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A number of Buddhist canonical texts suggest discrimination against women, such as
the Buddha’s reluctance to allow women to enter the sangha, the sub-ordinate status
of the bhikkhunis under the eight strict conditions (aftha garudhamma), the inferior
terms used for the women in canonical texts, five obstructions of a woman, her
incapability to become a Buddha and so on. Based on these textual sources, even
today women may renounce the household but they cannot become bhikkhunis.
Even when they are the prime supporters of the Sangha, lay women are still treated
as polluted beings. How these discriminatory expressions and misinterpretations of
the Buddhist texts gradually became hindrances to the ordination of womenfolk is

discussed in this paper with a special reference to the concept of five obstacles.

The Lotus Sdtra and the five denials for the women.

Examples of gender discrimination in Buddhism are often cited from the Lofus Sutra :
A woman cannot become a Buddha unless and until her body is transformed into a
male figure. According to the Sanskrit text of the Lofus Sutra, when Manjusri told that

the eight year old daughter of Sagara, the dragon king, was fit to attain the supreme,



perfect enlightenment, Prajiakuta Bodhisattva expressed his doubt and said that
even Sakyamuni Buddha strived diligently for thousands of ka/pas, performed
meritorious deeds, sacrificed his body for the beings, and only then could he become
a perfectly enlightened one. So, it was difficult for him to believe that the daughter of
the naga king was able to attain the supreme, perfect enlightenment in a moment.
Then, immediately the daughter of the naga king appeared and proclaimed that she
had obtained the enlightenment and the Tathagata himself was witness to it. Hearing
this, venerable Sariputra showed his doubt saying that it was not possible, as there
was no example of a woman attaining Buddhahood. Till then (adyap/) no woman had
achieved the following five ranks i.e. the rank of a Brahma, a Sakra, a guardian
deity [of the four quarters] (mahargja), a universal monarch (Cakravartin) and a
Bodhisattva who is incapable of sliding back (avaivartika bodhisattva). Even so, the
daughter of the king Sagara transformed herself into a male and appeared as an

enlightened one.!

cittamutpannamavivartyaprameyaprajfa casi. samyaksambuddhattvam tu durlabham. asti kulaputri stri na ca viryam
sramsayatyanekani ca kalpasatanyanekani ca kalpasahasrani punyani karoti, sat paramitah paripurayati, na cadyapi
buddhatvam prapnoti. kim karanam. pafnca sthanani stradyapi na prapnoti. katamani pafica. prathamarh brahmasthanam
dvitiyam $akrasthanam trtiyarm maharajasthanam caturthar cakravartisthanam paficamamavaivartikabodhisattvasthanam.
(Kern, H. & Nanijio, B. (ed.), the Saddharmapundarika, Bibliotheca Buddhica- X, Meicho-fukyu-kai, Tokyo, 1977. P. 264). Also
see Kern, H. (tr.), the Saddharma-pundarika (the Lotus of the True Law), Chapter- 11, Motilal Banarasidas, Delhi, 1980, pp.
252~254; Vaidya, P. L. (ed.), the Saddharmapdndarikasditra, the Mithila Institute of Post-Graduate Studies and Research in
Sanskrit Learning, Darbhanga, 1960, chapter- 11, p. 161; Kotsuki, H. (ed.), Saddharmapundarikasdtram, Sanskrit Lotsu Sutra
Manuscript from University of Tokyo General Library, Soka Gakkai, Tokyo, 2003; Kubo, T. & Yuyama, A. (tr.), the Lofus Sutra,
Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research, 1993, Chapter- 12, pp. 197~198; Takakusu, J. (ed.), Mao-fa-lian-hua-
Jing, translated by Kumarajiva, (in 7aisho shinshd daizokyo, Vol. 9,), Taisho shinshi daizokyo kankokai, Tokyo, 1960, p. 35c;
Takakusu, J. (ed.), Zheng-fa-hua-jing, translated by Dharmaraksa, (in 7a/isho shinshd daizokyo, Vol. 9), Taisho shinshu
daizokyo kankokai, Tokyo, 1960, p. 106a.



Thus, Prajinakuta Bodhisattva had doubts on her obtaining the supreme
enlightenment in a moment without any hardship, and venerable Sariputra also had
doubts, as attainment of the supreme enlightenment was very difficult for any one. At
the same time he was surprised, too, because it was an unprecedented occurrence.
Here it should be noted that both Prajfiakita Bodhisattva and venerable Sariputra did

not mention womanhood itself as a hindrance to obtain the supreme enlightenment.

This part of the Lotus Sutrais quoted very often as an example of gender
discrimination in Buddhism. But we must not forget that it is the comment made by
venerable Sariputra, not by the Buddha himself. Further, Here, attention should be
paid to the term “adyapr’ in Sanskrit which means “still”, “yet”, “to this day” etc. If no
woman has occupied these five places so far, it does not mean that she can not
attain it in the future. Instead of taking it as venerable Sariputra’s refusal to accept
her enlightenment, we may simply interpret the statement as his astonishment. He

questioned with astonishment about for such a wonderful and incredible thing that he

had never heard of before.

One more important point is to be noted. In the Sanskrit texts of the Lofus Sdtrait is
written “five places or ranks” (parica sthanani). When Dharmaraksa ( %= )
translated the Lofus Sdtrainto Chinese in 268 A.D., he followed the Sanskrit
interpretation and used the term ‘FE{Z wu wei’ which means five places or ranks.
But after him the text was translated by Kumarajiva in 406 A. D. using a

discriminatory expression. He used the term ‘E& wu zhang’ which means five



obstructions or obstacles. In addition, Kumarajiva’s translation also gives the

following comments. As a reply to the dragon king’s daughter, Sariputra says, “You
say that you will soon attain the highest path. This is difficult to believe. Why is this?
[Because] the female body is polluted; it is not a fit vessel for the Dharma. How can

you attain the highest enlightenment?”2

This part of Sariputra’s comment is neither found in the Sanskrit texts nor in the work
of Dharmaraksa. Various reasons are stated, such as his translation is based on a
manuscript from Kucha (Qiu-ci)3, the Devadatta chapter where this discriminatory
statement is written, did not exist originally in the translation of Kumarajiva* etc.
Unfortunately, as the manuscript is no longer extant, there is no way to verify if it was
really a part of the original manuscript, or if it was Kumarajiva’s idea or if it was added
by somebody else later. But one thing is evident that when the text traveled from
India to China through Central Asia, it was influenced by the local thoughts of the
time and later interpolations of gender discrimination could be possible. It is a very
good example of how place and time affected translating and interpreting the

Buddhist texts.

2 Kubo & Yuyama, the Lotus Sdtra, 1993, p. 197.

The original text is:

REFAFELS. AFTABELE, REHE. FUEMR. ZSRRIERER. ARSRLER. RERECEESN. &
ERTEBRHE. REDKR. (Mao-fa-lian-hua-jing, Vol. 4, T. 9, p. 35¢.)

3 Tian-pin-miao-fa-lian-hua-jing, T. 9, p. 134c.

4 Tian-pin-miao-fa-lian-hua-jing, T. 9, p. 134c ; Tada & Tada, Hokkebu, Vol. 1, p.19; Karitani, p. 185; Bussho kaisetsu daijiten,
p. 358.



Although there are three Chinese translations of the Lofus Sutra extant®,
unfortunately Kumarajiva’'s work is the most popular in most of the Mahayana
countries. In Japan, it added fuel to already existing gender discrimination. How the
women grieved because of these five obstacles can be observed from various

Japanese literary works.6

Further, the five ranks/ obstructions are different in the Sanskrit and in the Chinese
texts. In the Chinese version, the five obstructions are inability to become a Brahma,
a Sakra, a Mara, a sovereign monarch and a Buddha. The term ‘maharaja of the
Sanskrit text is not found in any of the Chinese texts. Conversely, the term ‘Mara’
does not find a place in the Sanskrit texts. But surprisingly, the Pali texts, however,
used the term ‘Mara’ although it is not an honorable rank according to Pali tradition.”
These five ranks/ obstructions should have been the same in all the versions, if they

were really important factors on the path of a woman’s enlightenment.

The five ranks/ obstacles and the ordination of women:

3 By Dharmaraksa in 286 A.D., by Kumarajiva in 406 A.D. and by Jianagupta and Dharmagupta in 601 A. D.

8 Murasaki shikibu sha, Rydjinhisyo, Heike monogatari, Zokuhonché 6joden etc. For detail refer Shirato Waka, “Butten ni
arawareta josei tachi” in Josei to bukkyo, Koka shosho- 3, Kyoto, 1998.

7 Majjhima Nikaya, Vol. lll, pp. 65-66; Ariguttara Nikaya, Part- |, p. 28; Vibhariga, p. 336.



Here it is interesting to note that various other texts also mention these five ranks/
obstructions.8 The Lofus Sutra, however, is cited the most. Although we do not find
the term five ranks/ obstructions, the Pali scriptures also mention it in the same
meaning as mentioned above.® In the Lofus Sdtra this concept of five ranks/
obstruction was related to the thought of women’s attainment of Buddhahood, but in

some of these texts in Chinese, it is related to the ordination of women.

8 Here is a list of the texts:
a. Zhong-a-han-jing, Vol. 28, T. 1, p. 607b.
b. Wu-fen-li, Vol. 29 <Di-wu-fen-zhi-ba-bi-qiu-ni-fa>, T. 22, p. 186a. )
c. Zhong-ben-qi-jing, <u-tan-mi-lai-zuo-bi-qiu-ni-pin-di-jiu>, T. 4, p. 159b.

Zeng-yi-a-han-jing (Y& —FI&#%, Jpn. Z6 ichi agongyd), Vol. 38, T. 2, p. 757c.
e. Fo-shuo-chao-ri-ming-san-mei-fing (1L 548 B Bl = Bk&E, Jpn. Bussetsu Chonichimyd zanmaikyd), Vol. 2, T. 15, p. 541b.

f. Da-zhi-du-lun (K& E#, Jpn. Daichidoron), Vol. 2, T. 25, p. 72b.
9. Dai-zhi-du-lun, Vol. 9, T. 25, p. 125a.

h. Dai-zhi-du-lun, Vol. 56, T. 25, p. 459a.

i. Fo-shuo-qu-tan-mi-fi-guo+jing, T. 1, p. 858a.
° a) AtthanaQ etaQ bhikkhave anavakaso ya@ itthi araha@ assa samma sambuddho n’ etaQ thana¥ vijjati. Thanaf ca kho
etaQ bhikkhave vijjati ya¥ puriso araha®y assa samma sambuddho thana¥ eta¥ vijafiti.
Atthana®@ eta? bhikkhave anavakaso ya% itthi raja assa cakkavattin’ eta® thana¥ vijati. Thanari ca kho eta’? bhikkhave
vijjati yal¥ puriso rgja assa cakkavatti thana? eta® vijjatiti.
Atthana¥ eta® bhikkhave anavakaso ya¥ ifthi Sakkatta® kareyya . . . pe. .. Maratta® kareyya . .. pe... Brahmatia®
kareyya n’ eta® thana¥ vifjati. Thanar ca kho eta® bhikkhave vijjati ya? puriso Sakkatta® kareyya . . . pe . .. Maratta®
kareyya . .. pe. .. Brahmatta® kareyya thana® eta¥ vijatiti. (Ariguttara Nikaya, Part- I, p. 28)

b) Atthanam etam anavakaso yam ifthi araham assa Sammasambuddho, n’ etam thanam vijatiti pajanati: Thanan ca
kho etam vijati yam puriso araham assa Sammasambuddho, thanam etam vijjatiti pajanati; Atthanam etam anavakaso yam ifthi
r8/a assa cakkavatti, n’ etam thanam vijjatiti pajanati; Thanaf ca kho etam vijati yam puriso raja assa cakkavatti, thanam eta’?
vijatiti pajanati; Afthanam etam anavakaso yam itthi Sakkatia®y kareyya, n’ etam thanam vijjatiti pajanati; Thanafi ca kho etam
vijjati yam puriso Sakkattam kareyya, thanam etam vijatiti pajanati; Atthanam etam anavakaso yam itthi Marattam kareyya, n’
etam thanam vijjatiti pajanati; Thanan ca kho etam vijati yam puriso Marattam kareyya, thanam eta¥ vijatiti pajanati; Atthanam
etam anavakaso yam iithi Brahmatta®y kareyya, n’eta thana¥ vijatiti pajanati; Thanar ca kho eta®? vijati yam puriso

Brahmattam kareyya, thanam eta¥ vijatiti pajanati. (Majjhima Nikaya, Vol. Ill, pp. 65-66)

c) atthanam eta® anavakaso ya¥ itthi araha®? assa sammasambuddho, n’ eta® thana¥ vijatiti pajanati; thanari ca kho eta’?’
vijati ya® puriso araha®? assa sammasambuddho, thanam eta% vijjaliti pajanati; atthanam etal anavakaso ya$¥ itthi rgja
assa cakkavatti, n’ eta® thana¥ vijatiti pajanati; thanari ca kho eta vijjati ya puriso rgja assa cakkavatti, thanam eta’
vijjatiti pajanati; atthanam eta® anavakaso ya¥ itthi Sakkatta® kareyya, Maratia® kareyya, Brahmatta® kareyya, n’ eta’’
thana$¥ vijatiti pajanati; thanan ca kho eta vijjati ya® puriso Brahmatta® kareyya, thanam eta¥ vifjatiti pajanati. (Vibhariga,
pp. 336-337)



Among these, in the Chinese Sutra Fo-shuo-qu-tan-mi-ji-guo-

Jing (1LEREBERRERER, Jp. Bussetsu kudommi kikakyd, later half of the 5t Century
A.D. ), the Chinese translation of the Mahisasaka Vinaya, known as the Wu-fen-

I ( B3 &, Jpn. Gobunritsu, 423~424 A. D. ) , the Chinese Madhyamagama or the
Zhong-a-han-jing ( RRIE4#E, Jpn. Chidagongyd, 397~398 A. D. ) , the Zhong-ben-qi-
Jing (RASERAR, Jpn. Chahongikyo, 207 A. D.) etc. the five ranks/ obstructions are
related to the episode of Mahapajapatr's ordination. The Zhong-ben-qi-jing describes

it in the following way:10

When Mahapajapati, the aunt as well as the foster mother of the Buddha, went to the
Lord and asked for his permission to become a bhAikkhuni, he denied her request. But
later with the advocacy of venerable Ananda, he allowed the women to enter the
sangha, although reluctantly. But he put as a condition the acceptance of the Eight
Important Rules (attha garudhamma) to become a bhikkhuni. One of the rules states
that a nun even if ordained for a hundred years must bow down and pay due respect
to a monk ordained even that very day. One day, Mahapajapati went with other
bhikkhunis and told Ananda that the bhikkhunis had practiced the Vinaya and
followed the path of the Buddha sincerely for a long time. Then why must they have
to respect the freshly ordained bhikkhus? Venerable Ananda informed this matter to
the Lord. The Lord said “Stop, stop. O Ananda. You must be careful of what you say,

because what you know is not like what | know. If the women had not been allowed

10T4, p. 158a~159b.



to become bhikkhuni, then the people of other religions and the lay people would
have spread their [own] cloth on the ground and seeking for the compassion of the
bhikkhus would have said, <O venerables, you have practiced pure vinaya and have
[attained] enlightenment. Please walk on this cloth and let us obtain merits for a long
time>. If the women had not been allowed to become bhikkhunt, all the people in the
world would have opened [their long] hair, spread that on the ground, and seeking for
the compassion of the bhikkhus would have said, <O venerables, you follow the
vinaya, listen to the wisdom and practice [accordingly]. We request you to walk on
[our] hair and let us obtain merit for a long time>. If the women had not been allowed
to become bhikkhuni, all the people in the world would have prepared robes, food,
drink, cushions and medicine and would have requested the bhikkhus to come and
receive them. If the women had not been allowed to become bhikkhunt, all the people
of the world would have paid respect to the bhikkhus like the sun and moon, like the
gods of the heaven. They would have paid more respect than they do to the scholars
of other religions. [Thus] if the women had not been allowed to become bhikkhunr,
the True Law of the Buddha would have flourished for one thousand years. [But now]
as the women became bhikkhunt, it will be reduced to 500 years. Why? O Ananda,
[because] there are five ranks that the women cannot obtain. Those are the rank of a

Tathagata Buddha, a universal monarch, an Indra, a Mara, and a Brahma.”

Here, a gradual decline of the Dharma is described. First, lay people will stop
respecting the sarigha gradually, and then they will stop giving offerings, as it will not

bring any merit to them because of the presence of the women in the sarigha who



are denied the 5 ranks. Next, as the flow of offerings will be stopped, it will be very
difficult for the members of the sarigha to continue their livelihood and ultimately
there will be no preacher of the Dharma. As a result, the true Law that was supposed

to continue for a thousand years will be reduced to 500 years.

The Wu-fen-Iii' states even more clearly that as the women have five
obstacles they must respect the newly ordained bhikkhus even if they are ordained

for a long time.

The Fo-shuo-qu-tan-mi-ji-guo-fing’? describes almost the same contents but
with the following difference. Here it is stated very distinctly that the Buddha did not
allow the women to enter the sangha as they cannot obtain these five ranks “till the
end of their life” that is to say they can not obtain these five ranks after all their effort.
The Zhong-a-han-jing also depicts in the same way.'3 In both these texts and in the
Zhong-ben-qi-jing we find an additional statement that the men can obtain these five
ranks justifying why men were accepted in the Sangha and why they should be
revered by the women renunciants irrespective of their seniority. The Pali texts
mention equally too. But the Sanskrit text of the Lofus Sdtra does not mention it.
Moreover, in all these four texts the description related to the five obstacles is found

at the end of the concerned chapter in question. It could be possible that when the

11722, p. 185b~186b..
2T1, p. 856a~858a.
3T1, p. 605a~607b.



concepts of pollution and five obstacles were introduced into Buddhist texts, it was

thought appropriate to add to the episode of women’s ordination.

Unfortunately, as the original Sanskrit versions of the above texts are not extant, it
cannot be said with much certainty whether these are the original statements or
whether they were changed when translated into Chinese. This concept of five

obstacles could be one among various factors for the decline of bhikkhunt lineage.

Most probably the concept of five obstacles was used to highlight the possibility for
the salvation of women: even women, who have polluted bodies and five obstacles,
can obtain salvation — a key point of Mahayana Buddhism. The following verse may

be quoted in this regard:

So profound is Amida’s great compassion
That, manifesting inconceivable Buddha-wisdom,
The Buddha established the Vow of transformation into men,

Thereby vowing to enable women to attain Buddhahood.4

14 “Hymns of the Pure Land” in the Collected Works of Shinran, Vol. I, Shin Buddhism Translation Series, Jodo Shinsha
Hongwaniji-ha, Kyoto, 1997, p. 341. (This is the meaning of the Thirty-fifth Vow)

HPED REASD T hiE

LBEOTRREEHSDLT

EHBFOREZERLT

ZABRILEAWVIZY)

(EREAGHREZESS (/). "ERE#, THLNE, . REABFHMREE, =&, 1999%F., p.484)



But later with the passing of time, this concept came to be applied to the ordination of
women, gradually making the path for ordination more difficult for them.
Unfortunately, in the Jodo Shin sect of Japan, even now Buddhist priests chant this
verse exclusively for a woman when she dies in order to make it possible for her to

attain the Buddhahood, where as it is not chanted for the departed men.

Conclusions

Thus, what we have today as gender discrimination is in fact the result of a gradual
piling up of misinterpretations due to the social characteristics of the times and the
linguistic limitations of the places where the texts were translated as they traveled
from India to other regions. Because of these misinterpretations, now, many women
have to remain at the status of novice nun even if they want to become bhikkhunis.
Misinterpreted parts of the texts were accepted as the words of the Buddha and in
the long run women were treated as the polluted beings. According to my informal
questionnaire | have come to find that in most of the Buddhist countries women in
general are treated as polluted beings without any concrete notion of why they are
polluted. They are not aware of the underlying reasons and just follow the custom
blindly. | believe, a careful study of the texts and a proper understanding of the
contents can to some extent solve this problem for women renunciants and female

laity and give them the position they deserve.
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