gāthā or Telakaṭāha-gāthā’s position in contemporary Sri 
Lanka is best understood as continuing its popularity from the eighteenth 
century. According to Gornall and Ruiz-Falqués (2018: 57–61), most of the 
extant manuscripts of this work originate from the eighteenth century and 
the following period, which coincide with the era of Buddhist revivalism and 
saṅgha reformation in Sri Lanka—a period of great interest in the produc-
tion of Sinhalese commentaries to Pali works (Young and Somaratna 1996). 
They note that each of the extant manuscripts contains a vernacular com-
mentary, and that ‘it is likely that these almost identical commentaries all 
originate from this reform period’. This shows that, as suggested by the open-
ing verses in praise of the king of Sri Lanka, ‘at the time of its composition 
the poem had value as a form of religious entertainment for monastic elites 
and court literati’. In the eighteenth century, by contrast, ‘it appears to have 
taken on new meaning due to its use in a different context’ (p. 58). Most of 
the available manuscripts contain only the text of the Telakaṭāha-gāthā and its 
Sinhala commentary. An exception is an interesting witness (Or. 6599/35) in 
the form of a miscellaneous manuscript that describes itself as a banaḍaham 
potak, a ‘preaching book’ for the training of monks. It includes a collection 
of a variety of other texts that are commonly used for protective recitations 
(pirit), venerations of the Triple Gem, Bodhi Tree liturgies, and so on. The fact 
that nearly all the texts in this collection include Sinhala exegetical com-
mentaries documents their use as monastic educational resources, showing 

50.	 On this text see Matsumura (1992: lvi–lix).
51.	 The attribution to Rāhula Thera has been recently called into question by Amarasinghe 

(2015, not seen).
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that they were not confined to ritual use (Blackburn 1999b: 363; Gornall and 
Ruiz-Falqués 2018: 60–61).

In summary, the threat of condemnation to captivity in a woman’s body 
forever, once womanhood is obtained, must have acquired wide circulation 
and educational influence in Sri Lanka from at least the medieval period 
onwards, as testified by the quotations seen above in a number of important 
texts that are directed to monastic and lay audiences alike.

CHANGING BUDDHIST HOMILETICS: 
ESSENTIALIZATION OF KARMIC RETRIBUTION DISCOURSE

The way the theme of female birth appears to develop, up to the declaration 
in the Telakaṭāha-gāthā that ‘a woman is never released from womanhood’, is a 
clear departure from a more linear discourse on karmic retribution in earlier 
Buddhist texts, in which female birth is also presented as a negative karmic 
reward. These had already introduced a moral element in the dynamics of 
sex-change compared to earlier and contemporary Indian beliefs.

With a further step taken by this stanza, female birth is no longer a matter 
of having to put up, for a relatively long or short time, with the consequences 
of one’s previous good or bad actions (which are received by way of an infe-
rior female birth obtained in a patriarchal world). At this point, a position is 
taken on the ultimate nature of womanhood, shown as ultimately inferior. A 
temporary and conditional state is now characterized in essentialist terms. 
In other words,

from the observation that women are socially disadvantaged, the argument is 
that there must be some karmic cause for female birth … The assumption that 
female birth is inferior is supported by the obvious social constraints of women 
… [it] is explained by the idea that birth as a woman is a form of karmic punish-
ment for immoral acts.

(Appleton 2011: 114; cf. also Anālayo 2014b: 114) 

A process of essentializing situations and roles rather than relating them 
to socio-historical variables—combined with trends of social, hierarchical, 
institutional and soteriological devaluation and discrimination—explains 
the production and reception of this trope in literature and societies.

This conceptualization takes place within the confines of a traditional 
worldview that, by definition, largely ignores historical change and shifting 
socio-economic paradigms, and naturally tends to build ontology-based ide-
ologies that do not see social constructs as relative and conditional. A positive 
or advantageous versus a negative disadvantageous state is easily turned into 
an absolutely superior or inferior predicament of male or female personhood; 
female birth as an incidental state becomes ‘femalehood’ or ‘womanhood’, an 
intrinsically, ontologically-defined predicament. It is no longer a relatively 
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negative and inferior condition compared to that of a man in ancient India 
who holds familial and societal authority and power—one among many other 
variables that express the result of past (good and bad) kamma. Instead it is 
depicted as bad and unchanging in perpetuity, not subject to improvement or 
worsening, and thereby unlike all other conditions in the world. This keeps 
out of account stories of sex-change in narrative and Vinaya literature—a 
normative genre par excellence. The view expressed in the Telakaṭāha-gāthā 
presupposes a notion of perpetuity which contradicts the proposition that 
sex is subject to change from one lifetime to another.

If women can reach awakening, which is well documented even at the 
commentarial level—as in the Therī-gāthā commentary among others—then 
their condition would simply mean that for that goal they have to follow the 
less advantaged path of female practitioners and eventual renouncers. It does 
not bar them completely, however much it challenges and may discourage 
them on a practical, emotional and social-institutional level. Instead, with 
a quasi-metaphysical stance adumbrated by the Telakaṭāha-gāthā stanza, to 
be read in conjunction with the scholastic stance on the inferiority of the 
female faculty, a much more fundamental damper is put on women’s spiri-
tual aspirations. In turn, this has an impact on women’s agency and identity 
in Theravāda societies.

The dire prospect of being trapped in womanhood forever might well be 
meant as a didactic exaggeration or paradox, yet one cannot fail to notice 
how it stands in contradiction to the very contingency of sex as one among 
many changing and conditioned facets of personal and social identity that 
is presupposed by spontaneous sex-changes, as envisaged in the story of 
Soreyya in the Dhammapada commentary, or more generally by the possibil-
ity of taking up a different sex upon being reborn.

THE APPROPRIATION OF THE ‘SACRED FEMININE’ AS AN INSTANCE OF 
‘PRACTICAL CANONIZATION’

A counterpart to the notion of an essentially wicked ‘feminine’ is found in the 
opposite notion of an essentially sacred ‘feminine’ that is apparently being 
imported into some strands of contemporary North-American Buddhism, 
expressed in public talks, teachings or books constructed on the premise of 
reclaiming the so-called ‘Sacred Feminine’ in Buddhism, to which a highly 
positive value—a ‘super-value’—is attributed (e.g. Santacitta 2014; Surrey and 
Shem 2015; Thanissara 2015; Garling 2016; Tsultrim Allione 2018). This type 
of discourse appears to incorporate elements characteristic of certain non-
Buddhist religious traditions, especially Gnosticism and Neopaganism.

Another strand of the divine feminine relevant to the contemporary recep-
tion of Buddhism is contradictory aspects of notions of the ‘essentially femi-
nine’ and the ‘Great Mother’ in the immanentist spirituality and orientalist 
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readings of Hinduism and Buddhism proposed by the occultist new religion 
of Theosophy (which furnished the spiritual base of sectors of the feminist 
movement of late Victorian England, and which is a precursor to later Neopa-
gan movements with their ritual magic of Goddess spirituality). In a nutshell, 
the Theosophical Society claimed that women and ‘the East’ were the reposi-
tories of spiritual forces which English men had forfeited in their quest for 
material and imperial power. Theosophists produced arguments that became 
key tools in many feminist campaigns, with the Theosophical Society setting 
out to spiritualize politics, attempting to create a political role for women as 
a way to sacralize the public sphere (Dixon 2001). This discourse appears to 
be the ancestor of contemporary European and North-American Buddhist 
environmental ‘sacred activism’, which often deploys notions and imagery 
of the ‘Mother Earth’ qua ‘Sacred Feminine’, and so on.52 A further source 
of the elevation to an absolute status of forms of the ‘feminine’ is a peculiar 
contemporary Western reading of Vajrayāna doctrines (e.g. Tsultrim Allione 
2018), that appears to be in this respect innovative vis-à-vis the tenets and 
feminine symbols of classical Indo-Tibetan Vajrayāna.

In what follows I give a few selected examples of these contemporary Bud-
dhist voices claiming a space for the sacred feminine. A prominent element 
in the appropriation of the sacred feminine is the approach taken to hagio-
graphic material. Hagiography is taken as factual, but contested, and then 
reinvented, in a book co-authored by Surrey, an American Buddhist teacher 
and clinical psychologist who has worked on theories of women’s psychologi-
cal development, in partnership with Shem, a fiction writer (Surrey and Shem 
2015). These authors present a dichotomy between a ‘solitary heroic journey’ 
of the Buddha (and his male monastic disciples) and a ‘relational, interper-
sonal, communal path to awakening’ as exemplified by an admittedly ‘imag-
ined re-creation’ of the biography of his former wife Yasodharā:

Yasodhara was left by her husband just hours after she became a mother … We 
envision that from the moment of this loss of the love of her life, there was a lin-
eage of wisdom that became available to her through the mothers and women 
and healers in the community. In her desperation, this gift allowed her to endure 
her grief, stay alive to mother her son, and ultimately … to enter into full awak-
ening of compassion and wisdom, reflected in a life of accompanying others and 
being in service to them … Yasodhara’s story illuminates a path that has been 
hidden but is available and familiar to many: a path which grows into becoming 
part of something greater than oneself alone.

(Surrey and Shem 2015: xxviii–xxxii)

Whereas Surrey and Shem intentionally recreate a biographical account of 
the Buddha’s former wife, Garling (2016), another American-born Dharma 

52.	 I discuss the fascination with female deities and the cult of the medieval Chinese trans-
formation of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara in feminine form (Guanyin Pusa 觀音菩薩) 
in the context of contemporary Western Buddhism in another article, in preparation.
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teacher, who has a master’s degree in Sanskrit, responds differently to the 
perceived unsatisfactoriness of the stories. She sets out on a retelling of the 
ancient legends of the women in the Buddha’s life by bringing to the general 
public’s attention lesser-known stories from Sanskrit and Pali sources, which 
are woven together into a complete narrative. With regard to the Buddha’s 
biography, she explains:

While it contains Buddhist lessons that may be construed as inspiring, as a story, 
it offers little if anything that is relatable or empowering for women ... [This] bio-
graphical account survived not because it is ‘accurate’, but because it perpetu-
ated selected values and attitudes of an earlier Buddhist population. Relevant 
here is that today it persists as the Buddha’s biography without undergoing the 
critical scrutiny that is vigorously applied in so many other areas of Buddhist 
scholarship. More than just an anachronism, it continues to silently validate 
androcentrism and misogyny still found at Buddhism’s core. But times are finally 
changing. Buddhism’s origin story has outlived its shelf life and deserves another 
look. We can’t change the androcentric past, but we can definitely move to shape 
a gender-balanced, androgynous future. There is no better way to start than by 
returning to early Sanskrit and Pali sources to look for forgotten and redacted 
stories about women in the Buddha’s life. 

(Garling 2016: 5–6)53

Although the stories are similarly contested, in this case the hermeneutical 
approach is not a professed wholesale retelling but a more ambiguous utiliza-
tion of the textual sources.

A common feature expressed by these voices is a psychological inter-
est—personal and collective—in the transformative potential of narrative, 
storytelling, and their symbols (which is part of a trend in contemporary psy-
chology and educational practice of working with narrative and biographical 

53.	 Commenting on women’s names in the Indian sources for the ‘forgotten stories of women’, 
Garling (2016: 7) further remarks that whereas the Buddha’s principal wife is named 
Yasodharā in almost all Pali and Sanskrit sources, in some Pali literature, Rahulamatā, 
‘Mother of Rahula’, often appears instead: ‘[t]his moniker serves to marginalize her 
important role in the Buddha’s biography [yet] Yasodhara’s voice, as well as her name, 
returns forcefully in these stories. Mahaprajapati is similarly marginalized.’ This obser-
vation on the supposed negative implications of the use of the epithet Rahulamatā 
does not take into account the common family-based sociolinguistics of proper names 
in South-Asian societies, wherein Sāriputta (Śāriputra in Sanskrit), also known by his 
proper name Upatissa, was the eldest son (putta) of the noblewoman Sārī or Rūpasārī, and 
Nakulapitā and Nakulamatā were the mother and father of their son Nakula, etc. This is 
a case of a value judgment on the alleged gender significance of certain terminology that 
is incorrectly based on linguistic-historical extrapolation. The cumulative influence of 
remarks of this type in Garling’s book needs to be evaluated by taking into consideration 
the academic credentials (Sanskrit degree) of the author, and the scholastic authority 
these may imply to her readers. The same idea of obscurity and neglect being suppos-
edly betrayed by the use of the name Rahulamatā is found in Sasson (2018: ix): ‘Indeed, 
Yasodhara is so marginalized in some cases that she does not even receive a name. She is 
known simply as Rahulamata—Rahula’s mother.’ I return to Sasson’s book below.
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accounts), accompanied by gender-dissatisfaction with the available source 
material.54 Thus the continuity of adopting the same essentialist strategy 
employed by commentarial misogyny, noted in the preceding sections of this 
article, extends to uncritically accepting as historical truth commentarial 
hagiography. The scene of the Buddha leaving Yasodharā in the middle of the 
night is found unacceptable and unfulfilling, and is then retold in a differ-
ent way, rather than clarifying that this is an invention of later hagiography.

Garling’s book, dedicated ‘To our Earth, and the reemergence of the sacred 
feminine’, specifically features a short section on ‘The Sacred Feminine’ (Gar-
ling 2016: 12–13), devoted to ‘goddesses who appeared at pivotal moments in 
the narrative, together with symbolic expressions of feminine nurturance’, 
which she relates to the presence of an ‘indigenous, tribal, matriarchal cul-
ture [that] proliferated in village life’ at the Buddha’s time. The female god-
desses she seeks to validate are another aspect of later hagiography. This is 
also well known in textual scholarship.

From an academic standpoint, Garling’s book can easily be discounted. 
But the question still remains, why she and other Buddhist teachers and 
practitioners write books like this, and why many Buddhist monastic and 
lay women read and appear to benefit from such books. In other words, the 
problems that her book (and others like it) are trying to address, are valid, 
but the responses are typically formulated in the shade of the same ideologi-
cal paradigm that has led to the emergence of these problematic issues.

Sasson (2018), an American professor of religious studies with a scholarly 
focus on Buddhism, particularly hagiography, gender and childhood, also 
sets out to recount the story of the Buddha’s former wife in a novel, again 
with an emphasis on the solitary going forth of the Bodhisattva, who ‘took 
his last steps alone, without inviting [Yasodharā] to join him. After countless 
lifetimes of shared experiences, he abandoned her without even saying good-
bye’ (Sasson 2018: ix). Sasson’s approach is, however, more text-historically 
conscious in that she is clearly aware of the scope of her literary endeavour 
as well as of the hagiographic character of the sources that have inspired it. 
She introduces her book as follows:

this book is a novel—not an academic study—and I want to 1eave it that way … I do, 
however, want to make one important caveat (the academic in me is desperate to 
make at least one!): namely, that this book does not belong to the category of his-
torical fiction (and this not only because the gods are regular actors in the story). 
Scholars have yet to determine with any material certainty when the Buddha 
lived (if, that is, he lived at all) and how much of his story might be true … What-

54.	E .g. Garling (2016: 11–12): ‘[that] the intention of the Buddha’s teachings has become 
obscured or confused over time is more than unfortunate, as it not only limits the ben-
efits that Buddhist teachings naturally generate, but it continues to create pain and dis-
traction over gender inequity, when gender should be a nonissue. Vindication can be 
found within the stories themselves.’
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ever the exact dates might have been, the time period feels too distant for me to 
reach … The earliest Buddhist writings that we do possess come later, beginning 
around the first century ce (more or less). The stories I have spent my academic 
life reading are based on the memories of a world five hundred years younger than 
the one the Buddha and Yasodhara probably knew. I cannot begin to imagine all 
the changes that took place during the time period we lost. The story I have told 
here is, therefore, a story inspired by later hagiographies. It is not historical fic-
tion, but perhaps what can be more appropriately labelled ‘hagiographical fic-
tion’ (if such a label existed). This book is my attempt at recreating a hagiography, 
inspired by hagiographies that belong to an earlier time … In other words, some of 
the material in this book is based on early Buddhist literature. Some of it is based 
on what we know as early Hindu literature. Some of it may be historical, but most 
of it is not. And some of it has come out of the playfulness of my mind.

(pp. ix–xi)55

To summarize, a historically unproblematized acceptance of hagiographical 
accounts leads to their rewriting based on subjective and re-contextualized 
readings rather than on a text-critical assessment of the accounts in their 
own context and on their own terms. Surrey holds a PhD in clinical psychol-
ogy and has taught in academic venues such as the Harvard Medical School, 
which would give the expectation of familiarity with the practice of scien-
tific methods even in fields not close to one’s own area of expertise. Garling, 
as mentioned above, has a degree in Sanskrit, which would give the expec-
tation of familiarity with basic methodology of textual criticism applied to 
the field of religious studies. In fact, she is aware of such textual studies, but 
finds that the Buddha’s hagiography has not been subjected to adequate text-
critical investigation by academic scholarship, which does not seem to reflect 
the current state of the studies in this field.

The strategies that are pursued are then to be understood as intentional 
choices rather than the result of lack of awareness of relevant philological 
approaches to religious literature. Thus, these authors chose to respond to 
early and medieval hagiography and mythology which appears to be crucial to 
their sense of religious identity as contemporary Buddhist women. This per-
haps highlights what their key needs are and why their ideological approaches 
override text-critical scholarship. The fundamental dynamic seems to be a 
form of cognitive dissonance provoked by the clash between the perceived 
pressure to take this textual and cultural material as a fully normative cat-
echism on the one hand (which continues the tradition’s attitude to sacred 
literature), and the presuppositions of a gender-sensitive feminist and post-
feminist conditioning in approaching this material (which also continues the 
absence of self-critical appraisal typical of the tradition). I see these as cases 
of a novel practical canonization of the account of the Buddha’s life.

55. Sasson’s doubts on the historicity of the Buddha expressed in her introduction do not
reflect the prevalent scholarly consensus; for a recent challenge to the historicity of the 
Buddha see Drewes (2017), with a critical response by von hinüber (forthcoming).
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I already took up a case of what I see as an instance of ‘enforced’ gendered 
reading in Buddhist studies in another article (2019). Interestingly, such aca-
demic publications are often exploited in Buddhist circles as authoritative 
supportive evidence to back up gender advocacy and initiatives. My thoughts 
in this article were initially sparked by reflecting on the rhetorical conver-
gence between certain text-historical and institutional developments in the 
Buddhist traditions and certain writings in the field of religious studies. 
This trend is in turn observable in contemporary debates on women in Bud-
dhism and gender issues. A common denominator among them is a practice 
of extrapolating, decontextualizing and essentializing. This is indeed what 
the tradition they study or set out to criticize does, as would have become 
evident in the foregoing pages.

I now bring in three more voices, this time of writers speaking as Buddhist 
teachers without an academic framing. Bhikkhunī Santacittā, an Austrian-
born contemporary Theravāda bhikkhunī who serves as the co-abbess of a 
monastery in the United States and conducts teachings and retreats at the 
major retreat centres in the insight tradition in that country, writes:

The nurturing and sustaining power of space is a subtle intelligence that makes 
creation possible by being the container for it to happen. Just look at the womb 
of a mother, holding a baby for nine months until it is ready to be born. These 
intangible attributes of the feminine principle create great power, nourishment, 
and magic and it is vital not to overlook them. There is so much addiction in our 
world today, precisely because we have lost touch with that which truly nour-
ishes us … This point in time is an opportunity for us to realize that we are not 
living on top of a planet, but that we are an integral part of Her. Can we trust the 
greater intelligence of this mysterious unfolding called universe?

(Santacitta 2014)

Thanissara, a former Buddhist monastic and now internationally influential 
British lay teacher, who in her public teaching and texts draws on different 
strands of Buddhist and non-Buddhist wisdom traditions, including that of 
‘Sacred Activism’, writes:

[The Prajñāpāramitā texts] address the mystery of consciousness personified as 
the ‘Mother of all the Buddhas’. From her formless, loving, undivided, intuitively 
intelligent womb of awareness, wisdom is born. Without this more mysterious 
dimension of primordial knowing, this womb of awareness that spontaneously 
births wisdom, there would be no Buddha. When we understand this, we have 
profound reverence for the sacred feminine, because it is the root of all our 
potentiality within the manifested world.

When it comes to Buddhist metaphor for spiritual practice, much of the approach 
and language is in a masculine paradigm. The masculine seeks release (from 
samsara), to penetrate (into nibbana), to conquer (the defilements); just as in 
the sexual act men seek release into the space of the feminine. On the contrary, 
the feminine is already space, she is already formless and more at ease in the 
undefined regions of her experience. She doesn’t need to release, penetrate, or 
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conquer; instead she deeply knows her true power, the power of perceptivity 
and creativity, and she knows her ancient depth of connection to the primor-
dial heart of intimate knowing. The power of the feminine is in her receptive 
formlessness, which she trusts as a natural source of intuitive truth. However, 
because she has been shrouded for centuries in patriarchal conditioning, par-
ticularly within a masculine spiritual paradigm, she doesn’t trust her deepest 
knowing. Instead of a refuge, it is a place of doubt, and because it is formless, it is 
a place to fear—and so she seeks direction and definition from the masculine. She 
doesn’t have confidence in her inner space, which is a fount of intuitive wisdom. 
She doesn’t know how to trust her deepest power; in fact, it frightens her. It also 
frightens the masculine: he will be swallowed up, smothered, and lose the defini-
tions and certainties he needs to negotiate a competitive and unforgiving world.

(Thanissara 2015: 39–40)

In a footnote, she further explains:

The deep feminine, sacred feminine, full feminine, and divine feminine are 
terms that point beneath the superficial and historic conditioning of women, 
which tends to diminish them and place them in subservient relationship to men 
and a masculine modality. The sacred feminine, as an attribute, is integral to all, 
regardless of gender, but it is particularly important for women to reclaim due to 
the tremendous lack of inner and outer valuing of its essential dynamic, which 
is the birthing and nurturing of life.

(Thanissara 2015: 180 n. 34)

Lama Tsultrim Allione, American-born bestselling author and Bud-
dhist teacher, recognized by the Tibetan tradition as the reincarnation of 
a renowned eleventh-century Tibetan yoginī, envisions sacred feminine 
embodiment along the following lines:

spirituality is in us, our bodies are sacred and being in a female body is a bless-
ing, our experience of the sacred is in the body … It is in the experience of the 
union of nature and spirit, matter and spirit that we can heal ourselves and 
our world.

(Tsultrim Allione 2018: 297)

To analyse in detail the numerous themes broached by these contemporary 
writings, their ideological undercurrents and evident doctrinal syncretism, 
is beyond the confines of an already lengthy article. At least to some extent, 
these voices are part of a larger need to mend the discrimination and violence 
caused by institutional and ideological androcentrism—bolstered by essen-
tialized views of the female—that has characterized the social and intellec-
tual history of virtually all presently existing Buddhist traditions. Although 
these voices stand in contrast to highly negative essentialization, they are in 
continuity with the hermeneutic strategy at work. The pedagogy they advo-
cate is not consistent with the Buddhist notions of not-self and conditional-
ity, in that it ontologizes and sacralizes the ‘Feminine’, thereby continuing 
the misogynist essentializing of womanhood employed in the ancient texts 
surveyed above, albeit under the opposite agenda.
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According to the Telakaṭāha-gāthā, ‘a woman is never released from wom-
anhood’. In the ‘Sacred Feminine’ discourse, women are likewise not released 
from their womanhood, which is essentialized to the point of being invested 
with intrinsic soteriological potential. This can go as far as formulating a vow 
to attain Buddhahood in a female body, no matter how many lifetimes it may 
take, expressed by the most senior Western Tibetan Buddhist nun presently 
alive, Jetsunma Tenzin Palmo (Mackenzie 1998). Her example is of inspiration 
to many contemporary Buddhist women and is much acclaimed even outside 
the Tibetan tradition.

All of this is a world apart from the need to de-identify from feminin-
ity and masculine that is enjoined in the early texts. The approach to tran-
scendence of femininity taken in the early Buddhist texts does not in any 
way lend itself to a ‘rhetoric of transcendence’, a strategy that would liqui-
date gender inequity and discrimination as merely irrelevant or as having to 
be bypassed in the name of a higher transcendental approach. This type of 
strategy is typically articulated by demanding that only those who are dis-
criminated against, but not those who discriminate, let go of all gender iden-
tification and gender issues. Such a rhetoric is in practice instrumental to 
the upkeeping of institutional discrimination and ideological subalternity by 
appealing to the ‘ultimately illusory’ nature of gender (e.g. Thanissara 2015).

Yet the idea of first creating a positive narrative around one’s identity, 
before deconstructing it, as articulated in most of these writings, differs sub-
stantially from the approach that can be discerned in early Buddhist texts. 
They do not operate on the basis of a soteriologically relevant distinction 
between conventional versus ultimate truth or reality, which might justify 
the deployment of a strategy of cognitive rehabilitation of this type. As seen 
above, the idea of temporarily or provisionally essentializing the feminine 
as a way of combating the consequences of gender discrimination, before 
a practitioner eventually deconstructs gender identity, differs from the 
ways in which the early bhikkhunīs faced Māra as an embodiment of gender 
discrimination.

The Sacred Feminine imported into Buddhism might even be seen as a case 
of re-sacralization of what, in Buddhist terms would rather be ‘profane’ in 
relation to the ‘sacred’ of Nibbāna/Nirvāṇa.56 The construction of identity at 
the individual and communal level built by means of such a re-sacralization 
of the (female or male) body, of the mundane, and of the ‘secular’ in broader 
terms, deserves to be studied in more detail in the context of related develop-
ments in contemporary Buddhism.

56.	 The Latin adjective profanus, derived from the noun fanum ‘temple’, ‘sacred place’, with 
the preposition pro ‘in front of ’, ‘before’ (spatially), designating ‘that which is outside the 
sacred precinct’ (quod pro fano est), captures quite well the paradox of such a position—
although, strictly speaking, since Nibbāna is not a ‘place’, one could not speak of ‘profan-
ity’ before Nibbāna.
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CLOSING REFLECTIONS

A strategy of essentialist misogyny was already in effect in the early and 
medieval Buddhist communities, side by side with the normative position of 
soteriological inclusivism. The dissonance perceived as a result of the con-
current presence of these conflicting textual and social dynamics is further 
complicated by the not always historically contextualized social presupposi-
tions found in premodern texts. Paradoxically, the essentialist position taken 
by the advocates of the Sacred Feminine, or of any feminine-specific sote-
riological path, chooses to continue the same hermeneutics as essentialist 
misogyny, as opposed to that of soteriological inclusivism.

The type of reflection proposed here is nothing new. Post-feminism in the 
study of religion often presents a critique of feminist-informed studies, ques-
tioning their binary thinking and essentialism. In fact some of the voices in 
question may be rather nuanced and do not simply propose binary paradigms 
but integrative visions. Thus, although my reflections share these concerns, 
they do not belong to a post-feminist perspective, but rather stem from a 
text-historical approach to the texts and the ideas these convey, their histori-
cal and ideological contingency. To use a term internal to Buddhist herme-
neutics, my point is about their ‘conditionality’. One could even include the 
contemporary ‘essentializing’ trends pertaining to a notion of ‘Sacred Femi-
nine’ among the examples of ways in which the tensions that give rise to the 
emergence of new ‘incarnations’ of the scriptural canon of Theravāda, and 
of Buddhism in general, are in turn renegotiated so as to overwrite previous 
‘practical canons’.57

As seen above, the negative essentialization of womanhood stands in doc-
trinal dissonance with cardinal principles of Buddhism. It becomes pedagogi-
cal dissonance in textual genres that are supposed to inspire and contribute 
to the betterment of the person’s existential predicament. Yet, from the view-
point of the arahant bhikkhunī Somā, an early Buddhist female voice that has, 
according to the textual account, reached full awakening and therewith the 
acme of what was considered ‘sacred’:

How could womanhood matter, when the mind is well composed,
When knowledge is present, as one correctly sees the Dhamma?

57.	 Perhaps yet another page is to be written in the history of the practical canon of 
Theravāda, a page that acknowledges the moral, soteriological and pedagogical ten-
sions described above, and expresses a response to them. This response could be found 
in a further re-negotiation that is based on an awareness of these ideological constructs 
as being after all dimensions of individual and communal conditioning. Recognizing 
them for what they are, embracing them in this sense, makes independence from them 
possible.
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ABBREVIATIONS

AN	 Aṅguttara-nikāya
Ap-a	 Apadāna-aṭṭhakathā
As	 Atthasālinī
Be	 Burmese edition (Chaṭṭha Saṅgāyana Tipiṭaka)
CBETA	 Chinese Buddhist Electronic Text Association 
Ce	 Ceylonese edition
D	 Derge (Tōhoku) edition
DĀ	 Dīrgha-āgama (T 1)
DN	 Dīgha-nikāya
EĀ	 Ekottarika-āgama (T 125)
Ee	 European edition (PTS)
Dhp	 Dhammapada
Dhp-a	 Dhammapada-atthavaṇṇanā
Jā	 Jātaka-atthavaṇṇanā
MĀ	 Madhyama-āgama (T 26)
Mil	 Milindapañha
MN	 Majjhima-nikāya
Mv	 Mahāvaṃsa
P	 Peking (Ōtani) edition
Paṭis	 Paṭisambhidāmagga
Pj II	 Paramatthajotikā
PTS	 Pali Text Society
Ras	 Rasavāhinī
Saddh	 Saddhammopāyana
SĀ	 Saṃyukta-āgama (T 99)
SĀ2	 ‘shorter’ Saṃyukta-āgama (T 100)
SN	 Saṃyutta-nikāya
Se	 Siamese edition
Sp	 Samantapāsādikā
Sv	 Sumaṅgalavilāsinī
Sv-pṭ	 Sumaṅgalavilāsinī-purāṇa-ṭīkā
Taishō	 Taishō edition (CBETA)
Thī	 Therī-gāthā
Thī-a	 Therīgāthā-aṭṭhakathā
Up	 Abhidharmakośopāyikā-ṭīkā (D 4094, P 5595)



	 Dhammadinnā   When Womanhood Matters	 309

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2019.

Upās	 Upāsakajanālaṅkāra
Yam	 Yamaka

When quoting text editions, for ease of reference I have adjusted the sandhi, 
punctuation, capitalization, and so on, and simplified some of the text-
critical conventions. The references to Pali texts include discourse (or other 
text) number followed by volume, page and line numbers according to the 
PTS edition. For instance, SN 5.2 at SN I 129,24–27 stands for discourse no. 5.2 
in the Saṃyutta-nikāya, vol. I, page 129, lines 24 to 27 in the PTS edition.
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