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I. Gender pairing
In this paper, I will examine several aspects of the role of the female
in "early Buddhism", defined here as from the time of the Buddha up
to the early centuries of the Christian Era1. Since a study of female roles
should not neglect the broader context of gender relations within the
Buddhist community, I will begin by examining a structural feature of
Buddhist social organization and literature (the one reflecting the other),
whch I describe as "gender pairing". For this we will start in the middle of the 3rd century BCE, with the reign of King ASoka, whose edicts
are both the earliest lithic records of India and the earliest extant information on Buddhism.
ASoka7s famous edict on samghabheda, which was set up at three
important centres of Buddhist activity - KauSSmbi, Ssfici, and SmFith
- refers to both monks and nuns (bhikkhu, bhikkhz~ni)~.
The S2m2th
inscription was to be communicated to both the order of monks (bhikkhusamgha) and the order of nuns (bhikkhuni-samgha). In the "CdcuttaBairSi9'edict, the King conveys his wish that both monks and nuns, both
laymen and laywomen, frequently listen to and reflect upon selected teachings of the Buddha - the famous dhamrnapaliyc~ya~.

* I am grateful to Ulrike Roesler (Marburg) and Justin Meiland (Oxford) for their careful reading, comments, and corrections.
The classic study of the subject remains Homer 1930. Her work makes thorough use
of PIli sources, but does not take into account inscriptions or the literature of other Buddhist schools. See also Paul 1979. For a variety of views on the date of the Buddha, see
Bechert 1991, 1992, 1995: for this article, I assume that theparinirvcina took place between
400 and 350 BCE.
Bloch 1950, pp. 152-153.
Bloch, pp. 154-155; Schneider 1984, pp. 491-498. The edict is from a hill 52 miles
north of Jaipur in Rajasthan; the "Calcutta" of the title sigmfies that the inscription was
removed to Calcutta, then capital of British India.

'

Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Sh~dies
Volume 24 * Number 2 2001

242

PETER SKILLING

For our purposes, the edicts tell us two things. Firstly, they show
ASoka9sconcern for the welfare of both samghas, and his regard for the
order of nuns as an important social body, on a par with the order of
monks4. Secondly, the language of the inscriptions reflects the fact that
the monastic ordination lineage, established by the Buddha himself, was
dual in nature: men became bhikkhu-s, and women became bhikkuni-s.
Lay disciples were also classed by gender: laymen (updsaka) and laywomen (updsikd).
From ASoka's edicts we may thus deduce that the leading participants
in the early Buddhist movement were two gendered pairs: monks and
nuns, laymen and laywomen5. A similar picture may be drawn from
the scriptures, where the two pairs make up the "four assemblie~"~.
At the beginning of his career, the Buddha expressed his intention that
the four groups become independent of him in their ability to absorb,
teach, and explain his teachings. This is recounted in the Theravsdin
Mahdparinibbdna-sutta, where the Buddha relates how, not long after
his enlightenment, Mara came and requested him to enter final nibbdna
immediately (that is, fearing loss of influence, M2ra did not want the
Blessed One to teach the dhamma). The Buddha replied: "I will not enter
parinibbdna, Evil One, until my monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen
have become auditors who are intelligent, trained, confident, learned,
bearers of dhamma who practise in accordance with dhamma, who practise correctly, who follow dhamma; who, taking up what they have learned
Let us remember that according to Sri Lankan tradition ASoka's daughter Sazggharnittx
became a nun, and took a sapling of the bodhi-tree to the isle of L d a , where she established the order of nuns.
A shorthand for the orders of monks and nuns was ~lbharo-or ubhaya-samgha, "both
orders", "the two orders". In piicattika 84 of the Mahasamghika and Lokottaravsdin
Bhikpni Vinaya-s, ViSWB invites "the two orders" to a meal together: see Hirakawa
1982, p. 273; Roth 1970, Nolot 1991, 5 198. In the Dakkhinci-vibhanga-sutta (Majjhimaniktya I
D 255.28) the fust two of seven classes of offerings made to the order (samghagatci dakkhinii) are to "both orders" (ubhatosamghe dcinanz deti); these are followed by
offerings to the order of monks, the order of nuns, an appointed number of monks and nuns,
an appointed number of monks, and an appointed number of nuns.
See PTSD 437a, s.v. parisii, and Takasaki 1987, pp. 250-252. It is remarkable that
the Catu~pari+-at-setra,a Sarvastivadin text which according to its title deals with the
[origins of] the "four assemblies", entirely omits the tale of the foundation of the order of
nuns. The Jainas also have a "fourfold community" (caturvidha-samgha): Dundas 1992,
p. 129.
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from their teacher, will announce, teach, proclaim, establish, reveal,
explain, and clarify it; who, when a dispute arises, will admonish correctly,
following the dharnrna, and, having admonished, will teach the marvellous dhanzrna. I will not enter parinibbdna, Evil One, until under me the
holy life is successful, flourishing, widespread, popular, and far-famed:
until it is well-proclaimed among humansv7. The phrasing of (Mii1a)Sarv2stiv2din parallels - the Divydvaddna and the Central Asian
Mahdparinirvdna-s&tra-differs, but also stresses the wisdom and capability of all four groups equallys.
In this passage, the Buddha defines the conditions for the success of
his teaching, of the "holy life" (brahrnacaryd). When the Buddha is
eighty years old MZra reminds him of the statement, and asserts that the
conditions have now been fulfilled. The Buddha offers no direct comment, but tells M%ra that he will enter nibbdna in three months' time,
thereby implicitly accepting the truth of MZra's verdict. Similarly, in the
Pdsddika-sutta, in the latter years of his career, the Buddha tells Cunda
that he now has "senior monk disciples who are intelligent, trained, confident, who have attained release from bondage; who are able to proclaim
properly the holy dhamma; who, when a dispute arises, are able to
admonish correctly, following the dharnrna, and, having admonished, to
teach the marvellous dhamma". He goes on to list the other members of
his flock: middle-ranking monks, and newly-ordained monks; senior,
Digha-nikdya 1I 112-113, nu tdvcihampcipima parinibbciyissami ydva me bhikkha ...
bhikkhuniyo ... upcisakd . .. updsikci na sdvikd bhavissanti viyattd vinitci visdradd bahussutd
dhammadhard dhammdnudhamma-patipanmi sdmicipafipannd anudhammacdriniyo,sakam
dcariyakam z~ggahefvddcikkhissanti desessanti paiificipessanti pafthapessanti vivarissanti
vibhajissanti uttcinikarissanti, uppannam parappavcidam sahadhammena suniggahitam
niggahetvd sappdfihdriyam dhammam desessanti. na tdvdham pcipima parinibbdyisscfmi
ydva me idam brahmacariyam na iddhaii c'eva bhavissati phitaii ca vitthcirikam
bdh~ljnfiiiam
puthu-bhatam, yciva devamanussehi suppakcisitam.
Mdndhdtdvaddna, Divydvaddna 5 X W , Cowell & Neil 1987, p. 202.11, nu tdvat
pcipiyan parinirvcisydmi ycivan na me irdvakdh panditd bhavi~yantivyaktci vinilci viidraddh,
alam utpannotpanncincfmparapravcidindm saha dharmena nigrahitcirah, alam svasya vcidasya
paryavaddpayitdro bhiksavo bhikpnya updsakd updsikd vaistdrikam ca me brahmacaryam
cari~yantibdhujanyam pythubhzitam ydvad devamanu~yebhyahsamyaksanlprakciiitam.
The MahGparinirvdna-szitra has a different string of words at the beginning, but is otherwise
the same (except for some orthographical variation) (Waldschmidt 1986, § 16.8)panditd ...
vyaktd medhdvinah (= Tib. mkhas pa gsal ba ies rab tu ldan pa), alam ... . Cf. also
Buddhacarita XXm 63-68.
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middle-ranking, and newly-ordained nuns; laymen and laywomen householders, both celibate and non-celibate, and concludes with the assertion that: "Now, Cunda, under me the holy life is successful, flourishing, widespread, popular, and far-famed, well-proclaimed among
humans " 9 .
The four assemblies are also put on an equal footing in the Sobhanasutta. Here the Buddha states: "These four [individuals], 0 monks, intelligent, trained, confident, learned, bearers of dhamma who practise in
accordance with dhamma adorn the order (samgha) : a monk who is intelligent .. . ; a nun .. . ; a layman ...; a laywoman ..."lo. By way of contrast,
according to the TheravHdin Sangiti-sutta and an Ekottardgama cited in
the Siitrasamuccaya, one of the characteristics of barbarous frontier
regions is that they are not visited by monks or nuns, laymen or laywomen". That is, the presence of the four assemblies in an area was the
defining mark of "civilization", since only then was there a chance to hear
and practise the dhamma.
Other members of the movement were also classed in gendered pairs.
Disciples of the Buddha in general were known as male-auditors (sdvaka)
and female-auditors (sdvikd); lower ordination consisted of sdmanera-s
and sdmaneri-s. For further examples, see Table 1.
Digha-nikciya LU 125.17, santi kho pana me cunda etarahi therri bhikkhii sctvakci viyattci
vinitri visriradri patta-yogakkhemci, alum samakkhdtum saddhammassa, alam uppannam
parappavridam sahadhammena suniggahitanz niggahetvci sapp@hciriya~dhammam deset~rm...
etarahi kho pana me cunda brahmacariyaqz iddhaii ca phitafi ca virthcirikam brihujafifiam
puthu-bhiitam, yctvad eva manussehi suppakcisitam.
lo Anguttara-nikciya, Catukka-nipdta: PTS II 8; ChaFhasarigiti [Q 314; Sykuagha
Val. 21, pp. 9-10; NBlandB 11 9-10, cattriro 'me bhikkhave viyattri vinitri visciradri
bahussutri dhammadharci dhammdnudhamma-patipannd sangham sobhenti. Only
Cha~hasdgitiand NBlandB give the text in full. (Note that the omission of dhammadharri
in the description of the bhikkhuni at PTS 8.13 must be a typographical error, since the
epithets are applied equally to all four in the opening and closing statements.) The commentary (Chatthasangiti ed., Anguttara?rhakatlzri 11 252.4) has little to say: viyattci ti
pafiiici-veyyattiyenasamanncigatri, vinitri ti vinayam upetci suvinitci, visriradri ti vesrirajjena
somanassa-sahagatena iirinena samannrigatci, dhammadharci ti sutadhammrinam
ridhrirabhiitci. For a parallel in the Ekottarcigama, see Przyluski 1923, pp. 207-208.
Digha-nikriya 111 264.12, paccantimesu janapadesu paccrijato hoti milakkhusu
aviiiiicitciresu yattha n' arthi gati bhikkhiinam bhikkhuninam uprisakrinam upcisikrinam ...;
PBsZdika 1989, p. 6.15, mtha' 'khob kyi mi dan. rku Phrog byed pa dun, kla klo dan,
brnab sems can dan, gnod sems can gan du, dge slon dun, dge slon ma dan, dge bsfien
dan, dge bsfien ma mi 'on ba'i nan du skyes pa yin no.
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Table 1. Gender pairing in terminology1

a. General
s8vaka: Sr8vaka
kulaputta: hlaputra

s8vik8: Sr8vik8
(k~ladhit8)~:
hladuhitr

samana: Sramwa
bhikkhu: bhiksu
s m q e r a : Sr2mqera
thera: sthavira
upajjhaya: up8dhyZya
-: karrnakaaka
8cariya: 8cWa
saddhivihw-: siirdh8mvihbantev8si: antev2si

samag: Sramagi, Sramqg, <ram*%
bhikkhuni: bhiksugi
s8mageri: Srmageri, Sr8maqerik8
theri: sthaviri, stheri, thaviri
upajjh8y8, upajjh8yh-: upZdhy8yini, upHdhyHyik8
--: kmak%ka3
ZC*-~:
Bc2ryEyiqi, ZcWikI
saddhivih%rin? : siirdhamvih5ri@
antev8si6: antevasini
sahajivini7: sikkham8n8: SiksarnQ2
--: upasth8yik1~
pavatti&: -

c. Lay persons
up8saka: upasaka
gahapati: ghapati
gihi: glhT

'

up8sik8: up8sikB
gahapatzni: ghapatini

mi:gw

This is a preliminary list, and does not include all possible terms or forms. For each
term I give first P3li then (Buddhist) Sanskrit (largely LokottaravBdin), as available. References are given for only a few rarer terms. For further equivalents in Prakrit and
Sanskrit from inscriptions and literature, see Skilling 1993-4, pp. 29-30. Nolot 1991,
pp. 30, n. 80, and pp. 533-534, discusses several of the terms (not all of which are uniquely
Buddhist).
See remarks in text, n. 67.
See Nolot 1996, p. 89.
For Pdi ricarini see Vinaya (Bhiklhuni-vibhaiiga) W 227.4, 317.26 and 29, 320.3,
322.11.
For PBli saddhiviharini see Vinaya (Bhikkhuni-vibhanga) IV 291.27, 325.11,
326.penult.
For PSli antevcisi see Vinaya (Bhikkhuni-vibhaiiga) IV 291.3 1.
Vinaya (Bhikkh~lni-vibhaiiga)W ,pricittiya XXXIV, LXVIII, LXX.
See Nolot 1991, p. 533.
See Nolot 1991, p. 534.

'
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Since the monastic lineages were dual in nature, the related monastic
literature was made up of paired texts: Vinaya, Pdtimokkha, Kammavdcd
for both monks (bhikkhu) and nuns (bhikkhuni). These texts pertain to
the regulation of the monastic life. Other paired texts are found in the
Khuddhaka-nikdya of the Sutta-pitaka, as may be seen in Table 2.
The "feminine" pairs consist of three collections of verse that include,
I believe, some of the oldest examples of (ascribed) female composition
in Indian literature12. The Theri-gdthd contains verses spoken by over
seventy senior or elder nuns (theris), expressing their enlightenment or
relating their spiritual careers. A few of the nuns' verses are incorporated
into the LokottaravBdin Bhikpni V i n ~ y a ' ~That
. the MTilasarvBstivZdins
transmitted a counterpart of the Theri-gathd is seen from references in lists
of titles corresponding roughly to the K~udrakaor miscellaneous collection: the Carma-vastu and Adhikarana-vastu of their Vinaya refer to a
Sthaviri-gdthd14,and the Samyuktdgama in Chinese translation mentions
a Bhik~uni-gdthd15.The collection has not been preserved either in the
original Sanskrit or in translation16.
In the Theri-apaddna, forty theris relate in verse the deeds of their
past existences and the joy of their present freedom17. The Theri-gdthd
and Theri-apaddna give the verses of the theri-s only, with no narrative elements. The Itthivimdna has a different structure: in answer to
verse questions put by others (for example, MahBmoggallBna), goddesses explain in verse the meritorious deeds that have led to their
rebirth in fabulously beautiful conditions18.It is noteworthy that the stories present, without comment or condemnation, female continuities
across rebirths: in their past lives the goddesses were also femalelg.
I2 "Ascribed" because monks were certainly involved in at least the later stages of
editing, and because the Itthivimiina belongs rather to narrative literature. Female authorship was not uniquely Buddhist: for example, some hymns of the Rg Veda are attributed
to women. Women act as astute philosophical interlocutors in the Byhadiiranyaka Upanisad:
Olivelle 1996, § § 3.6, 8 (GXrgi VZcaknavi) and 2.4, 4.5 (Maitreyi).
l 3 Nolot 1991, pp. 96-98.
l 4 Dutt 1984, Vol. I
II,pt. 4, p. 188.9; Gnoli 1978, p. 64.17.
l5 Lamotte 1976, p. 178 (reference to Taisha 99, p. 362~10).
l6 For the Sthavira-gLithLi from Central Asia see Bechert 1974.
l7 For the Apadina see Cutler 1994.
l8 For the Vimiinavatlhu see Homer 1974, Masefield 1989, and Falk 1990, pp. 139-142.
l9 Cf. Harvey 1995, pp. 68-69, on gender continuity and change across rebirths.
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Table 2. Paired Texts in the Theravsdin tradition1
a. Texts related to monastic discipline (Vinaya)

Male
Bhikkhu Vibhanga
Bhikkhu Pdtimokkha
Bhikkhu Kammavdcd

Female
Bhikkhuni Vibhariga
Bhikkhuni Pdtimokkha
Bhikkhuni Kammavdcd

b. Texts included in the "Miscellaneous Collection" (Khuddaka-nikdya) of the
Sutta-pitaka

Male
Female
Verses of Elder Monks (Theragdthd) Verses of Elder Nuns (Therigdthd)
Exploits of Elder Monks
(TherdpadEna)
Exploits of Elder Nuns (Theri-apaddna)
Purisa-vimdna
Itthi-vimdna
As different schools or lineages evolved, each codified and transmitted texts in its own
recensions. In this table I list only the Theravxdin versions.

While the Thera-gdthd and Thera-apaddna are much longer than
the Theri-gdthd and Theri-apaddna, the Itthivimdna is longer than
the Purisavimdna. The closest non-Theravgdin parallels to the
Vimdnavatthu that I know of are Parables 5 1 to 57 of the Tsa-pao-tsangching, all of which concern goddesses20.
Gender pairing also occurs within the texts of the Nikdya-s/Agama-s,
particularly (by nature of its structure) the Anguttara-nikdyal
EkottarGgama. The most famous example is the Etadagga-vagga of the
Ekaka-nipdta, in which the Buddha praises outstanding monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen according to their individual talentsz1.A parallel text
is included in the Chinese translation of an Ekottardgama of unknown
In the Theravsdin version, the Blessed One lists thirteen
See Willemen 1994, pp. 121-129.
Anguttara-nikdya I 23-26.
22 "Ekottarilgama (Traduit de la version chinoise par Thich Huyen-Vi)", in BSR 3.2
(1986), pp. 132-142; 4.1 (1987), pp. 47-58. This text, the Tseng-i-a-han-ching,is preserved only in Chinese translation; for its school affiliation, see Skilling 1994a, n. 21.
20

21
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outstanding nuns; in the Ekottardgama he extols fifty-one nunsz3.
The Sanskrit Karmavibhangopadeia (of unknown school) refers to a
similar collection as the Bhik~unindm-agratci-siitraZ4.References to
nuns using the etad-agra formula are scattered here and there in
MtilasarvHstiv2din literature: in the Avaddnaiataka, for example, SupriyH
is praised as "foremost of those who have made merit" (krtapunydn~im)~~.
Some other examples will be given below.
(It is worthy of note that the Uppcitasanti, a PHli protective 'verse text
believed to have been composed in Northern Thailand [L& Nii] during
the Ayutthaya period, lists the thirteen theris of the P a version along with
their attainments, and invokes their protection - along with that of past
Buddhas, the great male disciples, deities, and so on)26.
From a verse of the Apaddna of PatHcaH we learn that past Buddhas
(in this case Padumuttara) also made etad-agga declarationsz7.Indeed,
each Buddha of the past, present, and future has two "chief male-auditors"
(aggasdvaka) and two "chief female-auditors" (aggasdvikd). The
Buddhavamsa names the pairs of monks and nuns who held this position
for each past Buddha; in the case of Gotama, the chief female-auditors
were KhemH and Uppalavag@iZ8.The Andgatavamsa gives the same information for the future Buddha MetteyyaZ9.
In another paired text -found in the Aydcana-vagga of the Anguttaranikdya, a Sanskrit Ekottardgama from Gilgit, and the Chinese Ekottardgama - the Buddha names model pairs of monks, nuns, laymen, and
laywomen, whom their peers should emulate30.In the P a and Chinese versions, KhemH and UppalavaqqH are the model nuns, while KhujjuttarH and

23 Anguttara-nikciya I 25.17 foll.; BSR 4.1 (1987), pp. 47-51 (see p. 58, n. 11, for the
total number).
24 Ldvi 1932, p. 161.19; Vaidya 1961, p. 216.6.
25 Speyer 1970, p. 11.2; Feer 1891, p. 267.
26 See Phra Dhamrnbanda MahZthera (ed.), Uppcitasanti,verses 172-186, in Agramahdpanditcinusarana,Lampang, BE 2535 [CE 19921.
27 Theri-apadcina,NZlandB ed., verse 471, tat0 vinuyadhcirinam aggam vunnesi nciyako,
bhikkhunim lajjinim tddim kappcikappavisLfradam.
28 Buddhavamsa XXVI, 19 khemd uppalavannci ca bhikkhunf aggasdvikci; see also
Dipavamsa XVIII, 9.
29 Chit T i & Pmitt 1988, verses 97-98.
'O Ahguttarn-nikciya I 88-89; Okubo 1982, pp. (21)-(22); BSR 5.1 (1988), pp. 47-48.
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Velukq%- NmdamZtZ are the model laywomen31.The Gilgit version has
MahZprajZpati Gautami and UtpalavaqZ in the first instance, and Vis'W2
Mrg%ram%tZof SrZvasti and KubjottarZ of KauSZmbhi in the second.
Laymen and laywomen are not neglected. The Buddha praises the
qualities of ten laywomen in the TheravZdin Etadagga-vagga, and thirtyone in the Chinese E k o t t a r ~ g a m aThe
~ ~ . Sanskrit Karmavibhangopadeia
refers to a similar collection as the UpdsikBndm-agratB-~iitra~~.
The
Buddhavamsa names the two chief female lay-supporters (agg ' upatthik'
upBsikB) for each past Buddha, as does the Ancigatavamsa for the future
Buddha M e t t e ~ y a ~ ~ .
There is also a Bhikkhuni-samyutta in the SagBtha-vagga. Here there
is no matching *Bhikkhu-samyutta (but several samyutta-s of the
Samyutta-nikeya are devoted to individual monks). A Sanskrit counterpart of the Bhikkhuni-samyutta is known from Central Asia, and a
similar section is found in the Chinese Samyuktegama; both belong to
the (Miila)Sa~IstivZdinschooP5. Verses from this samyukta are cited
in Sanskrit works such as the Abhidharmakoia. The Dharmaguptakas
and Mahis'Zsakas also included a Bhikpni-samyukta in their Samyukt~gama-s~~.
These examples show an even-handed treatment of gendered pairs in
As'oka's edicts and in texts of several schools: monks and nuns, laymen
and laywomen, are recognized and valued social roles or bodies37.This gendered pairing - which goes beyond a simple acknowledgement of the
natural fact of sexual polarity (classed in Buddhist texts as the male and
female faculties,purisa and itthi indriya-s) -pervades early Buddhist literature. I do not think that gender pairing was accorded the same degree
That is, if in the Chinese Ekottara, Kiu tch'eou to lo = KhujjuttarB.
Anguttara-nikrlya 126.16 foll.; BSR 4.1 (1987), pp. 54-57 (and p. 58, n. 19 for the
total number).
33 LCvi 1932, p. 161.20; Vaidya 1961, p. 216.7.
34 Chit Tin & Pruitt 1988, verse 99.
35 See Waldschmidt 1980, pp. 144-148, and Akanuma 1990, p. 183.
36 LBvi & Chavannes 1916, p. 35; Przyluski 1926, p. 194.
37 There are, of course, hierarchical disparities: monks are mentioned first, followed
by nuns, laymen, laywomen, and it is well-known that the order of nuns was subordinate
to the order of monks. Furthermore, the lists of outstanding nuns and the verse-collections
of nuns are shorter than those of the monks.
"
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of si@cance in early brahmanical or Jaina literary tradition^^^. Although
these traditions also had paired terms (as is only natural) - especially the
Jainas, whose terminology was similar to that of the Buddhists -they did
not transmit paired texts, or anthologies devoted exclusively to women39.

II. Nuns and the transmission of the scriptures
What role did nuns - or women - play in the transmission of scriptures? For practical purposes, the Bhikkunt Patimokkha and Bhikkuni
Kammavdcd must have been transmitted by the nuns themselves, since
these texts had to be memorized and recited. What about other texts?
Traditional accounts of the Buddhist councils (samgiti) (available for a
number of schools) record that the oral traditions and (later) written scriptures were rehearsed, redacted, and handed down by monks: or at least
they do not mention nuns.
That nuns did participate in the transmission and explication of the
sacred texts is, however, proven by both literary and epigraphic records.
Several nuns are known to have been outstanding preachers40.An irnportant discourse, the Ciliavedalla-sutta,is spoken by the nun DhammadinnB
to her former husband Visas. The SarvastivBdin and MiilasarvBstivZidin
counterparts, included in the Madhyamagama, were known as the
Bhik~t~nidharmadinnd-siitra4'.
It was a well-known and authoritative text,
38 For the position of women in Jainism, see Deo 1956, Jaini 1991, and Dundas 1992,
pp. 48-52. Deo (p. 578) remarks that "the nuns always remained subordinate to the monks
not only regarding seniority but also in the execution of monastic jurisprudence. With all that,
they have played a very important role in the organisation of the female Jaina laity ...." See
ibid. pp. 507-508 for some (not entirely satisfactory) remarks on "Nuns and B r h a n i s r n " .
For the status of women in Indian society in general, see Basham 1971, pp. 179-190.
39 The Jainas also use the terms bhikkhu and bhikkhuni, sdvaka and sdvikd, updsaka
and updsikd, as well as nigantha and nigganthi. They did not have a separate set of rules
for the nuns: as noted by Deo (1956, p. 473), "right from the time of the composition of
the Acrirdnga, different texts give a rule starting with the formula: ' J e bhikkhn bhiklchuni
vri', or 'Niggantho nigganthi vd', which shows that the rule was common both to the
monks as well as to the nuns".
40 For "the influence of the teachmg and preaching nuns" in China see Tsai 1994, p.
8. For early Jainism cf. Deo 1956, p. 491, who says that "women preachers are often mentioned". See also Jain 1991, pp. 352-353.
4' Majjhima-nikdya no. 44. For the SarvZstivZdin version see Bhiksu Thich Minh Chau
1991, pp. 269-278; for the MiilasarvHstivZdin version see Samathadeva, Abhidharmakos'aupdyikdrikd (Q 5595, Vol. 118, mnon pa'i bstan bcos tu, 7a8-12b3).
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cited in the Abhidharmakoia and other works. In the Khemdtheri-sutta of
the Avydkata-samyutta, Khem2 Then delivers a profound discourse to
King P a ~ e n a d iThe
~ ~ .nun ThullanandZ -whose behaviour was less than
ideal - is described as "learned, eloquent, confident, outstanding in the
ability to preach sermons"43. Many people came to hear her prsach,
including, on at least two occasions, King Pasenadi of Kosala4. The same
epithets are applied to BhaddZ K Z p i l ~ n i ~ ~ .
According to pdcattika 93 of the MahZsZmghika and LokottaravZdin
Bhik~uniVinayas, the ten qualifications of a nun who can induct other
women into the order include being learned (bahujruta) in abhidharma and
~ b h i v i n a y a According
~~.
to pdcattika 104, a nun who acts as preceptor
(upasthciyikd ti upddhyciyini)must train her charge (zpasthdpitdnti sdrdham
vihdrini) for two years in abhidharma and a b h i ~ i n a y aIn
~ ~the
. Sobhanasutta cited above, a nun who is, among other things, "learned, a bearer of
dhamma" (bhikkhunl . . . bahussutd dhammadhard) is said to adorn the
42 Samyutta-nikaya IV 374-380. According to Akanuma (1990, p. 235) there is no Chinese parallel.
43 Vinaya IV 254.4, 255.4, 256.23, 285.18, 290.4, bahussutri hoti bhcinikc visdradci
patthci dhammim katham katum. I interpret bhrinikci as "eloquent", rather than as the feminine of bhanaka in the technical sense of a trained reciter of a section of the scriptures
(digha-bhanaka, etc.), since in this sense bhcinakalbhcinikEdoes not appear in the Tipifaka,
but only in later literature such as paracanonical texts and A?fhakathri (and also early
inscriptions). The occurrences of bha~ikdlisted above seem to be the only ones in the
Tipitaka, except for mariju-bhrinikz,"sweet-voiced, uttering sweet words", Jcitaka VI 422:
see PTSD 501b, S.V.bhanaka. The termpa(fha is also rare (PTSD 402b). The word bhdnikci
is not listed in the indexes to the LokottaravzdinBhik~uni-vinaya(Roth 1970; Nolot 1991).
I reluctantly render bahussutalbahuirrrta as "learned", for want of a better equivalent: we
should remember that the term belongs to the realm of aurality/orality, and means literally
"having heard many [teachings]".
44 Vinaya IV 254-256.
45 Vinaya IV 290.7.
Hirakawa 1982, p. 290; Roth 1970, Nolot 1991, $207. There is no PZli parallel to
this mle.
47 Hirakawa 1982, pp. 313-314; Roth 1970, Nolot 1991, $218. The text defies abhidharma as nava-vidhah sBtrcintah and abhivinaya as prcitimok;ah vistara-prabhedena.
Here, and in other epithets, terms such as (abhi)dharma or (abhi)vinaya do not refer to
the written texts that we know today, but to earlier oral transmissions and explications
of the Buddha's teachings and the monastic guidelines. The PBli parallel @acittiya 68)
does not give the ten qualifications, or mention abhidharma and abhivinaya (but the
ability to train in abhidhamma and abhivinaya are among the five qualities that a monk
should possess in order to ordain another: Vinaya I 64.penult.) For the two terms see
Watanabe 1996, pp. 25-36.
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order. The Ci7dpak~dvaddnaof the Divydvaddna mentions nuns who are
"versed in Tripitaka, preachers of dhar-ma, coherent and fluent speakers"
(bhikyzyas tripitd dhdrmakathikd yuktam~ktapratibhdnd)~~.
The accomplishments of nuns related to the transmission or preaching
of dhamma are singled out in statements phrased in the etad-agga formula.
It is important to observe that these exemplary nuns are described as "foremost among my female auditors, among the nuns" (etad aggam . . . mama
sdvikdnam bhikkhuninam) in a certain ability: that is, other nuns had the
same accomplishments, but to a lesser degree. In the Etadagga-vagga, the
above-mentioned Dharnmadinna is extolled as "foremost among preachers
of d h ~ m m a " PatacPS
~~.
is singled out as "foremost among bearers of
v i n ~ y a "According
~~.
to the Miilasarvastivadin Vinaya and the Avaddnaiataka, Kacamgala is "foremost among those who explain the s~7tras"~~.
According to the Avaddnaiataka, Soma is "foremost among those who are
learned and who preserve the oral tradition" (bahuirutdn* irutadharindm),
and KsemZ is "foremost among those who are very wise and very eloquent" (mahdprdjfidndm m a h ~ ~ r a t i b h d n d mIn) ~the
~ . Etadagga-vagga,
the latter is described as "foremost among those who are very wise"53.
48 Cowell & Neil 1987, p. 493.8, 15. The same passage occurs in the Vinaya-vibhanga
and Vinaya-samuccaya with the variant *dvipi[civci tripifci vci: Vinaya-vibhanga, Q1032,
Vo143, 'dul ba fie, 65bl,7 and Vinaya-samuccaya, 45607, Vol. 121, 'dul 'grel mu, 104a7,
b6, dge slon ma rnams ni sde snod griis pa dun, sde snod gsum pa chos sgrog pa, rigs pa
dun, grol ba'i spobs pa can dug. (The few minor variants in the Tibetan need not trouble
us here.) For yuktamuktapratibhcina cf. Braarvig 1985, pp. 18 and 25, M. 3, 4.
49 Anguttara-nikciya I 25.22, etad aggam bhikkhave mama scivikcinam bhikkhuninam
dharnmakathikcinam yad idam dhammadinnd. Cf. BSR 4.1 (1987), p. 48.
50 Anguttara-nikciya I 25.21, etad aggam bhikkhave mama srfvikcinam bhikkhuninam
vinayadharcinam yad idam palcicdrci. Cf. BSR 4.1 (1987), p. 47. Pat%c&X'sinitial aspiration in a previous life is related in her apadcina: Theri-apadcina, N%land%ed., verses 468511, especially verses 471 (for which see n. 27 above) and 506. For a summary of the
apadcina see Cutler 1994, pp. 9-10.
51 Bhai~ajyavastu,in Dutt 1984, Vol. 111, pt. 1, p. 22.13, e~cigrcime bhik~avo
bhik~unincimmama irrfvikcindmszihcintavibhcigakarhincimyad uta kacamgalci bhik~uni;
Tibetan translation Q1030, Vol. 41, 'dul ba ge, 121b8; Avadcinaiataka in Speyer 1970,
p. 43.8 = Feer 1891, p. 291. See also the Tsa-pao-tsang-ching (Taisho 203), in Willemen 1994, p. 21, "Among bhik~uni-s[KacamgalZ] had the best understanding of the
sutras".
52 Speyer 1970, pp. 22.4,50.9, respectively; Feer 1891, pp. 277,295, respectively. For
the skills implied by bahussuta and sutadhara see Majjhima-nikciya 1213.1.
53 Anguttara-nikciya I 25.19, etad aggam bhikkhave mama scivikdnam bhikkhuninam
mahcipafiricinamyad idam khemci. Cf. BSR 4.1 (1987), p. 47.
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An early Pgli chronicle, the D i p a v a p a , gives a long list of nuns,
starting with Mahgpajgpati Gotami and other nuns in India, who are
described as "learned in vinaya" (vinayaEEii) and "adept in the path"
(maggak~vidd)~"
It then gives long lists of nuns: Then Samghamittg and
nuns who came with her from Jambudipa to Sri Lanka, followed by other
nuns both from India and Ceylon. A refrain states that the nuns "recited
the Vinaya-pitaka in Anurgdhapura, recited the Five Nikdyas [of the
Sutta-pitaka], and the Seven Treatises [of the Abhidharnrna-pifaka]"55.
The account goes up to at least the time of Abhaya, son of Kutivma, that
is to the first half of the first century of the Christian Era56,and concludes
with the statement: "At present there are others - senior, middle, or
newly-ordained - .. . bearers of vinaya, guardians of the transmission of
the teaching: learned and virtuous, they illuminate this earth"57.The nuns
were honoured by Kings Abhaya and Devgnampiya Tissa. King
Lajjitissa listened to the well-spoken words (subhdsita) of the nuns and
offered them whatever they desired58.
Epigraphic evidence for the accomplishments of nuns in the field of
learning is scant. At S Z c i Avisina from Madalgclrkafa is described as
"versed in the sutras" ( ~ u t d t i k i n i )No
~ ~title
. is supplied to indicate her status, so we do not know whether she was a nun or a laywoman. A bhik~unt
named Buddhamitra, who set up images of the Buddha, is described as
"versed in the Tripifaka" ( t r e p i f i k ~ )Buddhamitra
~~.
is associated with her
teacher the b h i k ~ uBala, also "versed in the Tripitaka". It is likely that both
Buddhamitra and Bala belonged to the Sarviistiviidin school.
Although early literary and epigraphic evjdence thus shows that nuns
contributed to the transmission of the texts - as is only to be expected Dipavamsa XVIII, 7-10.
Dipavamsa XVIII, 11-43: the refrain mns (with variants) vinayam tciva vcicesum
pifakam anurcidhasavhaye, nikEye paiica vcicesum satta c' eva pakarane.
56 Geiger 1953 11, p. x, gives regnal dates CE 16-38 for Kuiaka~atissa,38-66 for
BhZitikZibhaya.
57 Dipavamsa XVIII, 44 idLini atthi aiiiiciyo therikci majjhimci navci, vibhajjavcidi
vinayadharci scisane pavenipdlakci, bahussuta silasampannri obhcisenti mahim imam.
58 Dipavamsa XM, 12.
59 Marshall & Foucher 1983, Vol. I, $5304, 305.
60 Sharma 1984, p. 184, notes 46 and 49. For trepitikci (rnasc. trepifaka) see Darnsteegt
1978, pp. 179 and 248 (where he notes that the feminine trepifikci is not in any of the
dictionaries that he consulted).
54
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their role seems to have eventually been forgotten or ignored. Furthermore,
no commentaries or independent treatises composed by nuns are known to
have survived. It may be that they were never written down, or, if they
were, they were not preserved in later ages, when the influence and status
of the order of nuns waned. This may have been a decision made by the
monks, who controlled the redaction of the scriptures.
If the scriptures were transmitted by males, by monks, there is one
intriguing exception: the Itivuttaka. According to the commentaiy (attributed to DhammapZla), the Itiv~rttakawas transmitted by the laywoman
(updsikd) KhujjuttarZ, first of all to the ladies of the royal harem of King
Udena at Kosambi, who learnt it by heart. Later the monks learned the
collection, which was recited by h a n d a at the First Council. This is a
unique case of an entire collection being transmitted by a woman61.
Khujjuttarii is praised for her "wide learning" (bahussutatd) in both the
P d i Etadagga-vagga and the Chinese Ekottardgam~~~.
As seen above, she
is presented as a model laywoman in the PZli, Gilgit, and Chinese
Anguttar-a-nikiiyalEkottardgama.
Nuns and laywomen in Mahdydna s ~ t r a s ~ ~

In MahZyZna siitras, we meet another gendered pair: kulaputro VG
kuladuhitd vd, "son of good family or daughter of good family".
The pair occurs frequently, for example in the Prajn'dpdramitd S ~ i t r as~~
where it often refers to the exemplary audience or potential practitioners
of the "Perfection of Wisdom" - and in the Saddharmap~ndarfka~~.
Woodward 1948, p. viii.
Aiiguttara-nikciya 126.19; BSR 4.1 (1987), p. 55. Note that the Sobhana-s~~tta
(see
n. 10 above) includes "laywoman" among those who adorn the order: updsikd bhikkhave
viyattd vinitd visdradd bahussutd dhammadhard dhammdnudhamma-patipannd saiigham
sobheti.
63 For some aspects of the feminine in MahZyZna literature, see Dayal 1932, pp. 223224 and Paul 1979.
64 See e.g. the Vajracchedikd in Conze 1974, $8 8, 14h, 19,28,30a, 32a, and Conze's
remarks on kulaputra, pp. 103-104. It is interesting that several of the similes of the
Vajracchedikd begin with "whatever woman or man" (jaS ca khalupunah subhiite stri vd
purqo vd): see $3 13e, 15a, and also 11.
65 See Ejima et al. 1985, pp. 280-281, s.v. kula-duhir, kula-putra. kula-d~rhi@is "always
the latter occurs alone, and more frequently.
accompanied with (sic) k~~laputra";
6'
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The pair also occurs in (Miila)Sarvbtiv%dinliterature, for example in the
*Gautami-siitra of the Chinese Madhyamdgama, in the MahdpariniwdnasEtra, and in a siitra cited in the Abhidharmak~ia~~,
but the extent of its
use remains to be determined. It does not seem to be known in P ~ l i ~ ~ .
The openings (niddna) of some Mahilyana siitras mention the presence
of nuns in the audience. Some, such as the Vimalakirti-nirdeia, the Susthitamatidevaputra-paripycchd, the Bhadrakalpika-siitra, and the Ratnagz~nasamcaya-gdthcisimply record the presence of the four assemblies,
or what I have described above as the two "gendered pairs" (monks and
nuns, laymen and laywomen). The qualities, names, and size of the attendant irdvaka assemblies are often mentioned, more often for monks but
sometimes for nuns as well. The Paficavimiatisdhasrikci and Daiasdhasrikci Prajfidpdramit6-s state that 500 nuns, laymen, and laywomen
were in the audience, "all of them stream-enterer~"~~.
The Saddharmapundarika and Karundpundarika Siitras give the most detailed
nidcina that I have found: "6000 nuns headed by Mah%praj%pati,
Bhiksugi
Yaiodhara R?ihularni?it.tB and her following". Similarly, some siitras mention (e.g. the Saddharmapundarfka)or list (e.g. the Vajracchedikd) the four
assemblies in the closing formula. Many other Mahzygna siitras do not
mention nuns at all. Although these niddna-s are formulaic and ahistorical, they tell us something about the attitude of the compilers or editors
of the texts towards nuns, and deserve further study@.
Tsukamoto 1985, Vol. 11, pp. 1094-1095; Waldschmidt 1986, $41.5, 10; Abhidharmakoia-bhci~yaIV 4ab (Pradhan 1975, p. 196.15); IV 117ab (Pradhan 270.11): for a fuller
citation see Abhidharmakoia-vycikhyd ad IV 4ab (Dwarikadas 1971, pp. 580-582).
67 For kula-putta see PTC 63b, which gives only 3 references for kula-dhitd (63a), to
Vinaya JI 10 and Mahciniddesa 229, 392. In none of these references is kula-dhitd paired
with kula-putta. Where the SarvIstivIdin *Gautami-szitra has "believing son or daughter
of good family", the P2h counterpart (Dakkhindvibhanga,Majjhima-nikciya ID 254-255) has
no equivalent. Where the (Mii1a)SarvIstivIdin Mahciparinirvdna-szitra has both kula-putro
and kula-duhitr, the PHli Mahciparinibbdna-sutta has only kula-putta. In both PIli and
Sanskrit, kula-puttalkula-pupa(and, in the latter, hla-duhiv) is regularly prefmed by "faithful, believing" (saddha, irfiddha), and is frequently used in connection with the creation of
merit (punya). A comprehensive study of the usage and contexts of kula-putraJkuladuhitr
in TheravIdin, (Miila)SarvHstiv2din, and MahIyZna literature is a desideratum.
Since the passages referred to may easily be found at the beginning of any edition
or translation of the texts in question, I do not give any references.
69 I would not be surprised if in some cases different recensions or translations of the
same sntra give different nidcina-s.

256

PETER SKILLING

One Mahiiyzna sMra which allots to females & outstanding role as
teachers of the profound bodhisattva practices is the Gapdavycha. Out of
the 52 kalydnamitra-s consulted by the pilgrim bodhisattva Sudhana, one
is a bhik~unTnamed S m a v i j p n b h i t ~Another
~~.
kalyd~anzitra,the "'night
goddess" (rcitri-devafci) Sarvanagararaks%sambhavateja@ri,relates her
deeds in a former life as a nun named Dharmacakranirmwaprabh8, who
had a retinue of 100,000 nuns (blzikSuni-s'afasahasra-pari~m)~'.
Out of
the 52 kalydnamitra-s, four are described as laywomen f ~ p d s i k d )and
~~,
four others are female73. Others are goddesses: these will be discussed
below.
The Mahzygna was not a monolithic entity, and different texts present
different views of women. An example is the discrepancy in attitude
between the Sukhdvati and Ak~obhyaVyfiha-sI4. In ArnitBbha's "pure
land" there are no women - devotees are reborn as men, albeit within
beautiful lotus-flowers -while both genders are present in the pure land
of Aksobhya. Neither s~itramentions the presence of nuns or laywomen
in the audience. In contrast, the Saddharmapundarika includes a large
group of nuns in the audience, as seen above, and predicts the future
Buddhahood of Mahiiprajzpati and Y a B o d h a r ~ ~after
~ . they have heard
their predictions, the nuns offer to teach the Lotus Sfitra. These differences
may reflect the influence of time and place, of social milieu, upon the composition of the sEtras, as well as the attitudes of the compilers towards
women.
Vaidya 1960, pp. 148-153, translated in Paul 1979, pp. 94-105 (from Sanskrit: abbr.),
and Cleary 1987, pp. 141-146 (from Chinese).
71 Vaidya 1960, pp. 236.10 foll.
72 NOS.8, 14, 20, 46: see table in Vaidya, pp. xxiv-xxix. For translations from Sanskrit of Nos. 8 and 14 see Pauly 1979, pp. 137-144, 144-155; for translations from Chinese see Cleary 1987, pp. 84-90 (No. 8), 107-111 (No. 14), 127-132 (No. 20), 318-319
(No. 46).
73 NOS.11, 26, 41, and 42 in Vaidya's table. For a translation of No. 26 from Sanskrit
see Pauly 1979, pp. 155-162. For translations of Nos. 11,26,41, and 42 from Chinese see
Cleary 1987, pp. 98-102, 146-149, 273-305, 305-315. No. 51 (Cleary pp. 320-328) has a
gendered pair: a young man (dciraka) and a young woman (dcirikci).
74 Gdmez 1996, vow 35, pp. 74 (from Sanskrit) and 170 (from Chinese) for the former; Dantinne 1983, pp. 97-98 (vow 21), 141-142 (note x), 194-197, 223-224 (note w)
for the latter.
75 Watson 1993, pp. 191-192. Needless to say, as Buddhas the former nuns will be
males.
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111. Nuns and laywomen as donors

During his lifetime, the Buddha and the community of monks and nuns
attracted the support of female donors. One of the best-known, and most
liberal, was VisWB, "MigZra's mother", lauded by the Buddha as "foremost among female donors"76. She endowed a monastery at S2vatthT,at
which the Blessed One spent several rains-retreats. One of the classical
sutta opening formulas (niddna) begins with: "At one time the Blessed
One was staying in Szvatthi, in the Eastern Pleasance, at MigHra's
mother's residence ..."77. AS noted above, on at least one occasion
VisW2 invited both orders to a meal.
In the period beginning about a century after Aioka, women participated in the sponsorshlp of the construction of the earliest surviving monuments of Buddhism, the great caityas at BhZrhut and SZici. These edifices - the earliest large-scale stone monuments of India - were not
erected and adorned by a single donor, but rather through collective sponsorshlp of men and women from various walks of life: royals, merchants,
artisans, and their wives and relatives78.Donative inscriptions from these
monuments and from other early sites record the names, and sometimes
other details, of individuals who sponsored component parts of the structures, such as coping stones or pillars.
(A study of the family and social relationships recorded in the dedications is much needed, since it would tell us a great deal about individual
and collective acts and dedications of merit79.Many donations were joint
[family or corporate, rather than individual] acts; even when they were
individual, the ensuing merit was dedicated to family members and teachers. The inscriptions show that family relationships retained their importance for renunciant monks and nuns. This is borne out by the monks'
rules, the Pdtimokkha, in which certain practices that are normally
76 ddyikcinam aggci, Anguttara-nikdya I 26.18. For VisZkhB see Homer 1930,
pp. 345-361; DPPN II 900-904; Fallc 1990.
77 e.g. Majjhima-nikdya 111 104.2, ekam samayam bhagavd sdvatthiyalp viharati
pnbbcircirne migdramdtu pdsdde.
78 For patronage during the period in question, see Thapar 1992, Dehejia 1992,
Willis 1992. For the vocabulary of donation in early inscriptions, see Bhattacharya 1987.
79 See, for a start, Gokhale 1991, pp. 13-15 and Gregory Schopen, "Filial Piety and the
Monk in the Practice of Indian Buddhism: A Question of 'Sinicization' Viewed from the
Other Side", in Schopen 1997, Chap. III.
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prohibited are allowed if the person involved is a relative. For example,
nissaggiya pdcittiya no. 4 states: "Should any bhikkhu get an old robe
washed or dyed or washed by beating by a nun not related to him
[afin'dtikdya bhikkhuniyd], this entails expiation with forfeiture". Similar
exceptions involving nuns are found in nissaggiya pdcittiya-s nos. 5 and
17; exceptions involving male or female householders [an'n'dtako gahapati vd gahapatdni vd] are given in nos. 6 to 9 and 27. Biographies of the
Buddha relate that he returned to Kapilavastu to convert his father [and
other clan-relations], and ascended to the TrZyaStrimia heaven to convert
his mother. In the [MtilaISarvBstiviidin tradition these two acts are among
the necessary deeds performed by all Buddhas [avaiyakaraniya].
The first convert after the Group of Five monks was the householder
Yas'a, who became an arhat and a monk. Immediately afterward, Yas'a's
father, mother, and former wife all became stream-winners and lay-followers. Thus, from the beginning of the order, family relationships were
important.)
Inscriptions from SSci, Bhahut, Kagheri, Kale, Kudii, Ngsik, Pauni,
Amargvaii, and MathurZ show that nuns were major sponsors of the early
monuments. Gregory Schopen has calculated that at Siiiici there were
129 monk donors, and 125 nuns. He notes that "at Pauni there were three
monk donors and five nuns; at Bhahut 16 nuns and 25 monks; at AmarZvati there were 12 monk donors and 12 nun donors"g0.The inscriptions,
which date from roughly the 2nd century BCE to the 3rd century CE,
show not only that nuns played an active role in the erection of caitya-s
and vihdra-s, but also that they had the social and economic status that
enabled them to do so. Inscriptions from Nepal, belonging to the Licchavi
period (5th to 9th centuries) record a number of donations made by nunsg1.
Other inscriptions commemorate donations made by women: some
described as laywomen, others not. A thorough study of the role of laywomen as revealed in inscriptions remains to be undertaken, and I can give
here only a few examples. At S z c i the term updsikd occurs in fifteen dedications, updsaka in fours2.At Sannati a beam was sponsored by updsikd
Schopen 1988-89, p. 164.
See Skilling 1993-94, pp. 34-35.
82 Marshall & Foucher 1983, Vol. I, p. 297. For women as patrons, see Thapar 1992,
pp. 28-29, Gokhale 1991, pp. 14-15, and Willis 1992.
80
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SamBS3.Queens, or other female members of the court, played a role.
Mahiidevi Gautami BalaSfi, mother of Gautamiputra Siri-Siititakaqi,donated
a cave (lena) at Nasik (LL 1123). Also at Nasik, npdsikii Visnudattii gave
an endowment to the order (LL 1137), a cave (layana) was offered by
zipdstkd MammB (LL 1145), and cells (ovaraka) were donated by
DaksamitrB, wife of Rsabhadatta (himself an active donor in the region)
(LL 1132, 1134). At Niigiirjunakonda in Andhra Pradesh, female members of the royal elites were prominent donorsg4.In Sri Lanka, ten of the
early (3rd century BCE to 1st CE) BrBh-inscriptions edited by Paranavitana record the donation of caves to the samgha by nuns (iamani) - as
against nearly 300 by monksa5.
Nuns and laywomen also participated in the sponsorship of some of the
earliest Buddha images, such as those produced at Mathuri?j6.At Mathura
a seated bodhisattva was set up by updsikii Niigapriy2, housewife of the
goldsmith DharmalcaS7.At Siifici, in the KusBna period, an image of the
jambu-chiiyd episode was installed by MadhurikB, an image of sBkyamuni by VidyBmati, and an image of Bodhisattva Maitreya by a woman
whose name has been losts8. At a later date, a fine bronze standing Buddha was donated by "Lady Buddhakaya" in Uttar Pradeshs9.
The pedestals of early stone images frequently bear scenes in relief
representing worshippers or donors (in addition to geometric, floral, animal, or architectural motifs). I have not seen any studies of these reliefs
in their own right. They are rich in detail and variety, and might be
described as relief miniatures (especially in most reproductions, in which
the scenes are so small that they are difficult to read). Examples from
Mathurii show a variety of devotees: couples, or men and women, including children, paying respect to dharma-cakras, trees, or auspicious
Sarma & Rao 1993, p. 90.
For references see Chaudhury 1982, pp. 229-232.
85 Paranavitana 1970, pp. cv-cvi, cxvii. Paranavitana describes s'arnani as "the recognized form of referring to a nun", and notes that "the equivalents of the terms bhikkhu and
bhikkhunt have not been applied to Buddhist monks and nuns" in the early inscriptions.
86 For examples of participation of nuns, see Schopen 1988-89, pp. 159-163; Skilling
1993-94, pp. 3 1-32.
" Liiders 1961, 5150.
Marshall & Foucher 1983, Vol. I, 98828-830.
89 Czuma & Moms 1985, 91 17.
83
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symbols (the nandyLLvarta)gO.In several cases what appear to be whole
families are lined up in homageg1.Pedestals from Gandhaa show couples,
monks, or groups of men and women, standing or kneeling beside images
of Buddhas, bodhisattvas, or "fire altars". Examples from Zwalf's handsome study of Gandhaan sculpture in the British Museum include:
2 monks and a couple
male figures
kneeling monks
men and women
pair of gods (?) or
bodhisattvas (?) with a pair
of monks
pair of monks

pair of men and
pair of women
men and women
man, woman, and girl

worshipping
worshipping
worshipping
worshipping

a bodhisatkva
a Buddha
a Buddha
a bodhisattva

worshipping
worshipping

a Buddha
3 Buddhas and
2 bodhisattvas

worshipping
worshipping
worshipping

a bodhisattva
a "fire altar"
a bodhisattva

The exact relations between the devotional figures and the donative
inscriptions (when such exist), or between the miniature Buddhas or bodhisattvas on the base and the main image, are not clearg3.A comprehensive study of the components of these reliefs would be instructive. It is
interesting that, while Gandhiiran reliefs show monks at worship, the
Mathurii pedestals do not seem to do so, even though Mathurii inscriptions record the donations of monks and nunsg4.One such image, a kapardin Buddha in the National Museum, New Delhi, was dedicated by a
See e.g. Sharma 1984, figs. 83-86, 89-91. A small child is present in fig. 90.
See e.g. Rosenfield 1967, figs. 33, 104. Similar scenes are depicted on the bases of
Jaina images: see e.g. Huntington & Huntington 1985, fig. 8.44.
92 Monks are also shown, in homage to a seated bodhisattva, on the base of a standing
GandhZran bodhisattva in Czuma & Moms 1985,s 115
93 See Zwalf 1996, Vol. I, p. 41, "Seats and bases". Zwalf remarks that "although an
iconographic programme often seems present, systematic relationships between an image
and the carving on its base remain to be established in detail".
94 AS far as I have noticed, monastics are not depicted in the earliest reliefs of Bh2rhut
and SXfici, whether in narrative or homage scenes. For two monks worshipping a
dharma-cakra on a tympanum described as from the 1st century CE see Czuma & Morris 1985, 57.
90
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monk named Virqa; the base depicts four lay figures, of which at least
two are female, paying homage to a bodhi-treeg5.
The examples given here make it abundantly clear that early Buddhist
building, monumental art, and iconography were joint proje~ts,sponsored
by monastics and lay-followers, male and female. Nuns, laywomen,
queens, wives, and mothers played a significant role, and without their
participation the monuments would have been poorer places96.Records
-inscriptions, or reliefs on caitya pillars or the bases of images - show
that couples and whole families participated joyously in the cult, paying
homage and making offerings at the shrinesg7.

I?? Goddesses in text and stone
I have spoken above of the "paired texts" of the P d i canon. One pair
that is missing concerns deities: there is a DevatZ-samyutta, but no *Devisamyutta; a Devaputta-samyutta,but no *Devadhitii-samyutta; a Yakkhasamyutta, but no *Yakkhini-samyuttag8.And generally speaking, goddesses figure rarely in the canonical P d i texts.
I can think of two exceptions: the Itthi-vimdna of the PBli Vimdnavatthu, and the Sanskrit MahdsamZja-sz2trag9.The former (referred to
Czuma & Moms 1985, 8 15.
The role of women as donors remains strong today (except that the order of nuns is
no more): an observer at a temple ceremony in Siam will be struck by the fact that the
assembly consists largely of women, who present offerings of food and requisites to the
monks. On special occasions such as birthdays, weddings, or funerals, the whole (extended)
family usually participates in merit-making. Just as the components of the ancient caityas were labelled by the donors, so the components and furniture - a kufi, a gate, a bench,
an electric fan - of the modem monastery bear the names of the donor(s) and of those to
whom the merit is dedicated.
97 Male-female couples flanking caitya-s are a frequent theme in SGci reliefs, and men
and women are shown worshipping at tree or footprint shrines. See also the worshipping
couples on the door-jambs in Czuma & Moms 1985, 8 11, and the giant couples at KZrle
(Huntington & Huntington 1985, figs. 9.3, 9.4) and Kajleri (ibid, fig. 9.20).
98 DevatG-s can be male or female, but in the DevaM-sai?zyutta they are all male. devadhitri is rare in P a : see PTSD 330a (not in PTC).
99 For a Sanskrit SarvHstivHdin version from Central Asia see Waldschrnidt 1932; for
a MnlasarvHstivHdin version in Tibetan translation see Skilling 1994b, Mahdszitra 8. Both
SarvHstivHdin and MiilasarvHstivHdin versions bear the title Mahdsamdja-szitra. For the
TheravHdin version, the P2li Mahdsamaya-sutta, see Digha-nikdya 20; in this version there
are fewer female deities.
95
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earlier in Part I) gives verse descriptions of the delightful floating palaces
or "mansions" (vimdna) enjoyed by goddesses (devil as a result of meritorious deeds performed in their previous lives as humans. According to
the commentary, and the occasional context, these goddesses belong to
the Heaven of the Thirty-Three (tdvatimsa).
In the Mahdsamdja-sctra, hosts of female deities are among the divine
assembly that gathers to pay homage to the Blessed One and 500 arhats
in the Kapilavastu Forest, The goddesses figure mainly among the
"60 groups of deities" who illuminate the forestloo.Included in their ranks
are some whose names are known elsewhere, some whose nature is
straightforward (such as goddesses of the four elements), and many who
are otherwise unknown, whose sole claim to immortality rests in the
Mahdsam2ja verses. Also present in the assembly is "HZriti, most exquisite in complexion and shape, surrounded by her ~hildren"'~'.HZriti, with
her children, is mentioned in the Mahdmzyari and other Paficarak~dtexts,
and in the Suvarnaprabhdsa and Lalitavistaralo2.
Another early text, the Agin~;iya-s~tra,
is available in E l i , Tibetan,
Chinese, and in Sanskrit fragments from Central AsiaLo3.The Agind~iyaszitra does not catalogue female divinities by name, but does list supernatural beings in gendered pairs: male gandharva-s and female gandhawa-s; senior male gandharva-s and senior female gandharva-s; boy
gandharva-s and girl gandha~va-s;male gandhawa attendants and female
gandhawa attendants; male gandhawa messengers and female gandharva messengers: and so for pis'dca, kumbhdnda, preta, nriga, etc104.
'0° These are listed in six sets of verses, each of which names ten groups of deities:
Skilling 1994b, Mahcisiitra 8, $5 20-26. The deities catalogued in $8 20, 22, 23, and 24
are all female. Fa-t'ien's Chinese translation of the Mahrlsamcija describes the deities of
5 22 as "Gotterrnadchen", of $5 23 and 24 as "Yaksamadchen": see Waldschmidt 1932,
pp. 184-188.
lo' Skilling 1994b, Mahcisiitra 8, 5 28.
lo2 One version of her story is related in the Tsa-pao-tsang-ching: see Willemen 1994,
5 106. For further remarks and references see Zwalf 1996, Vol. I, pp. 44 and 48, n. 125.
lo3 I use here the title as given in the MtilasarvBstiv2din version. In the Central Asian
Sanskrit version the title is Afrindrika, in Pai (Digha-nikdya 32) it is A;cindtiya.
'" Skilling 1994b, Mah~siitra9, 5 3.7: for other beings see $5 4.2, 5.7, 6.2, 7.7, 8.2,
9.7, 10.2. Pdi 5 III.2 is less scrupulous. I do not know if it would be safe to conclude that
the (MU1a)SarvBstivHdin editors were especially gender-sensitive, since the context -protective invocation - requires comprehensiveness.
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Other apotropaic (raksd) passages - such as those in the Mahdmdyiirt,
Larikdvatara, and Mahdbala, also list powerful beings in gendered
pairs105.
Goddesses play a significant role in other early texts. The Lalitavistara lists in verse the goddesses who watched over the bodhisattva at
birth, and female deities play prominent parts in other chapters of that
text. The A.$irvadagathd - a verse blessing bestowed by the Buddha
upon the merchants Trapusa and Bhallika, just after his enlightenment,
transmitted both independently and in the Lalitavistara, the Mahdvastu,
and other texts - invokes 32 devakumdrf-s, in addition to 28 constellations, the four Great Kings, and a shrine for each quarterlo6.In a story
related in the commentary to Mstrceta's S a t ~ ~ a r i c d i a t k700
a , BrahmakZyika goddesses (tshans ris kyi lha mo) pay homage in verse to the
low-born &a N'ilalo7.A number of r6k~ast-sare named and summoned
with mantras in the annex to the N a g a r o p a m a - s ~ t r a ' ~
Local
~ . goddesses
are listed (alongside male deities) in the Candragarbha-siitra of the
Mahdsannip~ita'~~.
Elements common to the mantras of a wide range of texts - of
~ r ~ v a k a ~Mahsysna,
~na,
and Vajraysna - invoke the names of female
deities. Usually found in association, they include gauri, gandhdri,
canddli, and mdtangi, which feature in the mantras of the Afcind;iyasiitra, the Bhadrakardtri-siitra, the Mahdmdyiiri, the Mahddandadharani,
the Saddharmapuvdarika, the Mahdbala-siitra, the Ar-ya-avalokiteivaramdtcindma-dhcirani, and the Central Asian Nagaropama-~ycikarana~~~,
For these phrases the editors drew on a common pool of mantra elements
that seem to have been connected with the cult of female deities.
Examples have been given above of the outstanding position of
women as teachers of the Mahiiyaa in the Gandavyiiha-siitra. Out of
the 52 spiritual guides consulted by Sudhana, a total of twenty are
See Skilling 1992, p. 147.
See Skilling 1992, pp. 133-134. For an edition, translation, and study of a
related Uighur text, see Radloff & von Stael-Holstein 1910; for the Sanskrit version,
the Diiisauvclstika-sctra,see SHT (I) 660, (N)(Erg.) 660, and Wille 1996, pp. 387-388.
lo' Shackleton Bailey 1951, pp. 119, 205.
lo8 See Bongard-Levin et al. 1996, pp. 82-87 (text), 96-101 (translation).
" 9 See Ldvi 1905, pp. 264-268.
110 For references see Skilling 1992, p. 155.
Io5

lo6
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women1". Out of these twenty, eleven are goddesses, who relate their
attainments and give instructionu2. Some recount their past lives, in
which they were also female: that is, as in the Itthi-vimdna (see above),
female continuities across rebirths are presented in a positive light. Goddesses take the stage elsewhere, such as in Chapter 44, in which a city
goddess (nagaradevatd)named Ratnanetrs, surrounded by a host of sky
goddesses (gaganadevatciganaparivyta) gives Sudhana a sermon on
guarding and adorning the "city of mind" (~ittanagara)"~..
On the testimony of literature, we may conclude that reference to goddesses - some local, some mainstream -was widespread in early Buddhism. This is corroborated by archaological evidence. The earliest surviving Buddhist records - the great caityas of BhZirhut and SBfici, the
Bodh Gay2 railings, the stone monuments of the Deccan, and the caitya
of Sanghol in the Punjab - swarm with female forms. Although they in
part reflect the perennial Indian fascination with the feminine form, with
the exuberance of existence, their function is not merely decorative114.
They are there to celebrate, to pay homage, and to protect, along with their
male counterparts. That many are divine is shown by the fact that they
perch upon lotus blossoms, or on a variety of "vehicles" (vdhana),animal, mythological, and human. Divine mounts - including elephants,
horses, camels, bulls, buffaloes, rams, sheep, serpents, birds, men, women,
boys, and girls - are mentioned in the A t ~ n d t i ~ a - s ~ t r as
a "well
~ , as in
the Vimdna-vatthun6.
Are these female figures anonymous, are they stereotypes, or are they
individuals, with their own names? Could some of them be the goddesses
enumerated in the Mahclsamdja-sGtra? They participate in a sacred complex that represents the protective circle, the mandala, that is invoked in
l I 1 Or 21, counting the "young maiden" (dLirikci: see above, n. 73). A paper on this
subject was announced at the 35th International Congress of Asian and North African
Studies (Budapest, 7-12 July, 1997): Yuko Ijiri (Leiden), "The Role of Female KalyqaMitras in the Gandavyuhasutra".
Vaidya 1960, table, nos. 31-40, 43.
1 1 3 Vaidya 1960, p. 339.14 foll.; Cleary 1987, pp. 306-307.
l I 4 See Roth 1986 for a study of the motif of a woman bending down the branch of a
tree, the SLilabharijikd pose.
'I5 Skilling 1994b, Mahnsatra 9, § 2.33-36.
1 1 6 E.g. stories no. 5, 41, 60-62.
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the MahdsamGja and A;iinri;iya Siitras, with the Four Kings standing
guard at the cardind points. Unfortunately, few of the images seem to have
borne inscriptions, and in their present condition the monuments - with
fragments and sculptures scattered in dozens of museums - are difficult
to read and interpret. A narrative scene from Bh2rhut includes the apsaras (acharG) Subhadii, Padumiivati, Misakosi, and AlaqbusZ117-none of
whom are mentioned in the MahGsamBja-sctra, although they are known
in other texts such as the VimGnavatthu and the As'irvdda-@ha, Also
represented at the great caitya were the yak~ini-sCadZ and Sudasanii, and
the goddesses (devatz) CulakokZ, Mahakok$ and Sirirniiu8.At SSici (and
elsewhere) S r i is ubiquitous11g,while H s t i is popular in Gandhiiran sculpturelZ0.Other images, both free-standing and relief, represent unnamed
n@i-s and yakcini-s.
The role of goddesses in early Buddhism has yet to be adequately
studied, whether from the point of view of arch;eology or of literature
- perhaps because it fits uneasily into the "original Buddhism" constructed over the last centurylZ1.This Buddhism is ethical, philosophical,
'I7 Barua & Sinha 1926, pp. 48-52. Padumiivati is placed in the northem quarter in the
AJirvdda texts (see e.g. Radloff & von Stael-Holstein, table, pp. 100-101). In the Atr~nriti~a
(Skilling 1994b, Mahdsitra 9, f j 2.43) she is a consort of Kuvera, guardian of the north
(so the Sanskrit and the Tibetan: the P s is different).
Barua & Sinha 1926, pp.72-78.
' I 9 For an inscribed Gandh2ran SIT see Zwalf 1996, f j 95.
lZ0 See Zwalf 1996, Vol. LI, fig. 92; Czuma & Morris 1985, $fj74,75, 80; Huntington
& Huntington 1985, pl. 5 and figs. 8.26, 8.27. For a later image from Ratnagiri see Snellgrove 1987, pl. 21a.
12' It strikes me that many modem works attempt to rationalize the role of deities, and
to limit the discussion to cosmology (treated as a carry-over from earlier beliefs) - the
levels of rebirth as determined by karma and meditation - with a grudging recognition
of the role of gods (Sakra, certain Brahrnbs) as interlocutors (treated as symbolic). On gods
in (early Theravadin) Buddhism see Marasinghe 1974, EB IV 412-418, s.v. deva, and
Wagle 1985; (in general) Lamotte 1976, pp. 759-765. For deities in Gandh2ra see Zwalf
1996, Vol. I, pp. 43-44. For goddesses in Jainism see Dundas 1992, pp. 181-183. For
female deities from Hindu contexts, see DaniQou 1964 (especially part 4) and Kinsley
1988. (On the HinduDuddhist distinction, Sylvain LBvi's remarks with reference to Nepal
at the beginning of this century may be fairly applied to the India of the centuries after the
Buddha: "A rigid,classification which simplistically divided divinities up under the headings, Buddhism, Saivism, and Vaisnavism, would be a pure nonsense; under different
names, and at different levels, the same gods are for the most part common to different
confessions [iglises]" [Le Nipal, ~ t u d ehistorique d'un royaume hindou, Vol. I , Paris,
1905, repr. New Delhi, 1991, p. 319, as rendered in Gellner 1992, p. 761).
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intellectual; it is austere and male, and it has no room for cults, no place
for gods, let alone goddesses122.Beyond this, the reaction of early European scholarship to texts like the Mahdsarncija and Atcincitiya SzZtras not to speak of the Paricarak~ciand other mantra texts - was generally
unfavourable: the genre was regarded as peripheral, even beyond the pale
of "true" Buddhism. No connection seems to have been drawn between
the deities and the early monuments.

V Conclusions
The testimony of inscriptions and other historical materials establishes
that the order of nuns was a socially active and influential institution during the early centuries of Buddhism, into the Christian Eratz3.We have
seen above that new female members of the order were instructed by their
preceptors, from the start of their careers. As they themselves advanced
in accomplishment and seniority, they would in turn train other nuns.
Nuns were taught by nuns, by monks, by the Buddha; nuns taught other
nuns, taught lay-followers and the public, taught kings. Nuns travelled:
this is known from inscriptions, from the monks' and nuns' rules124,and
other recordslZ5.Thus the order of nuns flourished not only in India, but
also abroad, for example in Sri Lanka, and in Khotan and Kucha in Central Asia.
With the passage of time, the order declined and died out. Since Indian
society has never been monolithic - and the status of women would
never have been consistent throughout the vast and diverse continent the process must have been gradual and piecemeal, occurring at a different pace, to a different degree, in different regions. The order may have
flourished in one place, and withered in another, or even have waned and
then waxed anew: surviving records are insufficient to determine what

'" For examples of colonial conceptions of Buddhism, see Scott 1994 and Almond
1988.
For further details see Skilling 1993-94.
See e.g. Hirakawa 1982, p. 337, or TheravZdin bhikkhu pricittiya no. 27.
See above, references to Dipavamsa. As a boy Kum2rajiva travelled from Kucha
to India and back with his mother, who had become a nun: Watson 1993, p. xxv. In 429
and 433, nuns from Sri Lanka travelled by sea to China, where they assisted in the establishment of the nun's ordination lineage: see Tsai 1994, pp. 53-54.
lZ3

lZ4
lZ5
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happened. The factors that contributed to the decline, whether social
society) or inter(a parallel decline seems to have happened in '"dian"
nal (assertion or usurpation by the male order or male elites) remain to
be defined.
In the early period, both nuns and laywomen were prominent sponsors
of caitya-s, caves, and images. With the Gupta period the nature of Buddhist monument building changes: no longer do we meet with enduring
edifices like the early caitya-s and caves, with their wealth of donative
records carved in stone. Later monuments, constructed largely from brick
and stucco, succumbed to the ravages of impermanence and war, and survive (if at all) as ruined foundations. If the practice of cooperative sponsorship continued, there is little evidence for it: either the donations were
recorded on perishable materials, or the nature of sponsorship and recordkeeping had changed. Whatever the case, the body of available evidence
shrinks from the Gupta period onwards, and the role of female donors
becomes difficult to determine. We do know that women (laywomen more
often than nuns) continued to dedicate images and manuscripts into the
PZla and Sena periods, but our records - scattered inscriptions and
colophons - are fragmentary.
Gods and goddesses may enjoy fabulously long lives in their heavens,
but on earth their cults rise and fall according to the whims of fickle
humankind. Many of the early female deities, such as those Listed in the
MahEsamdja-sctra, disappeared without trace, with a few exceptions,
such as Hgriti and Sri. But in the MahZyZna and VajrayZna new
goddesses and female bodhisattvas - such as PrajfiZpZramitZ, TZrB,
or the five PaficaraksZ deities - took their place, to play a vital role in
day-to-day cult and practicelZ6.
The present paper has only scratched the surface of a vast and complex
topic. There is scope for much more research, investigation, and analysis,
whch should amphfy, improve, and correct these preliminary findings.
Dundas has noted that "female religiosity in south Asian religions is a
subject which up to comparatively recently has been inadequately treated
. . . as further ethnographic data about the role of women, both lay and
ascetic, starts to appear, there should be a partial readjustment away from
Iz6

Cf. Snellgrove 1987, pp. 150-152.

PETER SKlLLING

268

the standard exclusively male-oriented perception of Jain society"127.
The same holds for Buddhist society, history, religiosity. Texts -inscriptions and monuments, and the vast and largely unindexed Buddhist literature - wait to be read and interpreted. We should not expect the resultant data on the status of women to be consistent, especially in literature,
since our texts belong to different periods and schools, and were composed, revised, and edited in different social milieux. I hope the present
modest contribution to the social history of early India and early
Buddhism, to some aspects of gender studies, is a step towards the sort of
readjustment envisaged by Dundas for Jainism, and that it will inspire
others to investigate the roles of women in Buddhism more thoroughly.
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