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EDITORS’ PREFACE

In recent years the academic study of Buddhism in the West has
grown in exciting new directions. To be sure, the vast panorama
of Buddhism has become more available to modern scholars,
but Buddhist Studies has also attracted an ever-increasing group
of serious, interested scholars who have brought to their
inquiries a wonderful variety of new pursuits and methodolo-
gies, invigorating the discipline as never before. While scholars
are continually opening new arenas for dialogue, such as the
Buddhist movement in the West, the relationship of Buddhism
and human rights, socially engaged Buddhism, and a veritable
plethora of other stimulating topics, many of the traditional
Buddhist texts are also benefitting from renewed attention.

The Therigatha is one such text. Susan Murcott’s The First
Buddhist Women: Translations and Commentary of the
Therigatha (Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1991) was one of the first
new studies of this important Pali Buddhist classic. Interesting
scholarly articles, too, such as Kevin Trainor’s important ‘In the
Eye of the Beholder: Nonattachment and the Body in Subha’s
Verse (Therigatha 71),” published in the Journal of the American
Academy of Religion [61 (1993): 57-79], have begun to appear
with regularity. Kathryn Blackstone’s Women in the Footsteps of
the Buddha: Struggle for Liberation in the Therigatha is a most
important addition to this literature.

Beginning from the presumption that the Therigatha is a most
‘exciting and provocative text,” Kathryn Blackstone goes far
beyond the traditional exploration of the text as an expression
of the attainment of Buddhism’s early women renunciants.
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Women in the Footsteps of the Buddha

Without losing any sense of the intense beauty and dramatic
value of the poems, she coaxes us into an detailed exploration of
the quest for liberation on the part of the early bhikkunis. She
considers this issue not only on the basis of previous historical
studies, and informed by the complicated symbolism of the text,
but also in order to unearth the attitudes and assumptions
inherent in the text, and to examine the terms, images, events,
and situations insofar as they reveal the feminine perspective of
the bhikkbuni-sangha.

Blackstone moves beyond her predescessors in that she offers
both a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the text,
compared throughout to its companion text, the Theragatha.
Her analyses show that while the two texts employ identical
form, structure, and style, their utilization of terms, phrases,
stock descriptions, and stylistic devices reflect important
differences in emphasis. Her careful analysis of the language
and imagery of the texts allows her to postulate some bold new
conclusions about the text, supported by an interesting
compilation of data, presented in four appendixes.

In light of the above, the Curzon Critical Studies in Buddhism
is delighted to present this important new study.



PREFACE

This monograph is a revision of my M.A. thesis, originally
researched and written at McMaster University, 1989-1990. The
focus and methodology of the thesis evolved in a context of
converstation and friendly argument with four special people: Pat
Dold who convinced me to let a text speak for itself, even if what
it says contradicts my expectations; Mavis Fenn who steered me
to the Therigatha and Theragatha in response to my questions
. about how Buddhist renunciants understand nibbana; Anne
Pearson who showed me the importance of discovering women’s
own perspective on their religion and the strength and courage
they maintain, even in seemingly oppressive systems; and Graeme
MacQueen who encouraged me to push myself beyond ‘doctrinal
interpretations,” suggested that I count terms, and then helped me
translate mathematics into English prose. With their help, advice,
and willingness to argue with me, my work and my experience as
a graduate student have been greatly enriched.

Their influence is very evident throughout my work. My
study consists almost entirely of a close reading of the
Therigatha and the Theragatha. Other sources (commentarial,
canonical and scholarly) were consulted only after I had
grappled with the issues in the texts themselves. I have tried
not to presuppose definitions of key terms, situations, and
patterns of expression, but have sought to discover how the
authors of the texts understood them. Finally, I have maintained
a clear focus on the specifically feminine perspective claimed by
the Therigatha. 1 use the Theragatha only to establish how the
Therigatha’s perspective is distinctive.

xi



Women in the Footsteps of the Buddba

When I began researching, I was surprised and appalled by
how little serious scholarship there has been on the texts. This
lacuna remains, even after a gap of five years. This is
particularly surprising in the case of the Therigatha which is
unique in its focus on female religious experience and its claim
to female authorship. So, although I was somewhat ambivalent
about publishing my M.A. thesis, when Charles Prebish asked
me to include it in his series, I accepted. I can only hope my
work will encourage further research by those who are better
equipped to address the textual, historical, and sociological
issues I could only glimpse when I wrote the thesis.

I am very aware of its shortcomings, in particular, my use of
translations. When I wrote the thesis, I was just beginning to
develop my language skills. When I revised it, I did not have the
time to provide my own translations of the texts. Throughout
the following study, I present K.R. Norman’s translations of
Elders’ Verses 1 and II, though I have consulted the Pali
extensively.

I also fear that the numerical approach I utilize in analyzing
the texts interferes with the beauty of some of the poems. To
compensate for this, I open each chapter with a quote from
C.A.FE. Rhys Davids’ translations to poetically evoke the
sentiment I discuss in the chapter.

As the chapter titles and section headings indicate, this study
is designed to discover the distinctive perspective of the
Therigatha. My own perspective has been shaped by many
influences. Though they are too numerous to name, I would like
to thank all my friends for their support over the years,
especially Pat Dold, who showed the thesis to Charles Prebish,
and who is, therefore, responsible for this publication. I also
thank Ellen Badone, David Kinsley, and Graeme MacQueen for
comments on the thesis, and Marilyn Nefsky, Keith Parry, Eileen
Schuller, and Adele Reinhartz for helping me refine my skills in
research, analysis, and presentation. To Mandy Bergland I
extend my heartfelt appreciation for generously sharing her
technical expertise (and computer!) with me. Charles Prebish I
thank for patient and encouraging editorial assistance. I would

xii



Preface

also like to thank my.students for listening attentively to my
stories from the Therigatha and for asking me thought-
provoking questions that clarified my thinking.

The thesis and revisions were written under the financial
support of an Ontario Graduate Scholarship (1989-90) and a
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada
Doctoral Fellowship (1990-94), for which I am very grateful. A
portion of this monograph was presented at the Canadian
Society for the Study of Religion (May, 1991).

Finally, I extend my deepest gratitude to my family who have
cheerfully endured the trials of graduate work and the stresses
of writing a book. Thanks to Kyra and Zach for making me play
when I needed to, and to Harp for covering my share of the
housework, making me explain myself clearly, and never giving
up faith in me and my work.

xiii



INTRODUCTION

The Therigatha: Text and
Context

Now the Order of Bhikkhbunis being thus well established,
and multiplying in diverse villages, towns, country
districts, and royal residences, dames, daughters-in-law
and maidens of the clans, hearing of the great enlight-
enment of the Buddha, of the very truth of the Norm, of
the excellent practices of the Order, were mightily pleased
with the system, and, dreading the round of rebirth, they
sought permission of husband, parents, and kin, and
taking the system to their bosom, renounced the world. So
renouncing and living virtuously, they received instruction
from the Master and the Elders, and with toil and effort
soon realized Arahant-ship. And the psalms which they
uttered from time to time,.in’ bursts of -enthusiasm and
otherwise, were afterwards by the Recensionists included
in the Rehearsal, and arranged together in eleven cantos.
They are called the Verses of the Elder Women...
Dhammapala, Paramatthadipani’

The Therigatha is an exciting and provocative text. As far as I

know, it is the only canonical text in the world’s religions that is
attributed to female authorship and that focuses exclusively on

women’s religious experlences2 In the specific context of

Buddhism, it stands as a unique testimony to the experiences
and aspirations of the community of women renunciants, the
bhikkbuni-sangha. As such, it is important both for scholars
interested in the history and doctrine of Indian Buddhism and to
contemporary Buddhist women seeking liberative models from

1
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the past. Furthermore, as interest in the influence of gender on
religious texts, institutions, and practices has developed over
recent years, the Therigatha has become central to studies of
women in Buddhism and to the history of women in ancient
India?

These are important reasons for engaging in a detailed
analysis of the text. Even without them, however, the text would
be worthy of study. Quite simply, the text contains great stories.
Some of the poems in the collection are beautifully constructed,
humorous, and emotionally powerful, even in translation.
Others, of course, are rather arid, but the collection as a whole
is intrinsically interesting. When I have retold the stories in the
collection to friends, colleagues, and undergraduate classes, they
have never failed to elicit a response. One does not need to be a
scholar, a Buddhist, or a feminist to appreciate the stories and to
be moved by the emotions they evoke. Currently in Sri Lanka,
the story of Patacara (Therigatha 112-116) has been made into
a film* and Subha Jivakambavanika’s gift of her eye to the rogue
who was accosting her is the subject of a popular song
(Therigatha 366-399).5

I am interested in all the levels of possible interpretation of
the text. As a feminist scholar of Buddhism, I am fascinated
by the text’s presentation of women’s religiosity and its claim
to female authorship. My specific interests in Buddhism also
find a venue in the text. The text’s focus on liberation
(nibbana, the religious goal of early Buddhism) fits in nicely
with my long-standing interest in Buddhist soteriology. And, I
have always been drawn to stories as an effective, if not the
most effective, means of conveying religious truths.

The Therigatha thus presents me with an ideal subject.
However, the study of this text, like all other texts in the Pali
Canon, is not a simple task. We simply cannot know with any
certainty the dating, authorship, or geographical location in
which the text was composed. Though tradition maintains that
all the texts of the Pali Canon were transcribed into written
form in the first century B.C.E. in Sri Lanka, the earliest date we
can identify for the Tbherigatha .is the sixth century, with
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Introduction

Dhammapala’s commentary on the text, the Paramatthadipani.
Yet even this date is misleading, as Dhammapala was working
from an extant manuscript.

There is also a very high probability that the text was
transmitted orally for hundreds of years prior to its transcrip-
tion. Several scholars have noted this, and K.R. Norman
concludes that it was composed over a three hundred year
period from the late sixth to the end of the third centuries.® The
oral origins of the written text make analysis even more
difficult. Not only are we uncertain about authorship, geogra-
phical location, and exact date of composition, but the long
period of oral preservation means that the original utterances
would inevitably become modified as generations of reciters
memorized and performed the poems.

Scholars of oral narrative generally agree that the transmis-
sion of stories is a process in which both adaptation and
preservation occur. Most scholars also agree the particular
features of a story that are preserved or adapted are determined
by the complex relationship between the performer, the
audience, and the ideological context in which it is told.
Narrative convention also plays a role, as, in order to be
remembered and appreciated, the story must conform with
traditional patterns of expression. ” Thus, oral narratives are, in
some ways, as representative of the social context in which they
are told as they are of the personality of the performer and the
narrative tradition they express.

There is little doubt that the Therigatha is a highly formalized
text that conforms very closely with an established tradition of
verse-composition. One need only glance through the text and
its companion volume, the Theragatha, to find overwhelming
evidence of rigid conventionalism.

The Therigatha and Theragatha are collections of verses
compiled into poems® ascribed to the earliest followers of the
Buddha, female and male, respectively. Both collections are
arranged by ascending number of verses per poem, from
shortest to longest. The Therigatha is thus a collection of five
hundred twenty-two verses compiled into seventy-three poems.

3
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L S

The Theragatha has one thousand two hundred seventy-nine
verses arranged in two hundred sixty-four poems. All the poems
in both collections are ascribed to specific people, but the actual
authorship of the poems is impossible to ascertain. Many of the
poems are addressed to or are about their ascribed authors and
three of the poems in the Therigatha have their author unnamed
(1, 23, 67). Although many of the longer poems are carefully
crafted as coherent units, others are obviously compilations
with various fragments joined together somewhat arbitrarily.
And, as K.R. Norman points out, at the time of compilation
some verses explaining the circumstances of the poem’s
utterance were added by the redactor(s).!°

Thus, we cannot know if the theris and theras to whom the
poems are ascribed actually composed the verses or if they ever
uttered them. However, the striucture of the poems does provide
an indication of the method by which they were constructed.
The verses in both collections are very repetitive.!' The identical
terms, phrases, and whole padas used in the poems indicate the
presence of a large pool of refrains and phrases that was
available to the bhikkhunis and bhikkhus. K.R. Norman thinks
it likely that ‘some of these verses and pddas are very old,
perhaps older than Buddhism, for they are found also in Jain
and Brahmanical literature.’’> Anyone who so desired could
choose appropriate verses from this pool and construct a unified
poem from the pieces.

Some of the poems are very beautiful and dramatic
compositions. In his study of Pali metre, A.K. Warder
distinguishes Subha Jivakambavanika’s poem (Tbherigatha,
366-399) as a particuarly good example of lyric poetry that
appears to have been performed as a dramatic production
resembling, but ante-dating classical Sanskrit drama.'* The
entertainment value of some of the longer poems is very high —
even in translation, they continue to evoke humour, sadness, and
joy.

Further, the poems are not only entertaining, they are also
educational. The major emphasis of the poems is the quest for
liberation. Both texts are devoted almost entirely to descriptions

4



Introduction

of liberation, methods to attain it, or characteristics of those
individuals who have attained it. All the authors of both
collections are described by the commentary as having attained
liberation, i.e., as having become arabants.’* These ‘devotional’
sections that comprise the vast majority of repeated phrases and
verses are juxtaposed with poetic accounts of the situation,
setting, and emotional state of the ascribed authors.

In a comparative study of Prakrit poetry and the Therigatha
and Theragatha, Siegfried Lienhard points out the difference
between the more ‘poetic’ segments of the poems and the
devotional, or ‘Buddhist’ segments.’® This study provides
considerable evidence of a borrowing of poetic motifs and
composition styles from secular poetry. Again we see the
method by which the poems were constructed. The authors'®
could select situations and motifs from secular and devotional
poetry, constructing their compositions by uniting the various
elements together. These constructions serve the dual purpose of
entertaining and educating simultaneously.

These features of the texts’ construction and content provide
us with a hint of a possible reason for the texts’ preservation.
Their educational and entertainment value are given additional
credibility by the status of the ascribed authors, the foremost of
the earliest bhikkbunis and bhikkbus. The poems of the
Therigatha and Theragatha are not only beautiful, devotional,
and instructive, they are also reputed to be the records of the
experiences of the Buddha’s first followers, all of whom are
accredited with arabanthood. Furthermore, as Etienne Lamotte
reports, the Buddha is recorded to voice his approval of chanted
verses (in this case, the theras’ verses):

Excellent, excellent, O monk! You have a fine voice, well
articulated, neither muffled nor gulped, and which makes
the meaning clearly understandable.'”

Dhammapila’s commentary further emphasizes the status of
the ascribed authors by frequently alluding to the sutta in which
the Buddha categorized all his followers according to their
special abilities.!®* Though many of the verses are addressed to or

5



Women in the Footsteps of the Buddha

are about the theris and theras to whom they are ascribed, the
association between the poems and famous bbikkhunis or
bhikkbus imbues the poems with the weight of a traditional
veneration for those individuals thought worthy by the Buddha.

Thus, we can easily imagine that the early sangha had a high
regard for the verses and poems. These features help us
understand how the texts survived a long period of oral
preservation. The metre, repetitiveness and emotional power
of the poems could help reciters’ memories, and the high status
of the arabant authors would provide the motivation for
recitation, preservation, and eventual transcription.

I think there is also another reason for the texts’ preservation.
The texts are unique in the Pali Canon as descriptions of the
quest for liberation of the Buddha’s followers. The Buddha is a
relatively frequent character in the verses, but they are not
primarily about him. Rather, they detail the path to liberation
followed by the foremost of his disciples. As such, I think they
fulfil the purpose of ‘liberation manuals’, that is, they function
as models of the successful quest for liberation that anyone can
follow. This hypothesis opens up exciting possibilities for the
interpretation of the Therigathd. If the poems in the text do
indeed function as models of success, we can interpret them as
symbols that reflect communal values and preoccupations.

Almost all scholars studying symbolism follow Clifford
Geertz’s classic insight that symbols both reflect and shape the
world in which we live. Symbols function both as ‘models of’
our social and ideological world and as ‘models for’ what we
think that world should be.’ More recently, the linguistic
analysis of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson extends this
theory into the realm of language. Language, as a complex
symbol system, both expresses and influences our conceptual
understanding of the world, thereby defining and delimiting our
perceptions of ‘reality’.??

In Lakoff and Johnson’s theory, the symbols we use and the
language with which we express ourselves are closely associated
with our experiences. For example, if our usual mode of
transportation is bus, we might speak metaphorically of time in

6
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terms of waiting at a bus stop in the rain. If we drive, we would
probably use metaphors of red lights or traffic jams. Although
both types of metaphors are embedded in our culture and are
readily understandable to people from our culture, our
particular experience and our assessment our audience’s
experience will determine our choice of metaphor.

These theories provide a useful array of methods for the
analysis of religious literature, particularly, as in the case of the
Therigatha, where we can detect a didactic function. The terms
and images employed by the authors are not arbitrary, but are
clearly designed to communicate certain religious truths. A
study of these terms and images can thus enable us to glimpse
the symbolic universe the authors inhabit and wish to convey.?!

In my study of the Therigatha, 1 apply this theory of
symbolism to the text. I treat the text holistically as the product
of communal values and conventions. If, as I think is probable,
the text did indeed function as a collection of models of the
successful quest, a close examination of those models can tell us
a lot about what the bhikkbunis thought important in their
choice to pursue a religious vocation.??

My goal in the following chapters is to uncover the attitudes
and assumptions that underly the Therigatha’s characteristic use
of terms, images, events, and situations. I am interested in the
specifically feminine perspective the text claims to reflect. This
cannot be accomplished with a study of the text in isolation;
there must be a basis for comparison. The Theragatha as a
companion volume that is almost identical in vocabulary, style,
and structure, but which claims male authorship, is a convenient
text by which to establish the distinctiveness of the Therigatha.

My study is thus comprised of a comparative analysis of the
terms, images, and situations presented in the Therigatha and
Theragatha. The analysis is both quantitative and qualitative. I
have calculated and compared the frequency of occurrence of
words, phrases, images, and stock descriptions in each text. In
my study, I draw upon and present K.R. Norman’s translations,?
though I have consulted the Pali extensively.* In the Appen-
dices, I provide extensive tables of the verses in which the terms,

7
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phrases, images, and situations occur. I have also devoted
considerable attention to the context in which these terms,
phrases, and descriptions are placed, the speaker whom the text
claims to have uttered them, and variations in thematic
emphasis they appear to represent.

The qualitative analysis involves an assessment of the
prevailing themes or patterns of expression that are revealed
by differences in the texts’ characteristic usage of identical
terms, phrases, stock descriptions, and stylistic devices. My
argument here is that although the texts are remarkably similar
- they are identical in form, structure, and style — they
nonetheless exhibit consistent differences in emphasis.

My close analysis of the language and imagery used by the
texts can enable us to identify clearly the preoccupations and
assumptions that characterize both their similarities and their
differences. It can also help us to confirm the probability of
female authorship of the Therigatha. The frequency of
occurrence of terms, phrases, and situations is easily verifiable
and, one may assume, indicates something of the relative value
placed upon them. The qualitative analysis is, of course, more
subjective, but the consistency with which each text maintains
its thematic emphasis is hard to refute.

My focus, however, is firmly on the Therigatha. 1 use the
Theragatha only for the purposes of comparison. I make no
attempt to present a balanced discussion of the two texts. The
themes I explore are those that are prominent in the Therigatha,
and not necessarily the Theragatha. Discussions throughout my
study frequently involve an assessment of what the Therigatha is
in contrast with what the Theragatha is not. I do not intend this
in any way to be construed as representative of the Theragatha.
If I had focused on the Theragatha, the discussion would have
been slanted the other way — it would have stressed what the
Theragatha is, and the Therigatha is not.

My study is thus designed to reveal gender differences
between the texts. As recent feminist scholarship has shown,
gender can play an important role in both the experiences and
the modes of expression typical of women and men in a given
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social system. Studies have documented how women and men
tend to tell different types of stories, emphasise different
components of the stories, and respond differently to stories.?

The work of Caroline Walker Bynum is particularly pertinent
to my study as she investigates the influence of gender on the use
of religious imagery in the biographies of medieval Christian
female saints. By comparing the model of women’s religiosity in
these biographies with those of contemporary male saints,
Bynum demonstrates how social, psychological, and religious
conceptions of gender influence the ways women understand
and express their religiosity.?* Her main contention is that all
persons work within the constraints of their social and religious
milieu in interpreting and expressing their religious experiences.
This milieu presents different types of contraints and opportu-
nities for women than for men. Because women and men have
thereby encountered differing expectations and requisites of
what is considered to be a religious lifestyle, gender differences
pervade their religious expressions.

This insight and the comparative methodology underlying it
are supported by my research on the Therigatha and the
Theragatha. There is little doubt that Buddhism has maintained
a clear distinction between women and men throughout its
history.?’ The socio-religious milieu in which Buddhism arose
and developed in ancient India was almost certainly patriarchal.
All the religious literature generally considered to be contem-
porary with the formative period of Buddhism contain passages
that advocate or assume women’s subordination to men, in both
the secular and religious realms. Perhaps the most striking
example of this is Manu’s explicit condemnation of a woman’s
autonomy at any time in her life:

She should do nothing independently, even in her own
house.

In childhood subject to her father, in youth to her
husband, and when her husband is dead to her sons, she
should never enjoy independence. .. Though'[her husband]
be uncouth and prone to pleastire, though he has no good
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points at all, the virtuous wife should ever worship her
lord as a god.?®

As we shall see in the following chapters, Buddhist literature
also condemns women’s independence, and the Vinaya rules for
bhikkbunis insist on their formal subordination to bbhikkhus in
all matters of monastic life.?’

Jain texts also contain numerous passages that reflect
patriarchal assumptions about women’s inherent nature and
appropriately subordinate role in society and religious com-
munity. In Jain texts, however, as in no other corpus of
religious literature, the issues of how this inherent nature
affects women’s soteriological capacity are actively debated.
Early in its history, Jainism split into two branches, the
Svetimbara and the Digambara, the former of which acknowl-
edges women’s capacity to attain moksa, while the latter does
not. The issue of women’s soteriological capacity comprises the
basis of a series of debates, compiled and translated recently by
Padmanabh Jaini.}

This patriarchal context makes the Therigatha’s claim to
female authorship all the more remarkable. Buddhist texts also
maintain a consistently patriarchal and androcentric attitude
towards women. Throughout my study, I discuss specific aspects
of Buddhist patriarchy as they are relevant to the topic
examined in each chapter. My main focus, however, is not the
relationship between the texts and the rest of the canon in which

" they are included. Rather, I am interested in identifying and

comparing the perspective towards central elements of Buddhist
doctrine assumed by each text. I establish the influence of
gender in particularly important texts throughout the Pali
Canon to demonstrate both that the texts are part of the same
tradition and that the androcentric assumptions maintained
throughout the canon are reflected in the texts’ specific
perspective.

Throughout the following study, I accept the traditional
claim to female authorship of the Therigatha, though my
argument for doing so will have to wait until the conclusion
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where I compile the results of my study. I think the assumptions
of gender differences that pervade Buddhist literature had an
inevitable affect on the religious expressions of members of the
Buddhist community of renunciants. Though we cannot prove
conclusively that the texts were composed by women and men,
we can establish that they reflect a differing perspective that
conforms closely with what we would expect of women and
men immersed in a patriarchal environment.

The title of this monograph thus employs a pun on the term
‘liberation’. My central focus in the following chapters is
literally ‘liberation™ in the Buddhist sense of the term as
nibbana, liberation from the cycle of samsara and the suffering
concommitant with it; and, in the feminist sense, as women’s
liberation from gender constraints and the oppression they
bring. To the modern reader, this may seem anachronistic, as
though a twentieth century concept were being imposed upon
an ancient text, but the Therigatha bears witness to the claim of
feminist scholars that women have a history of independent
thought and action. Though the text is far from a feminist
rebellion against sex discrimination, it does relate the experi-
ences and perceptions of a group of female renunciants who
engaged in an alternate lifestyle that ‘liberated’ them to some
extent from the gender expectations of their social world. In this
way, the Therigatha provides us all, Buddhists and feminists
alike, with a model of women’s persistent and effective struggle
for liberation.

11



CHAPTER 1

The Language of
Liberation

As we would listen to the call of distant lions’ roar
Resounding from the hollow of the hills, Listen to the
verses of them whose selves were trained, Telling us
messages about themselves: How they were named, and
what their kin, and how They kept the Faith, and how they
found Release. Wise and unfaltering they lived their lives;
Now here, now there they saw the Vision gleam; They
reached, they touched the ageless, deathless Way; And
retrospective of the accomplished End, They set to speech
these matters of their quest.

Dhammapala, Paramatthadipani’

According to Pali textual sources, the religious goal of early
Buddhism was nibbana, liberation from the cycle of samsara.?
The Buddha’s attainment of nibbana is the culminating event in
all his biographies, and the quest for this goal comprises the
main import of his teachings. The life of renunciation and the
Vinaya rules that circumscribe it are designed to propel people
towards that goal. The goal, in short, is the deﬁmtlve religious
characteristic of Buddhism. s

Nibbana is frequently defined as the utterly transformative
realization of the impermanence of all things, and the
concomitant severing of the bonds of samsara, the relentless
cycle of desire, attachment, delusion, animosity, and grief to
which human beings are bound. To realize the truth of
impermanence and the insubstantiality of all things is to liberate
oneself from bondage to one’s mistaken expectations and
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perceptions of value. Nibbana involves a thorough transforma-
tion of human cognitive and emotive faculties, including
prevailing actitude, ways of interacting with others, and the
structure of one’s perceptions of reality. In metaphoric terms,
nibbana means the obliteration of one’s socially conditioned
lenses, so that one no longer perceives things through a filter, but
sees things ‘as they really are’. This shattering, the ‘blowing-out’
of false, desire-ridden perceptions, results in an emotional state
of absolute equanimity. One is no longer at the mercy of
unrealistic expectations, of one’s ceaseless striving for stability
in the midst of relentless waves of change. Instead, in truly
understanding the absolute pervasiveness of change, one accepts
whatever happens as a natural consequence of what has come
before; one achieves a state of perfect peace.

As the opening quote from Dhammapala’s commentary
indicates, the main emphasis of the Therigatha and Theragatha
is the quest for this ultimate religious goal. Both texts are
devoted almost entirely to descriptions of liberation, methods to
attain it, or characteristics of those individuals who have
attained it. It is the most frequently referred to, the most
frequently symbolized, and the clear goal of most of the authors.
All the authors of both collections are described by ,the
commentary as having attained liberation, that is, as having
become arabants.

In this way, the texts are similar to the Jatakas or the
Apadanas. Moreover, their preoccupation with the experiences
of the ascribed authors in a single lifetime marks them as quite
distinct. The Buddha is frequently referred to, particularly in the
Theragatha, but the verses, for the most part, are not about him.
Rather, they focus on the quest for liberation of his followers.
However, unlike the Apadanas, they are not overly concerned
with the past lives of the authors and the karmic events that led
to their attainment of nibbana. They thus appear to be
‘liberation manuals’ designed to provide models of success for
the women and men who join the Buddhist sangha.

The Therigatha and Theragatha employ two mediums to
explain the meaning of nibbana and to convey the authors’

14



The Language of Liberation

attainment of it. The vast majority of the verses contain highly
formalized technical terms that are common throughout
Buddhist and even Jain gathas.> Many of the verses also use
more poetic descriptions of the experiences, emotional states,
and characteristic attitudes of the arahant authors. This makes
sense. If liberation is a radical transformation of perspective,
words alone cannot adequately communicate the repercussions
of that transformation.

These more poetic descriptions comprise the focus of the rest
of this monograph. In this chapter, I am interested only in how
the texts use technical terminology. The goal of this chapter is
not a philosophical study of the meaning of the technical
vocabulary used by the texts to define nibbana (others have
done this in far more depth than I)* but to compare typical
patterns of usage characteristic of each text.

Underlying my analysis is the theory that the authors or
redactors of the Therigatha and Theragatha had access to a pool
of stock terms and phrases which was part of the distinctive
language of gatha composition (maybe of renunciants in
general, as Jain sources contain identical terms and phrases,
used in much the same way). In all probability, the verses were
composed orally and preserved as part of an oral tradition.?
They fit easily into the Lord-Parry oral-formulaic theory.®
Although Lord’s work has been criticized for definitional
imprecision and problematic assumptions,’ the insights guiding
the theory accord well with my findings. In the theory, the
performance of oral epics is inseparable from the composition,
Performers string together formulaic phrases, descriptions, and
whole passages to construct a tale. They have learned patterns
of sounds, rhythms, rhymes and themes by exposure to other
performances, and, in their own performances, will choose
various combinations and sequences of formulas in the midst of
the performance, according to the mood of the audience.® In
Lord’s theory, the formulas a performer employs will evoke
other formulas by metrical, stylistic, conceptual, or thematic
association. The formulas are thus often linked together, though
individual performers will have their own style.®

15



Women in the Footsteps of the Buddha

The Therigatha and Theragatha’s usage of stock terms and
phrases appears to follow this theory. The poems use
identical vocabulary, follow an identical organizational
structure, and often repeat sequences of terms or phrases in
identical patterns. Clearly, their authors were members of an
established tradition of highly formalized gatha composition.
The repetitiveness, structural congruity, and, above all, the
use of stock terms and phrases marks this tradition as oral.
The fact'that both texts use the same formulas indicates that
the authors of each share membership in this tradition. But,
as I shall demonstrate in this chapter, the texts exhibit subtle
variations in their characteristic usage of these otherwise
identical stylistic features. The similarity of pattern marks
the texts as part of a common tradition; the variance in
usage indicates the presence of sub-groups within the
tradition.

Liberation Refrains

An initial reading of the texts leaves an impression of similarity
rather than difference. The arrangement of the poems in the
Therigatha and Theragatha follows a clear organizational
pattern and the poems themselves exhibit structural similarities.
Many of the poems in both collections contain both a poetic and
a doctrinal section: they begin with a poetic description and end
with a recitation of technical terms and phrases which I call a
‘liberation refrain’.!® This pattern is more evident in the longer
poems, but even the shorter poems follow it. For example,
Meghiya’s one-verse poem in the Theragatha begins with a
description of the Buddha and ends with Meghiya’s attainment
of nibbana:

The great hero, having reached the far shore of all
phenomena, counselled me. Hearing his doctrine I dwelt
in his presence, mindful. The three knowledges have been
obtained, the Buddha’s teaching has been done. (Thera-
gatha 66)
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Similarly, Addhakasi’s two-verse poem in the Therigatha opens
with a description of her renounced prostitution, but quickly
slips into the stock terminology:

My wages (of prostitution) were as large as the (revenue of
the) country of Kasi; having fixed that price the towns-
people made me priceless in price.

Then I became disgusted with my figure, and being
disgusted I was disinterested (in it). May I not run again
through the journeying-on from rebirth to rebirth again
and again. The three knowledges have been realized. The
Buddha’s teaching has been done. (Therigatha 25-26)

Almost all of the poems in both collections follow this pattern,
though in a few of the longer poems the stock refrains are
interspersed with the more descriptive passages. For example, Sona
Kolivisa’s poem in the Theragatha opens with his background as a
former attendant of a king (632), outlines the doctrinal implica-
tions of indolence and mindfulness (633-37), acknowledges the
Buddha’s instruction (638), and conveys his liberation refrain (‘the
three knowledges have been obtained, the Buddha’s teaching has
been done’, 639). However, instead of concluding here, as most
poems would, this poem continues its doctrinal discussion for
another five verses (640-44). This poem, however, is the exception
rather than the rule; the majority of poems in both collections that
refer to liberation end with a liberation refrain, regardless of the
content of the description that precedes it.

In the examples above I have intentionally chosen verses that
contain an identical refrain: ‘the triple knowledge has been
obtained, the Buddha’s teaching has been done.” These two
phrases are among the fifteen most common stock phrases that
make up the liberation refrains in the texts. Appendix A
contains a table of the verses that contain these phrases. As
translated by K.R. Norman, in the order of their frequency of
occurrence in the Therigatha, they are: desire or craving (rdga,
tanha, nicchata, anupadaya) overcome; rebirth ended (amata,
macchubhayin, bbhavanetthi samihata, etc.); fetters, bonds or
sensual pleasures (yoga, visamyutta, kama, kamarati) destroyed;
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nibbana or nibbuta (quenched); triple knowledge (¢isso vijja or
tevijja) obtained;!! freedom (mutta, vimutta) obtained; dsavas
(intoxicating ideas, obsessions)'? destroyed; Buddha’s teaching
done (katam buddbassa sasanam); pain (dukkba, soka) gone;
darkness torn asunder (tamokkhandbham padaliya); peace
(upasanta, santi, anavila) obtained; conquest (jayati, vibanti,
nihanti) achieved; rest obtained or the load is put down (obito
bharuko bharo or yogakkbemam anuttaram); fear (bberava,
bhaya, dara) overcome; and, far shore reached (paragavesin).

Each of these phrases appears frequently in the texts, as is
readily apparent in Table 1 which documents the total number of
occurrences of each term or phrase in each text. The number of
occurrences in the Theragatha is naturally higher than those in
the Therigatha as it has almost two and one-half times as many
verses (Theragatha 1279; Therigatha 522). The number in
parentheses in the table represents an adjustment for this
differential in total number of verses. If the Theragatha contained
the same proportion of references to each term as the Therigatha,
its number would correspond to that in the parenthesis.

Contrarily, the numbers are not equivalent between the texts.
In particular, the numbers for Knowledge, Freedom, Darkness,
Fear, and Far Shore show a significant variation: Knowledge,
Freedom, and particularly Darkness are markedly more
frequent in the Therigatha; and Fear and Far Shore are more
frequent in the Theragatha.

I will discuss the difference in emphasis underlying this
variation in the following section. For now, we should note that
these terms and phrases correspond well with the concept of
liberation used more generally throughout Pali literature. The
term nibbana (quenched) appears very frequently in both texts, as
do terms which refer to the doctrinal emphasis on overcoming
desire, sensual pleasures, obsessions, pain, fear, and delusion (or
ignorance, ‘darkness’). The terms of attainment are also well
represented: rebirth is ended, the triple knowledge obtained,
freedom realized, the Buddha’s teaching done, rest achieved, and
the far shore reached. In sum, these technical terms imply the
process of liberation: the theris and theras are liberated from the
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Term or Phrase

Desire
Overcome

Rebirth Ended
Fetters Cut
Nibbana

Knowledge
Obtained

Freedom

Asavas
Destroyed

Teaching Done
Pain Gone
Darkness Torn
Peace Obtained
Conquest

Rest Obtained
Fear Overcome

Far Shore
Reached

The Language of Liberation

TABLE 1
15 Most Common Goal-Referents

Therigatha
522 vss.

33 (83)

26 (65)
25 (63)
23 (58)
20 (50)

19 (48)

18 (45)

16 (40)
15 (38)
14 (35)
11 (28)
11 (28)
5(13)

4 (10)

2 (5)
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Theragatha
1279 vss.

87

58
57
58
35

38
50

38
39

3
37
21
17
23
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tendencies that entangle them in the cycle of samsdra; conse-
quently, they are free of the desires and fears that can be so
disturbing, and they can revel in a state of peace and quietude.

Clearly, the texts share a common definition of liberation, or
at least, a common vocabulary with which to express it.
However, the variation in frequency of occurrence highlighted
by the table has significant implications.

Distinctions Between the Texts

The variation in usage of the stock terms or phrases between the
texts becomes very prominent when we examine the referents of
those terms or phrases. As noted in the Introduction, many of
the poems are about rather than by the ascribed author. Other
poems are clearly voiced by the theri or thera to whom the poem
is attributed. Yet many poems and liberation refrains are not
about the ascribed authors at all. Instead, some refer to
individuals known to the ascribed authors while others create
hypothetical situations in which any person following the
dhamma will attain liberation.

I have found that the distinction between refrains that refer to
an ascribed author and those that refer to others has an
important affect on the texts’ tendency to use particular stock
phrases. My analysis, therefore, distinguishes between those
terms or phrases by or about the ascribed author and those by or
about others (named or abstracted)..

In my analysis of the referents of goal-related terminology, I
pay close attention to the person to whom attainment is
attributed and to verb-tense and verb-referent. The terms I have
identified as referring to authors include statements by or about
the ascribed author that utilize verbs in the past or present tense
and their accompanying gerunds, relative clauses, and adjectival
compounds. This ‘author’ category, therefore, includes state-
ments voiced by a narrator about ascribed authors.

The terms I have identified as referring to others are
statements about persons other than the ascribed authors, or
statements by or about ascribed authors that incorporate

20



The Language of Liberation

imperatives or future tenses and their accompanying gerunds,
relative clauses, and adjectival compounds. This ‘other’
category, therefore, includes statements by the author about
the religious attainments of other individuals, or about the
qualities of any individual who has attained the goal. These
statements do not refer to the author’s own attainments, except,
occasionally, as speculations about future accomplishments.

When the narrator or author refers to a future situation, I
identify the refrain as ‘other’. For example, compare' the
following excerpts from two poems attributed to Nanda in
the Therigatha. The first fits into my criteria as a reference to
‘other’, the second to ‘author’. In the first, a narrator'?® suggests
to her the means by which she can attain the goal and the
benefits accruing therein:

Nandi, see the body, diseased, impure, rotten; develop the
mind, intent and well-concentrated, for contemplation of
the unpleasant.

And develop the signless, cast out the latent tendency to
conceit. Then by the full understanding of conceit, you will
wander, stilled (upasanta). (Therigatha 19-20)

This liberation refrain is not about Nanda’s attainment of the
goal, but rather reflects the narrator’s prediction of what her
attainment will be like. As a speculation about her future
accomplishments, it thus assumes the characteristics of any
liberated individual, thereby fitting into the category of ‘other’.

The second poem opens with an identical verse voiced by the
narrator, but then articulates her answer:

By (this same) me, vigilant, reflecting in a reasoned
manner, this body was seen as it really was, inside and out.

Then I became disgusted with the body, and I was
disinterested internally. Vigilant, unfettered (visamyutta), 1
have become stilled (upasanta), quenched (nibbuta).
(Therigatha 85-86) ‘

Here Nanda describes the characteristics of her own liberated
psyche. The liberation refrain is not about an abstract
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individual, or even about her own future attainments, but refers
directly to her own liberation. This verse I identify as referring
to ‘author’.

Many of the authors or narrators refer to the attainments of
other individuals. For example, Adhimutta’s poem in the
Theragatha consists of his conversion of a gang of thieves.
The thieves are initially impressed by Adhimutta’s lack of fear
(705-6), so they listen to his recitation of doctrine (707-23).
The poem ends with the explanation that while some of the
thieves left and did not steal again (724), others joined the
sangha and attained the goal:

Having gone forth in the teaching of the well-farer, having
developed the constituents of enlightenment and the
powers, being clever, with elated minds, happy, with
faculties formed, they attained the causally-undetermined
state of quenching (nibbanapadam). (Theragatha 725)

Similarly, Punnika’s poem in the Therigatha records her
conversion of a brabman and concludes with his liberation
refrain:

Formerly I was a kinsman of Brahma; today I am truly a
brahman. I possess the triple knowledge (tevijjo), I am
endowed with knowledge, and I am versed in sacred lore;
(and) I am washed clean. (Therigatha 251)

Though voiced in the first person, this liberation refrain, like
that of Adhimutta’s thieves, is not about the ascribed author, but
records the successful attainment of an ‘other’.

Appendix A contains a detailed table of all references to
goal-related terminology, categorized according to this
criteria of author-other referents. I have calculated approx-
imate ratios of references to author and other as they reveal
significant variations in the texts’ usage of technical termi-
nology. My findings are condensed in Table 2. The bracketed
. numbers under the ratios refer to the actual number of

#occurrences from which I have calculated the approximate
ratios.
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Term or Phrase

Desire
Overcome

Rebirth
Ended

Fetters
Cut

Nibbana
Knowledge
Obtained

Freedom
Obtained

Asavas
Destroyed

Teaching
Done

Pain
Gone

Darkness
Torn

Peace
Obtained

Conquest

The Language of Liberation

TABLE 2

The Author-Other Distinction

Therigatha Theragatha
Author:Other Author:Other
3:1 3:4
(24:9) (40:47)
1:1 4:3
(13:13) (33:25)
5:2 2:3
(15:10) (23:34)
3:1 1:5
(17:6) (10:48)
2:1 4:1
(13:7) (28:7)
3:1 1:1
(14:5) (19:19)
3:1 1:1
(13:5) (24:26)
4:1 18:1
(13:4) (36:2)
1:2 1:8
(5:10) (4:35)
13:1 3:0
(13:1) (3:0)
1:1 2:5
(6:5) (10:27)
11:1 1:3
(11:1) (5:16)
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Therigatha Theragatha
Term or Phrase Author:Other Author:Other
Rest 1:4 3:2
Obtained (1:4) (10:7)
Fear 1:3 2:3
Overcome (1:3) (9:14)
Far Shore 0:2 1:8
Reached (0:2) (2:17)

A glance through Table 2 reveals clear differences in the ways
the texts use the language of liberation. Among the most
prominent of these differences is the greater frequency of
occurrence of the author category in the Therigatha. Of the
seventy-three poems in the Therigatha, fifty-six, or 76.7 percent,
use one or more of these terms to refer to the ascribed author.
Only ninety-seven of the two hundred sixty-four poems in the
Theragatha, or 36.7 percent, use these terms to refer to their
ascribed authors (see Appendix A for the references). Thus, the
Therigatha refers twice as often as the Theragatha to the
liberation of its ascribed authors. It is much more ‘author-
oriented’ than the Theragatha - there is a clear tendency to use
the language of liberation to refer to its ascribed authors. The
main concern of the Therigatha appears to be the theris’ past or
present experiences. The text uses liberation refrains with verbs
in the past or present tense. In contrast, the Theragatha is less
concerned with its ascribed authors and shows a predilection for
either references to others or references to the theras expressed
in imperatives or future tenses. Thus, while both texts use
identical terminology, they use it in subtly different ways.

Table 2 also contains interesting differences in the propor-
tions of terms used for authors and others. None of the ratios
is identical. The texts exhibit significant variation in their
choice of which terms or phrases are appropriate for authors
and for others. Many of the ratios are actually reversed. The
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technical terms Desire (T herigatha 3:1, Theragatha 3:4), Fetters
(Therigatha 5:2, Theragatha 2:3), Nibbana (Therigatha 3:1,
Theragatha 1:5), and Conquest (Therigatha 11:1, Theragatha
1:3) are preferred by the Therigatha for authors, but by the
Theragatha for others. Rest is the only term in which the
reversal displays an emphasis on authors in the Theragatha
against a lack of emphasis in the Therigatha (Therigatha 1:4,
Theragatha 3:2). I think this difference can be understood with
reference to the conceptual underpinnings of the technical
language. The terms preferred by the Therigatha for authors are
those that reflect an emphasis on the conquest aspect of
liberation. This is perhaps most obvious in the text’s marked
preference for the term ‘conquest’ itself, but the other terms
used most frequently for authors also reflect this emphasis:
desire has to be overcome; fetters have to be cut or otherwise
eliminated; nibbana (‘quenching’) involves the putting out of
desires, passions, delusions, etc.; dsavas have to be destroyed;
and the darkness of ignorance must be ‘torn asunder’
(padalita).

In contrast, the terms used most frequently for authors in the
Theragatha convey an emphasis on the attainment aspects of
liberation. All the terms showing a significantly higher propor-
tion of authors to others in the Theragatha imply conceptually
an end to struggle: rebirth is ended; knowledge is acquired; the
Buddha’s teaching is completed; and rest is obtained.

When we examine the poems that employ these goal-related
terms or phrases, we discover interesting confirmation of this
difference in conceptual emphasis. Of the fifty-six poems in the
Therigatha that use the terms or phrases to refer to the ascribed
authors, ten describe situations of conflict."* Only six of the
ninety-seven poems following this criteria in the Theragatha
describe conflict.”

Of the ten in the Therigatha, seven appear to represent a
stock situation. In each, the poem opens with an adversary
questioning various aspects of the theris’ religious vocation: Sela
is questioned about seclusion (57); Soma .about women’s
intelligence (60); Khema with sexual temptation (139); Cala
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about her disapproval of sectarians (183); Upacala with sensual
pleasures (190); Sisupacila with rebirth in one of the heavens
(197); and Uppalavanna with fear of rape (230). Each of these
poems is almost identical to those in the Bhikkbuni Sutta,
though the names of the ascribed authors vary.!® Each of them
also concludes with an identical liberation refrain:

Everywhere enjoyment of pleasure [nandi] is defeated; the
mass of darkness (of ignorance) is torn asunder [tamok-
kbandhbo padalito); thus know, evil one, you are defeated
[nibato), death. (Therigatha 59, 62, 142, 188, 195, 203,
235)

Two of the Theragatha’s poems appear to represent a stock
situation similar to that of the theris. Both Vakkali (350-354)
and Nhatakamuni (435-440) open their poems with an
identical verse voiced by an adversary questioning their ability
to withstand harsh conditions in the forest. Their initial
response is also identical:

Brought low by colic, dwelling in the grove, in the wood,
where there is a restricted food supply, where it is harsh,
how will you fare bhikkbu?

Suffusing the body with much joy and happiness,
enduring even what is harsh, I shall dwell in the grove.
(Theragatha 350-51, 435-36)

From here; their responses differ. Vakkali does not refer to his
attainment of liberation, but Nhatakamuni declares himself rid
of dsavas (439), fetters and pain (440).

The use of these stock situations is quite different in the texts.
Where the poems in the Therigatha vary the questions of the
adversary, but employ an identical liberation refrain, those of
the Theragatha vary the theras’ response to an identical
confrontation. The presence of the future tense in the
Theragatha's conflict poems also strikes me as significant.
Whereas the theris have already attained liberation prior to their
confrontation, the theras are still seeking the goal, and, indeed,
often attain it as a result of the conflict.
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In the Theragatha conflict is not generally associated with the
experiences of liberated authors. Liberation is presented as an
end to struggle; as the completion of the quest. In the
Therigatha, liberated theris continue to experience conflict.
Liberation is, in this text, a continuation of struggle; all that has
changed is the theris’ responses toward it. Though terms used
for liberation in both texts are identical, the texts’ presentation
of liberated authors exhibit subtle differences.

Attitudes towards others also differ between the texts. As we
have seen, the Therigatha is more ‘author-oriented’ than the
Theragatha, but, in a particular way, it is also more ‘other-
oriented’. The Therigatha refers quite frequently to the religious
attainments of other individuals who have a clear relationship
with the theris. Rohini records the liberation of her father after
her prolonged explanation of dhamma to him (271-290).
Capa’s whole poem is about the accomplishments of her
renounced husband who successfully resists her attempts to
seduce him (291-311). Sundari devotes half of her twenty-six
verse poem to her father’s renunciation and liberation (312-
337). Bhadda Kapilani (63-66) announces the liberation of her
husband, Kassapa. Finally, the poem of Vaddha’s Mother (204-
212) describes her teaching her son to effectively induce his
liberation.

This last example is particularly interesting as the Theragatha
contains a poem by Vaddha that corresponds very closely to that
of his mother (Theragatha 335-339). Aside from Vaddha,
however, references to the religious attainments of other clearly
identifiable individuals are relatively infrequent in the Thera-
gatha: Kanhadinna expresses happiness at his son’s liberation
(178); Sarabhanga discusses the qualities of the seven Buddhas
of past ages (491); Adhimutta records the liberation of the
thieves he converts (705); Sela (840) and Ananda (1021-23)
refer to the Buddha’s liberation; and Mahamoggallana (1168-
1169) and Vangisa (1248, 1249, and 1278) refer to the
accomplishments of various bhikkbus.

The majority of references to ‘others’ in the Theragatha are
abstract characterizations of a liberated individual. Of the two
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hundred sixty-four poems in the Theragatha, thirty-nine, or
14.8 percent of all ascribed authors, use the language of
liberation to refer to hypothetical, idealized others.’” For
example, Gotama’s ten-verse poem is devoted to the lifestyle
and characteristics of an ideal ascetic (587-596). It concludes
with the liberation refrain of this hypothetical individual:

A sage should abandon craving [tanhal; he should split the
dsavas asunder, root and all; he should dwell released
[vimutta]; this is fitting for an ascetic.(Theragatha 596)

The Therigatha contains nothing like this emphasis on such
abstract attainments. In fact, Dhammadinna’s one-verse poem is
the only reference in the entire Therigatha that conveys a similar
sentiment:

One should be eager, determinate, and suffused with mind;
one whose thought is not attached to sensual pleasures
[kamal] is called an ‘up-streamer’. (T herigatha 12)

The texts also differ markedly in their characteristic attitudes
towards the religious capabilities of others. The Theragatha
frequently contrasts the state of unenlightened people with that
of liberated individuals. The text is pervaded by references to
‘blind, ordinary individuals’ (andhabbuata puthujjana) who are
uncontrolled, impassioned, ignorant fools (bala, manda, dum-
medbha), and are, therefore, inhibited in their ability to hear the
dhamma clearly or realize its fruits.”® For example, Yasadatta’s
whole poem consists of a contrast between fools and the wise:

"Having a hostile mind, the fool hears the conqueror’s
teaching; he is as far from the true doctrine as the earth is
from the sky.

Having a hostile mind, the fool hears the conqueror’s
teaching; he wanes away from the true doctrine like the
moon in the dark fortnight.

Having a hostile mind, the fool hears the conqueror’s
teaching; he dries up in the true doctrine like a fish in little
water.
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Having a hostile mind, the fool hears the conqueror’s
teaching; he does not thrive in the true doctrine, like a
rotten seed in a field.

But he who hears the conqueror’s teaching with a joyful
mind, having annihilated all his asavas, having realized the
state of imperturbability, having attained to highest peace
[santa], he is quenched [parinibbati]), without dsavas.
(Theragatha 360-364; see also 387-392)

The Therigatha also refers to fools, though not as frequently
as the Theragatha. ' And the contexts of the Therigathd’s
references differ significantly. Unlike the Theragatha which
devotes whole poems to the contrast between the foolish and the
wise, all of the Therigatha’s references are embedded in a
context of conversion or confrontation. Puninika condemns the
religious practice of the brabman she converts as the teaching of
the ‘ignorant to the ignorant’ (ajdnantassa ajanato, Therigatha
240). Subha Kammaradhita refers to fools (bala) who are
attracted to sensual pleasures as part of her efforts to convince
her relatives to support her renunciation (353). Similarly,
Sumedha’s argument with her parents and fiance over her
decision to renounce involves her invocation of fools who,
bemused by sensual pleasures, will continue on in samsara
(451-56, 470, 495). Thus, the Therigatha’s use of the abstract
concept ‘fool’ is very concrete. In order to convince others of the
efficacy of the Buddhist path, the theris explain the conse-
quences of the foolish decision not to follow the dhamma.

The Therigatha is consistent in this tendency towards
concrete portrayals. As we have seen, the text shows a marked
preference for using liberation refrains with reference to its
ascribed authors. It also clearly prefers tangible rather than
abstract ‘others’. And the abstract concept ‘fool’ is used for very
clear purposes. The Theragatha is also consistent, but its
tendency is towards abstraction. Almost two-thirds of the
liberation refrains in the text refer to others with more
frequency than to ascribed authors, and these ‘others’ are
frequently hypothetical, idealized figures rather than named
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individuals who relate to the theras. This is very clear in our
analysis of the concept “fool’ in which whole poems, or sections
thereof, contrast the perspective of an unliberated individual
with that of the ‘wise’.

As we will see in more depth in the following chapters, the
texts are also consistent in their relative emphasis on conflict.
The terms preferred for ascribed authors in the Therigatha are
those that imply conceptually the conquest aspects of liberation
while those terms preferred in the Theragatha imply the
attainment aspects. The presentation of liberated theris and
theras confirms this. While the theris who encounter conflict are
already liberated, many of the theras are still seeking. For the
theris, liberation is not an end to conflict, but a continuation. For
the theras, liberation is an end; conflict is frequently presented as
the final event leading up to their liberation experience.

A Difference of Perspective

These differences between the texts’ portrayals of liberated
authors are very clear when we compare similar poems from the
two texts. In the Therigatha, Subha Jivakambavanika’s poem
(366-399) presents an extended confrontation between Subha
and a rogue who accosts her in the forest. In the Theragatha,
Sundarasamudda (459-465) confronts a courtesan. Both the
theri and thera are tempted with the most attractive elements of
the secular world they have renounced, and both successfully
overcome this temptation. The poems differ, however, in
significant ways that confirm the varying tendencies we have
discovered in our previous analyses.

Subha is on her way to the forest to meditate when a rogue
impedes her passage and proposes that she cast off her yellow
renunciant’s robe and enjoy a sexual interlude with him in the
flowering grove (370). Subha is appalled at his audacity, and
instructs him on the essential impermanence of her body: she
compares her body to a corpse putrefying in the cemetery (380).
Undissuaded, the rogue persists, locating the source of his desire
in her beautiful eyes. Subha attempts again to instruct him,
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comparing her body to a painted puppet (390) — an inherently
composite entity whose animation will delight the eye only as
long as its strings are manipulated. Subha finally resorts to
extracting her eye, the source of his desire, and offering it to him
(396). Not surprisingly, the rogue’s desire ceases abruptly and he
begs her forgiveness.

In a recent study, Kevin Trainor aptly describes this poem as a
‘kind of literary fugue’?® in which the contrasting perspectives of
Subha, a liberated bhikkbuni, and her obviously unliberated
adversary are juxtaposed. While the rogue is enamored with a
perception of her body as timelessly beautiful (381), Subha
recognizes the impermanence of her body and the inevitability
of its decline. While the rogue understands a worldly life of
wealth and comfort as appealing (374-378), Subha realizes that
mundane pleasures are ultimately unsatisfying (386). While the
rogue is deluded by the beauty of her eyes, Subha perceives their
true nature as composites of various secretions and fleshly
substances.(395).

In the poem, the rogue is clearly a personified fool: he is
disturbed (gvilacitta) and impassioned (saraja, 369); he is out of
his mind with infatuation (vimana, 380); he is confused
(viparita, 393); and, following the central metaphor of the
poem, he is blind (andhg, 394). In short, he is the epitome of the
‘blind, ordinary individual’ (andbabhiuto puthujjana) referred to
in both texts. Subha’s liberated perspective is a clear contrast.
Where the rogue’s perception (visual and intellectual) is
impaired by his passion, Subha is calm (anavila) and dispassio-
nate (vitarajam ananganam, 369), her desire has been annihi-
lated (rago hato, 385), her mind is completely unsoiled {mano
na limpati, 388), and she is without dasavas (389).

Sundarasamudda’s poem (459-465) is the only poem in the
Theragatha which contains a confrontation similar to that of
Subha. He encounters a courtesan who attempts to seduce him.
She is beautiful and offers him wealth and sexual intimacy. Like
Subha’s rogue, she refers to his youth. Why renounce now, when
he is in his prime? When they are old, they can renounce
together, thereby enjoying the fruits of both lifestyles.
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Sundarasamudda’s courtesan is clearly as much a fool as
Subha’s rogue. Like him, she perceives value in transitory
sensual pleasures and foolishly dismisses the benefits of
renunciation. And, like the other fools in both texts, both the
courtesan and the rogue are foils against whom the authors
contrast their liberated perspective. The technique of contrast is
the same in both texts.

The liberated perspective of the authors is also superficially
similar: both are unswayed by their adversary’s proposals; both
are undistracted by sexual desires; both are immune to the
temptation of wealth and worldly power. Like other liberated
authors in the texts, they have completely transformed the way
they perceive the secular world. Where their adversaries see
value, they see peril. They are thus freed from the bonds of
samsara and have, thereby, attained their goal. 7

Here, however, the resemblance ends. There are significant
differences in the presentation of the liberated authors and their
adversaries. The level of character development is not uniform
in the two texts. Both the rogue and the courtesan are clearly
literary constructs designed to exemplify the temptation
renunciants of both sexes must have felt. Neverthless, while
Subha’s rogue acquires a clear, if somewhat absurd, personality,
Sundarasamudda’s courtesan remains a stock character. The
poem does not explain her attraction to Sundarasamudda, nor is
it concened with her response to his rejection. In contrast,
Subha’s rogue has a clear sexual attraction to Subha, in
particular to her beautiful eyes, and he apologizes profusely
when she offers him her eye.

This difference in character development corresponds with
the variations we have discovered in our analysis of the referents
of goal-related terminology. The rogue’s character development
complies with the Therigatha’s tendency towards concrete
portrayals of both authors and others. The courtesan’s relative
lack of character development conforms with the Theragatha’s
tendency towards abstraction.

The authors’ attitudes towards their adversaries is also
consistent with tendencies specific to each text. Like the other
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theris who refer to fools to convince people about the efficacy of
the Buddhist path, Subha converses with her rogue. She
attempts to convert him to her perspective, even resorting to
self-mutilation to prove the truth of her contention about the
true nature of her body. Apparently her attempt was successful:
the rogue recognizes his folly (398).

In contrast, Sundarasamudda does not even reply to the
courtesan’s proposal. Instead, he simply condemns her:

When I saw that courtesan beseeching me with cupped
hands, ornamented, well-dressed, like a snare of death
spread out,

then reasoned thinking arose in me; the peril became
clear; disgust with the world was established. (Theragatha
463-4)

This condemnation follows the tendency of the theras to present
an abstract contrast between fools and the wise. Rather than
convert fools to their liberated perspective, the theras tend to
condemn them.

Subha and Sundarasamudda also reflect each text’s relative
emphasis on contlict. Subha has attained liberation prior to her
confrontation with the rogue. She is calm (andvila) and
dispassionate (vitarajam ananganam), and her desire (rago)
and dsavas have been destroyed. Sundarasamudda, however,
does not attain liberation until after his confrontation. In fact, it
is the confrontation that provides the final impetus for his
attainment:

Then my mind was released [vimucci]; see the essential
rightness of the doctrine. The three knowledges have been
obtained [tisso vijja anuppatta], the Buddha’s teaching has
been done [katam buddhbassa sasanan). (Theragatha 465)

The context of the therfs and thera’s liberation experiences
confirms the differing emphasis in the texts’ characteristic
choice of terms for liberation. Where the Theragatha prefers
terms that imply completion, and depicts liberated theras
dwelling in peace and harmony, the Therigatha tends towards
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terms that imply conquest, and presents the theris as continuing
to struggle, even after they have attained liberation.

Thus, the comparison of these two similar poems highlights
the pervasive, if subtle, differences in the texts’ use of the
language of liberation. My analysis, though, has also underlined
the similarities between the texts. The arahant theris and theras
share a perspective that differs radically from that of ordinary
individuals. They simply do not perceive things in the same way
as other people, or even as they did prior to their realization of
nibbana. The variances we have discovered between the texts
must be understood in this light. Though the theris and theras
use the language in slightly different ways, the differences
between them are minor in comparison with the contrast
between them and normal folk. Their perspective has indeed
been transformed with their experience of liberation.

However, the variations between the texts must also be
acknowledged. The similarity of vocabulary, structure, and
technique proves only that the authors were members of the
same tradition. Their perspective will naturally be shaped by
that tradition, particularly when it is expressed in as formalized
a medium as these gathds. The fact of consistent difference
between the texts is very significant in the context of such
obvious formalism. While the texts are clearly designed as
companion volumes, directed towards the same purpose (to
provide models of success) and organized in an identical
manner, the perspective they convey is clearly not uniform.
The theris and theras express the general worldview of liberated
individuals: they understand the pervasiveness of suffering; they
accept impermanence; they are immune to the influence of
desire, anger, and delusion; and they have attained a state of
calm. This does not mean, however, that their perspective is
identical.

The authors of both texts are renunciants, but they are also
women and men with differing life-experiences who live in
segregated communities and who, presumably, recited their
verses to sex-specific audiences.?! The consistent variance in the
texts’ presentation of the language of liberation could con-
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ceivably derive from this very basic difference. As women and
men, the authors would probably have been influenced by the
gender distinctions of their social world. Their perspective
would have been shaped as much from their social context as
from their understanding of liberation. In seeking a means of
expression to convey their understanding, they would use the
vocabulary at hand, but in such a way that conforms with their
experiences, and communicates to their audiences.

The perspective of the authors underlies each text’s terminol-
ogy, influences the sequence of formulaic phrases, and dictates
the contexts in which liberation refrains are deemed to be
appropriate. In the chapters that follow, we will explore some of
the repercussions of gender on the ways in which the theris and
theras perceive other aspects of their lives.
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CHAPTER 11

Looking Backward:
Attitudes Towards
Renunciation

Home have I left, for I have left my world! Child have I
left, and all my cherish’d herds! Lust have I left, and Ill-
will, too, is gone, And ignorance have I put far from me;
Craving and root of Craving overpowered, Coolam I now,
knowing nibbdna’s peace.

Sangha, Therigatha 18'

The life of renunciation is intrinsic to the quest for liberation.
There are rare occasions in Pali texts in which a person attains
liberation prior to renouncing, but, overall, renunciation is
viewed as a prerequisite to liberation. Doctrinally, the rationale
for this insistence on renunciation is clear: the secular world of
family, kinship, occupation, and possessions is seductively
attractive. In order to realize the deceptiveness and futility of
that attractiveness, women and men must separate themselves
from it. It is simply too difficult to ‘see things as they really are’
while one is immersed in secular life.

The process of attaining liberation itself can be viewed as the
successive renunciation of the assumptions, attitudes, and
evaluations that characterize the human condition. In attaining
liberation, one must disentangle oneself from the emotional,
intellectual, and social habits of mind that perpetuate one’s
continuing existence in the cycle of samsara. The first step in this
process is the physical act of renunciation. One must initiate the
process by transforming one’s life-style and behavior. The
transformation of one’s consciousness follows; first comes the
external changes, then the internal.
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According to the Mahdvagga, shortly after his enlight-
enment, the Buddha instituted the bbikkbu-sangha with the
ordination (upasampada) of the five ascetics with whom he
had previously performed austerities.® Five years later,* the
bhikkbuni-sangha was instituted when the Buddha acceded to
his aunt’s request for ordination.

In Cullavagga X the Buddha is initially very reluctant to open up
the sangha to women. When his aunt and foster mother,.
Maha paja pati, requests ordination, the Buddha refuses three times.
She and a large number of his female relatives cut their hair, don the
yellow robes of renunciation, and follow him to Vesali. There,
standing outside the gate, travel worn, dirty, and miserable, she
informs Ananda, the Buddha’s closest attendant, of the Buddha’s
denial. He takes up her cause and asks the Buddha to ordain her.
Again the Buddha refuses three times. It is only after Ananda
changes his approach and asks the Buddha if women could attain
nibbana were they allowed entrance into the order that the Buddha
changes his mind.* He acknowledges their capacity to do so, and
concedes the justice of allowing them ordination.

However, conditional to ordination is Mahapajapati’s
acceptance of eight special rules, the garudhamma: bhikkhunis
had to pay homage to all bhikkhus, even very junior bhikkbus;
bbikkbunis could not spend the rains independent of
bhikkbus; bbikkbunis had to ask bhikkbus the dates of the
uposatha rites; bhikkbunis had to confess transgressions
before both orders; bhikkbunis must accept discipline from
both orders; bhikkbhunis had to be ordained by both orders;
bhikkbunis could not abuse or revile a bhikkbu in any ways;
and, bhikkbunis could not admonish a bhikkbu for any
reason. Finally, after accepting women into the order, the
Buddha complains to Ananda that without women, the ‘true
dhamma’ (saddhamma) would have lasted one thousand years;
now that women are in the order, it will last only five hundred
years. The eight rules were an attempt to control the damage,
like a dike controls a reservoir of water.

There is much scholarly debate about the historicity of this
account.® However, the date of composition of the story is
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indisputably early. The story appears in the Vinayas of every
school of Buddhism extant today, with surprisingly little
variation.” The Buddha’s initial reluctance, his prediction of
the decline of the dbamma, and the institutional subordination
contained in the eight rules are features of the story consistent
among all the versions. Clearly, the issue of women’s presence in
the order was a problem for the community that composed and
preserved this story. Even today, in Theravada countries where
the bhikkbuni-sangha has died out, the story continues to be
cited by those opposed to, and in support of, the reinstitution of
bhikkbuni ordination.®

Furthermore, in accounts of the first council, the quasi-
historical gathering of the foremost of the Buddha’s disciples
shortly after his death, one of the features in common to all
extant versions is the reprimanding of Ananda for his
intercession on behalf of women’s ordination.” The fact that a
disciple of his stature is reprimanded at the meeting in which his
recitation of the dhamma was determined to be canonical is very
significant. Though the historicity of this account is also
questionable,'® it does imply that at a very early point in
Buddhist history prominent bhikkbhus, or at least those
responsible for keeping the texts, were uncomfortable with
women’s presence in the sangha.

These important texts indicate that the situation in the
sangha was not egalitarian. Bhikkbhunis are explicitly discrimi-
nated against, and the Buddha and at least some of the
bhikkbus were ambivalent about their role in the sangha. As
many scholars have argued, these features of the sangha reflect
the gender assumptions of the surrounding social milieu."! The
social world of ancient India was almost certainly patriarchal.
Women were expected to marry, bear children (preferably
sons), and serve and obey the men in their families. The lifestyle
of renunciation offered women an alternative, but, as we have
seen, even in the sangha, women were institutionally sub-
ordinate to men.

Given this context, it would be surprising if the record of
women’s religiosity did not exhibit differences from that of men.
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When we turn to the Therigatha and the Theragatha, that is
precisely what we find. In this chapter, I will analyze the texts’
accounts of the lifestyles of the ascribed authors to discern
pervasive patterns of expression that reveal the authors’
attitudes towards renunciation. I begin with a study of the
texts’ presentation of lifestyles prior to renunciation.

The Way They Were

Like many other Buddhist texts, the Therigatha and Theragatha
view renunciation as unquestioningly superior to secular life. As
we have seen in the last chapter, those who fail to appreciate the
benefits of the monastic lifestyle are unanimously denounced in
both texts as ‘fools’. Nonetheless, the theris and theras also
recognize that they themselves were similarly deluded prior to
their decision to join the sangha, and both discuss their previous
values and attitudes with disapproval. The texts thus share a
critical stance towards the backgrounds of their ascribed
authors.

When we compare accounts of the theris’ and theras’
lifestyles prior to renunciation, however, we find a striking
difference. A significantly greater proportion of the theris report
situations and conditions of their lives prior to joining the
sangha. Of the seventy-three poems in the Therigatha, twenty-
five, or 34.2 percent of the ascribed authors provide some kind
of history for themselves.!? In contrast, only twenty-five of the
two hundred sixty-four poems in the Theragatha, or 9.5 percent
of the ascribed authors provide details of their background.'
The content of these descriptions also differ: not only do the
theris report their previous lifestyles more frequently, but they
also provide more detail.

In the Theragatha almost all of the descriptions are oblique or
extremely brief. For example, Tissa implies a wealthy back-
ground by referring to his renunciation of valuable bowls (97).
Similarly, Nanda discusses his previous addiction to ornamenta-
tion (157), Jenta Purohitaputta describes himself as ‘intoxicated
by pride of birth, and by wealth and position’ (423), Sona
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Kolivisa was ‘exalted in the kingdom as the attendant of the
king of Anga’ (632), and Anuruddha alludes to his former
wealth and status in his description of being ‘attended by song
and dance, awakened by cymbals and gongs’ (893). Not all of
the theras, however, lived in such luxurious conditions. Two of
Sunita’s twelve verses describe his former poverty (620—-21) and
Angulimala discusses his former life of murder and crime,
though again with only two verses (880-881).

Some of the Therigatha’s descriptions of the pre-renunciation
circumstances of the theris are also brief and elusive. Sangha
simply informs us that she has given up son, cattle, and what
was dear (18); Addhakasi implies her former wealth by referring
to her large wages as a prostitute (25); Sakula refers in passing
to her abandonment of money and grain (90); Canda describes
her poverty as a lack of food and clothing (122); Sujata alludes
to her former wealth by describing her clothing, ornamentation,
food, and servants (145-146); and Anopama describes a suitor
willing to pay her father eight times her weight in gold and
jewels (153). Other descriptions in the Therigatha, however,
contain much more detail than those of the Theragatha. Four of
the five longest poems in the Therigatha, Sundari (312-337),
Subha Kammaradhita (338-365), Isidasi (400-447), and
Sumedha (448-522), contrast vividly the lifestyles of the theris
before and after their renunciation. All of these poems situate
their ascribed author in a scenario of complex social interaction.
For example, Sundari’s poem consists of a discussion including
her father, mother, their charioteer, and an bhikkbuni named
Visitthi. Sundari’s father is extremely upset over the death of his
son and appeals to Visitthi who, prior to her own renunciation,
had also mourned excessively. She teaches him  about the
pervasiveness of suffering, and he decides to renounce thereby
initiating the subsequent renunciation of Sundari and the
charioteer. In the course of the discussion, a detailed image of
Sundar?’s social world is developed: goods are exchanged,
people travel between cities, a complex network of relationships
is portrayed. The poem presents a bustling scene of secular life
that conveys vitality, warmth, and substance.
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Isidas’s poem provides an even more detailed vision of the
secular world. Responding to a fellow bhikkbuni’s question
about what prompted her to renounce, Isidasi launches into an
extended description of her experiences covering several lifetimes.
In this life, her father had married her to a rich merchant (406), to
whom she offered what she deems to be the best of service:
paying obeisance to his parents (407); giving up her seat to his
relatives (408); serving food (409); arising before him and
approaching him respectfully (410); dressing him as would a
servant (411); and cooking and washing for him (412). Despite
all this service, her husband rejected het, insisting that she return
to her father’s house (414). She then married twice more, but was
rejected by those husbands as well (421 and 425). She joins the
Buddhist sangha and quickly attains the triple knowledge (433).

In the Theragatha, there are no comparable descriptions of
the theras’ previous circumstances. The theras refer only
obliquely and abstractly to their past experiences. The level of
abstraction in their accounts evokes a feeling of distance, of
detachment towards the secular world. In contrast with the
bustling vitality presented in the Therigatha, the Theragatha’s
descriptions are dry and lifeless.

The Theragatha’s accounts are also practically devoid of
emotion. Of the twenty-five poems in the Therigatha that refer
to the theris’ prior lifestyles, nineteen mention family.” Only
eleven of the twenty-five poems in the Theragatha recording the
theras’ prior lifestyles mention family.” Of these, once again,
the Therigatha contains much more ‘detail.

All of the references to the theras’ families are cursory. The
only situations that even imply a sensitivity to family are Passika
who claims his accomplishments will benefit his kin (240-242),
Jenta Purohitaputta who condemns his former disrespect for his
parents (425), Bhadda who commends his parents for ordaining
him at age seven (473-479), and Cualapanthaka who records
that his brother (apparently a bbikkbu) initially turned him
away from the gate of a Buddhist vibara (557).

In contrast, the Therigatha presents the theris’ relationships
with their family members in great detail and with oovious
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compassion. Many of the shorter poems contain brief references
similar to those of the Theragatha (11, 18,63, 98, 102, 151, and
163), but the Therigatha also presents situations that evoke a
strong emotional response. For example, even now it is difficult
not to sympathize with Kisagotami’s description of loss and
despair:

Going along, about to bring forth, I saw my husband dead;
having given birth on the path, (I had) not yet arrived at
my own house.

Two sons dead and a husband dead upon the path for
miserable (me); mother and father and brother were
burning upon one pyre.

O miserable woman, with family annihilated, immea-
surable pain has been suffered by you; and your tears have
been shed for many thousands of births.

Then I saw the flesh of my sons eaten in the midst of the
cemetery; with my family destroyed, despised by all, with
husband dead, I attained the undying. (Therigatha 215-
221)

Even K.R. Norman’s stark translation conveys the extreme
suffering of Kisagotami.'® Note how Kisagotamr’s experience of
dukkba relates specifically to her relationships: she mentions the
pain of childbirth, but her greatest suffering derives from the
death of her family members and the social consequences of her
widowhood. Kisagotami’s experience of social reprobation for
losing her family is repeated in Canda’s and Vasitth?’s poems.
Canda lacks food and clothing and begs from door to door for
seven years because she was a childless widow (122-123).
Vasitthi, distressed by the death of her son, wanders naked for
three years dwelling in rubbish heaps, cemeteries, and highways
(133-134).

The Theragatha contains two references to disheartening or
distressful circumstances. Ciilapanthaka is discouraged by his
brother’s refusal to allow him entrance into the order (557-558)
and Sunita records his unhappy experiences of poverty:
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I was born in a humble family, poor, having little food; my
work was lowly — I was a disposer of (withered) flowers.

Despised [or shunned, jigucchito] by men, disregarded
and reviled, making my mind humble I paid homage to
many people. (Theragatha 620-621)

In neither of these examples is the hardship as closely related
to the theras’ social relationships as those described in the
Therigatha. Cilapanthaka’s grief relates to his frustrated desire
to enter the sangha, and Sunita’s distress derives from his
economic status, not his relationships with family. There is
simply no comparison with the extreme grief expressed by
Kisagotami, nor is there a discussion of the social consequences
of family death as described by Kisagotami, Candi, and
Vasitthi. In fact, none of the theras report the deaths of family
members, nor do they record feeling grief.

However, as we have seen, the Therigatha reports the
grieving of Sundari’s father prior to his renunciation (328). In
fact, heis attracted to the sangha to alleviate his grief. Similarly,
the Therigatha is markedly more prone to discuss the renounced
parenthood of renunciants, both female and male. Of the
seventy-three theris, nine refer to their own children,'” and three
more refer to the renounced parenthood of bhikkhus they
know.® Only three of the two hundred sixty-four theras refer to
children.’

This, I think, is closely related to the general disinclination in
the Theragatha to discuss the theras’ previous relationships. This
is perhaps most obvious when we examine poems that are almost
identical in the two texts. In the Therigatha, Mutta revels in her
freedom by referring to her renounced domestic responsibilities:

Free am I (sumutta), oh, so free am I (sadbu mutta) by
being freed (muttiya) by means of the three crooked things:
the mortar, pestle, and my crooked husband. (Therigatha
11; see also 23)%°

Using identical vocabulary and structure, the thera Sumangala
glorifies in his freedom from farm labor:
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Free am I (sumuttiko), free am I (sumuttiko), oh, so free
am | (sabu sumuttiko) from the three crooked things: the
sickles, the ploughs, and the curved spades. (Theragatha
43)4

These poems develop a pun on the word mutta, ‘freedom,’
which refers in each case both to freedom from secular roles and
freedom in the religious sense, synonymous with nibbana. The
implication is clear: by freeing themselves of their secular roles,
Mutta and Sumangala have attained the religious goal, but
while Mutta includes her relationship with her husband as one
of her secular responsibilities, Sumangala admits no such
relationship.

This slight variation in otherwise identical verses confirms the
thematic differences we have discovered. The Therigatha’s
descriptions of pre-renunciation experiences revolve around
relationships. The secular world the theris renounced is
consistently portrayed as a social world in which they were
embedded in a network of relationships, especially with family.
The Theragatha de-emphasizes the pre-renunciation experiences
of the theras, and, even in the few descriptions provided, does
not dwell at length on the social interactions of the theras.
Rather, the world the theras renounced is portrayed as
remarkably asocial.

Breaking Free: Going Forth to the
Homeless Life

The implications of this differing emphasis on relationships are
two-fold. The theris, enmeshed in a network of relationships,
would probably experience more difficulty gaining permission to
join the sangha than the theras who are relatively unencumbered
by relationships. Secondly, the theris’ close emotional bonds with
others could inhibit their ability to attain the psychological
detachment required in order to attain nibbana.

If we can accept these accounts at'face value, we should also
expect conversion to represent a more radical breach for the
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theris than for the theras. The bustling, vital scenes of secular
life in the theris’ descriptions is in direct opposition to the quiet
contemplative atmosphere one would expect of a monastery.
The theras’ reticence in describing the secular world implies a
sense of detachment and distance. For them, at least as they are
presented in the Theragatha, conversion should represent more
of a continuation rather than radical breach.

I think this may help explain the dramatically higher
percentage of the theris who discuss the process of conversion.
In the Therigatha, seventeen of seventy-three, or 23.3 percent of
all poems, contain references to conversion;?? only thirteen of
two hundred sixty-four, or 4.9 percent of all poems in the
Theragatha even mention it.2® The texts’ differing emphasis on
relationships is also more pronounced in descriptions of
conversion, but in these accounts, the distinguishing feature of
the Therigatha is the frequency and vividness of conflict.

The Theragatha contains only two situations of conflict
associated with a thera’s desire to go forth. In the first, Atuma
states that he finds it ‘hard to go forth becaise of the wife who
has been brought home’(72). His request for permission seems
directed at his parents and his relationship with his wife is
abstracted; he calls her ‘the wife who has been brought home’.
In the second, discussed above, Citlapanthaka is denied entrance
into a vibara by his brother (557). In both cases, the conflict is
underplayed. We suspect conflict, but the poems refrain from
exploring it in detail.

In contrast, the Therigatha presents three extended discus-
sions of conflict in the context of conversion (291, 340, and
448). Interestingly, the first, Capa’s poem, is not so much about
her own renunciation but rather portrays her extreme resistance
to her husband’s decision. Attempting to reverse his decision,
Capa promises to obey him (295), highlights the beauty of her
body (298), and even threatens to kill their son (302). I discuss
this poem in greater length below, but for now, we should note
that the Therigatha presents in much greater detail a bhikkbu’s
conflict with his wife, alluded to only abstractly in the
Theragatha.
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Sumedha’s poem (448-522), the longest in the Therigatha,
presents a dramatic confrontation between Sumedha and her
parents over her decision to renounce. Sumedha’s parents have
arranged a marriage for her with a king and are considerably
distraught when she announces her desire to join the sangha.
Attempting to persuade them to grant her permission to
renounce, Sumedha engages in long discussions of the benefits
of renunciation and its fruits (450:459), the transience of
material wealth and social position (465-478), and the
delusiveness of sensual pleasures (485-513). Her parents and
fiance highlight the wealth and social status she will have as a
queen (462-464; 483-484). During the conflict, Sumedha
threatens to fast until death (460) and throws herself on the
floor (461). Her parents, however, refuse to grant her permission
to renounce until her fiance petitions them on her behalf (515)
in response to her dramatically throwing her hair on the ground
in front of him (514).

Similarly, Subha Kammaradhita’s poem (338-365) consists
almost entirely of her argument with relatives over her decision
to renounce, though with none of the high drama of Sumedha’s
poem.

The Theragatha contains nothing to com pare with these long
extended discussions of conflict. Instead, the Theragatha avoids
conflict and tends to present the decision as welcome by all
concerned.?* For example, two of the theras describe themselves
as being given by their parents to the sangha when they were
only seven years old (473 and 485). Rohint’s conversion of her
father in the Therigatha (271-290) is a positive example of a
supportive family, but, overall, the relatives of the theris are not
overjoyed at their decision to renounce.

A further confirmation of this is the higher proportion of theris
who are free of family responsibilities at the time of their
conversion. Of the twenty-five theris who provide a background
for themselves, eleven are freed: their families are dead or
renounced (63,122, 127, 133, 213, 312); they are very old (102);
or, their previous occupation as courtesan (25, 72) or ascetic (87,
107) precluded familial obligations. In contrast, only four of the
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twenty-five theras who record their background are similarly free
by means of their great age (108) or prior asceticism (219, 283,
1253). As we shall see in the next section, those theris who are
young and beautiful experience the most conflict.

The Therigatha’s discussions of conversion confirm the high
probability of a patriarchal environment in which women must
conform with the social roles of wife and mother. The young
women who seek to renounce encounter resistance from their
families and-a large proportion of theris were freed of their
social responsibilities prior to joining the sangha.

The conversion narratives also confirm the emphasis on
relationships we have discovered. The Therigatha presents a more
sociable environment in the context of conversion. Of the
Therigatha’s seventeen references to conversion, eight imply social
interaction between a theri and other individuals.?® For example,
Punnika (236-251) and Rohini (271-290) devote their whole
poems to their conversion of others; Sundari’s poem (312-337)
presents a whole family converting together; Baddha Kapilani (63-
66) renounces together with her husband, Kassapa; and Sakula
(97-101), Sona (102-106), and Canda (122-126) mention
approaching a member of the sangha. In the Theragatha, there is
only a single reference to a thera converting others (Adhimutta’s
conversion of a gang of thieves, 705-725), and only one instance
in which a thera converts as part of a group (Sela, 818-841).

In place of the theras converting others and being converted
by members of the sangha, the Theragatha stresses the role of
the Buddha: eleven of the thirteen theras who discuss conversion
attribute their conversion to the Buddha.* Only five of the
seventeen theris who discuss conversion refer to the Buddha.?”’
However, in this case, it is the Therigatha’s references that are
more abstract. For example, Anopama’s acknowledgement of
the Buddha’s teachings as the cause of her renunciation is one of
the most detailed in the Therigatha:

I, having seen the enlightened one, supreme in the world,
unsurpassed, having paid homage to his feet, sat down on
one side.
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In pity, Gotama taught me the doctrine. Seated on that
seat | attained the third fruit.

Then cutting off my hair I went forth into the houseless
state. .. (Therigatha 154-155)

The Theragatha contains many similarly brief references to
the Buddha, but the text also devotes long passages to extolling
his greatness. For example, each verse of Sela’s twenty-four
verse poem praises the virtues of the Buddha (818-841). Sela is
overwhelmed by meeting the Buddha, and, along with three
hundred brabmans, joins the sangha as a direct result of his awe.
Sela is initially attracted to the Buddha’s physical presence:

You have a perfect body, you are shining, well-propor-
tioned, beautiful to look at; you are golden-coloured,
blessed one; you have very white teeth, you are energetic.

For the minor distinguishing marks of a well-propor-
tioned man, all the marks of a great man, are in your body.

You have clear eyes, a round face, you are large,
straight, splendid; in the middle of the Order of ascetics
you shine like the sun. (Theragatha 818-820)

The Buddha converses with him, informing Sela of the
qualities that make him a Buddha, a fully enlightened one (824-
831), and Sela encourages his companions to join him in
revering him:

Hear, sirs, what the one with vision says; the dart-remover,
the great hero, roars like a lion in the wood.
Having seen him, become Brahma, unequal led crusher
" of Mara’s army, who would not have faith, even one who
is base-born? (Theragatha 832-833)

The Therigatha contains nothing to compare with this .
extreme exaltation of the Buddha. Mahipajapati Gotami’s
poem pays homage to him as the ‘best of all creatures’ (157),
but, overall, the Buddha is a distant, somewhat abstracted figure
in the text. In the Theragatha, the Buddha is much more
tangible and influential. He is -also more human. The
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Theragatha contains references to the physical presence of the
Buddha in homey, personable images of his daily life. For
example, Sona Kutikanna claims to have dwelled with the
Buddha and describes him making his bed by laying down his
outer robe (365-367). In the Therigatha, the Buddha is never
presented as anything but an object of reverence.

This difference tends to confirm the variations in thematic
emphasis we have discovered already. The theris report a much
greater proportion of conversions as occurring in the context of
social interaction. Conversions by the Buddha are relatively
infrequent and tend to lack tangible details. In the Theragatha,
the vast majority of conversions occur in the exalted presence of
the Buddha and social interaction among bhikkhus in the
context of conversion tends to be underplayed. I do not think of
interactions with the Buddha as particularly social. Even though
some theras humanize the Buddha more than the theris, he is
still an exalted figure.

The presentation of conversion in both texts exhibits both
continuity and discontinuity with their descriptions of previous
lifestyles. On the one hand, we can view the higher proportion
of conversion narratives in the Therigatha as evidence for the
greater significance conversion holds for the text’s authors. The
detail presented and struggle encountered by the theris tend to
confirm this. For the theras, conversion is not presented as such
a significant event, nor is the contrast between their previous
lives and their renounced state as marked as it is for the theris.
We could interpret the differing degree of emphasis and contrast
as indicating a perce ption of renunciation as a radical departure
from their previous lives for the theris, and as a smooth
transition for the theras.

The texts also reflect continuity between previous lifestyle
and conversion. The theris’ presentations of conversion
continue the emphasis on relationships we discovered in their
accounts of pre-renunciation lifestyles. They may have broken
free of the social network in which they were previously
enmeshed, but they continue to emphasize the social aspects of
their experiences. The theras’ discussions also reflect continuity,
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but in their case, their accounts consistently de-emphasize social
interaction.

The differing emphasis on past experiences and conversion in
the texts implies a differing attitude towards renunciation. The
Theragatha’s relative lack of concern with pre-renunciation
experiences indicates a conception of renunciation as a complete
break with the past. For the theras, the circumstances of their
lives prior to renouncing do not appear important. The
emphasis is on the present. In contrast, the Therigatha’s
readiness to discuss the theris’ prior lives conveys a perception
of renunciation as transformation rather than breach.

Reflections on the Good Life

When we examine accounts of the theris’ and theras’
experiences in the sangha, this difference in emphasis becomes
even more pronounced. Of the Therigatha’s seventy-three
poems, eighteen, or 24.7 percent, contain social interactions
(conversations, encounters, confrontations, etc.).2® Of the two
hundred sixty-four poems in the Theragatha, only eighteen, or 8
percent, portray similar situations.?’ The figures are nonetheless
somewhat misleading. In the Therigatha, almost all of the
poems seven verses or longer record social interactions. When
we look at the actual verses devoted to social interaction, we
arrive at a figure of 58.2 percent of all verses in the Therigatha,
and only 17.2 percent of all verses in the Theragatha.’’

Most of the social interactions in the Therigatha occur in a
context of confrontation. The theris frequently encounter
adversaries attempting to tempt, frighten, or coerce. them into
activities inconducive to their chosen lifestyle of asceticism. Sela
(57-59), Soma (60-62), Khema (139-144), Cala (182-188),
Upacala (189-195), Sisupacala (196-203), and Subha Jivakam-
bavanika (366-399) report such confrontations. Of these, Soma
is confronted with doubt of her abilities as a woman to attain
the highest goal, Uppalavanna is confronted with fear of a being
woman alone in the forest, Cala is confronted with doubts
about the efficacy of the Buddhist path, and Sisapacala is
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confronted with the temptation to work towards a divine
rebirth. Sela, Khema, and Subha Jivakambavanika are tempted
with the pleasures of sexual intimacy. Significantly, as we shall
see below, Sela’s and Subha’s adversaries both emphasize the
fact that they are alone. In fact, Sela’s adversary makes the only
reference to a theri’s seclusion (viveka) in the Therigatha:

There is no escape in the world; what will you do by means
of seclusion [vivekena]? Enjoy the delights of sensual
pleasures; do not be a repenter afterwards. (Therigatha 57)

As we have seen already in the previous chapter (pp. 35-36),
Subha Jivakambavanika’s poem (366-399) presents the most
prolonged and explicitly sexual confrontation in either text. A
rogue stops her on her way to the woods. Her response indicates
her bewilderment that he should obstruct a bhikkbuni:

What wrong has been done to you by me, that you stand
obstructing me? For it is not fitting, sir, that a man should
touch a woman who has gone forth. (Therigatha 367)

He responds that she is young and not ugly and should,
therefore, throw away her yellow robe to enjoy the spring with
him (370). As part of his temptation, he offers her beautiful
clothing, a house, jewelry, a soft bed, and his service if she
appeases his desire (372-378). His suggestion that she throw
away her yellow robe is particularly revealing. He is not simply
asking her to disrobe; rather, he is suggesting that she renege on
her vow of celibacy. Furthermore, he attempts to bribe her with
the very things she has chosen to renounce: varied clothing,
ornamentation, and soft beds.>!

When we turn to confrontations in the Theragatha, we notice
that the theras do not report confrontations as frequently or as
vividly, nor are the propositions involved the same as in the
Therigatha. Vakkali (350-354), Tekicchakani (381-386), and
Nhatakamuni (435-440) are confronted by an unnamed
adversary who questions their abilities to withstand the harsh
conditions of outdoor living. Nagasamala, Candana, Rajadatta,
and Sundarasamudda encounter women and have to confront
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their desire. Nagasamala sees an ornamented dancer on the
street (267), Candana sees his wife and child (299), Rajadatta
sees a dead woman’s body (315), and Sundarasamudda sees and
converses with a courtesan (459).

This last example is most significant since it contains the only
incident of purposeful temptation found in the Theragatha. All
the other temptations derive solely from the theras’ response to
viewing a woman. In Sundarasamudda’s poem, the courtesan
actually presents an argument as to why he should stay with her
and postpone his renunciation:

You are young to have gone forth. Abide in my teaching;
enjoy human sensual pleasures. I (shall) give you wealth; I
promise you truly; (if you do not believe me) I shall indeed
bring fire.

When we are both old, supported by sticks, we shall
both go forth; both ways it will be a winning throw.
(Theragatha 461-462)

The courtesan proposes that he can have it both ways: he can
enjoy himself now with her, and when they are old, they can
both renounce the world and reap the benefits of renunciation.
This is the only situation in the whole Theragatha in which a
woman consciously tempts a thera. The other situations show
no such volition on the part of the woman: Rajadatta’s
‘temptress’ is dead and Nagasamala’s and Candana’s are simply
standing there. The temptation is found only in the theras’
minds.

Curiously, the Therigatha presents a vivid temptation of the
bhikkbu Kala by his renounced wife, Capa (291-311). Like
Subha Jivakambavanika’s rogue, she offers him her service
(295), but, unlike the rogue, highlights the beauty of her body
(297-8), and shows him their son (300). As part of her quest to
coerce him back to secular life, she even threatens to kill the
child (302). The inclusion of this poem in the Therigatha strikes
me as odd since it is primarily about Kaila, though the
commentary points out that Capa also renounced and attained
liberation soon after Kala had gone. Even the commentary,
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though, devotes more attention to Kala’s previous life history
than to that of Capa. )

I think part of the reason for the inclusion of Capa’s poem in
the Therigatha rather than the Theragatha is the overt conflict
contained therein. Subha Kammaradhita, Subha Jivakambava-
nika, Sumedha, and Capa devote most of their lengthy poems to
explicit conflict. These poems comprise the longest poems in the
Therigatha and make up one hundred eighty-four of its five
hundred twenty-two verses. Though Sundarasamudda’s poem in
the Theragatha does portray conflict, the collection as a whole
contains nothing comparable to the length and detail of these
situations in the Therigatha: Sundarasamudda’s poem comprises
only seven of the one thousand two hundred seventy-nine verses
of the Theragatha.

As we discovered in the last chapter, the Therigatha displays a
consistent conceptual emphasis on conflict. The language of
liberation preferred for authors implies the conquest aspects of
liberation and a much higher percentage of the liberated theris
experience conflict after they have attained liberation. Now we
find that a very large proportion of the verses in the Therigatha
are devoted to explicit conflict.

In part at least, the text’s emphasis on relationships may help
explain this dramatic difference. Conflict is a kind of social
interaction. The Therigatha consistently portrays the characters
in the poems engaging in social behavior. The theris’ descrip-
tions of their pre-renunciation experiences are filled with
conversations and kinship ties. The theris refer relatively
frequently to the children they mothered, and report grieving’
over the deaths of family. They also present men experiencing
similar emotions. The Therigatha refers more frequently than
the Theragatha to the parenthood of bhikkbus, and it describes
a man grieving over the death of his son; a situation never
portrayed in the Theragatha. The Therigatha also presents a
confrontation between a bhikkbu and his renounced wife that is
more detailed and explicit than anything in the Theragatha.

The texts’ characteristic emphasis or de-emphasis on relation-
ships continues in descriptions of the sangha. The Therigatha
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refers frequently to the theris interacting positively with other
bhikkhuris in the sangha. In the Therigatha, thirteen of the
seventy-three poems, or 17.8 percent, refer to friends or teachers
in the sangha.*? In the Theragatha, twenty of the two hundred
sixty-four poems, or only 8 percent of the theras similarly report
friendship.*®

In the Therigatha, nine of these references are expressions of
gratitude to an instructing bhikkhuni: Uttama (43) and ‘A
Certain Unknown Bhikkhuni’ (69) record their instruction'by a
‘bhikkbuni who was fit-to-be-trusted; Patacara (131) and
Vijaya (170) report the instruction of a bhikkhuni; the ‘Thirty
bhikkbhunis’ (119), Canda (124-5), and Uttara (178) acknowl-
edge Patacara as their instructor; and Subha Kammaradhita
claims Uppalavanna as her teacher (363). Perhaps the best
example of this gratitude is found in a conversation between
Sundari and the bhikkhuni who ordains her:3* '

‘May that intention of yours, which you seek, prosper,
Sundari. Left-over scraps and gleanings (as food), and a
rag from a dust-heap as a robe, these are sufficient. (You
will be) without dsavas in the next world.’

‘Noble lady, the deva-eye is purified as I undergo
training; I know my former habitation, where I lived
before.

‘(By me) relying on you, o lovely one, o beauty of the
Order of theris, the three knowledges have been obtained,
the Buddha’s teaching has been done.’ (Therigatha 329-
331)

Note Sundars respect and the instructing bhikkbuni’s
benevolent disposition. So strong is the affection among the
theris that Sumedha even reports the friendship between herself
and two other women that prevailed through thousands of
incarnations together (518-19).

In the Theragatha, we find no comparable intimation of long-
standing friendship. There are some references to other theras’
accomplishments (for example, Mahamoggallana’s homage to
Kassapa, the ‘heir of the best of the Buddhas’ [1109]), but no
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recognition of fellow bhikkhu-instruction. There is one excep-
tion, however, in Vaddha’s acknowledgement of his mother’s
instruction (335-39). Significantly, this is also the only reference
to a theri in the collection.

Instead of the close network of friendships among renun-
ciants present in the Therigatha, in the Theragatha we find
abstract axioms of how bhikkbus should associate with ‘good
companions’ and avoid bad.** Vimala’s poem is representative
of the abstraction typical in the Theragatha’s discussion of
friendship:

Avoiding evil friends one should associate with the best of
individuals; one should stand fast in his exhortation,
seeking the unshakable happiness.

Just as one climbing on to a small plank would sink in
the great ocean, so even one who lives a virtuous life sinks
if he depends upon an inactive man. Therefore one should
avoid that inactive man, who is lacking in energy.

One should dwell with those clever ones who live apart,
the noble resolute meditators, (who are) continually
putting forth energy. (Theragatha 264-266)

There is no warmth or feeling of human companionship in this
or any of the other references to friendship in the text. Instead of
the gratitude and mutual concern for the other’s welfare evident
in Sundari’s exchange with her teacher, we find Vimala
comparing a friend to a plank large enough to carry him over
the ocean. )

Vimala’s high regard for those who ‘live apart’ is also typical
of the Theragatha. One of the most striking features of the text
is the solitude of the theras. They are frequently depicted alone
and devote whole poems to the joys of solitude. In fact,
references to the theras’ solitude outnumber references to the
theras’ social interactions: thirty of the two hundred sixty-four
poems, or a full 11.4 percent of the poems in the Theragatha
emphasize the theras’ solitude.’® Only three of the Therigatha’s
seventy-three poems refer explicitly to the ther’s solitude and, in
each case, the reference is voiced by an adversary attempting to
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frighten the theri.’” Where the theras often praise solitude and
explicitly condemn social interaction, the theris never praise
solitude, nor do they have anything negative to say about
relationships.

Sabbamitta’s poem is perhaps the most e xplicit condemnation
of human interaction in thg Theragatha, but the sentiment
expressed herein is not infrequent among the references to
solitude:

People are bound to people, people depend on people;
people are hurt by people, and people hurt people.

What need then has one of people, or those born of
people? Go, leaving this people who have hurt many
people. (Theragatha 149-150)

Nowhere in the Therigatha do we find a condemnation of
human interaction per se such as we see inh Sabbamitta’s poem.

This condemnation, I think, is very revealing. The theras’
tendency to neglect social interaction is not simply an oversight on
their part. The theras are too consistent in their attitudes towards
relationships: they praise solitude, condemn human society, and
refrain from presenting even positive interactions among the
theras. These features of the text imply a clear perception of
renunciation as complete separation from society. Emotional
bonds with others, even those beneficial to the quest for liberation
are simply not part of the theras’ vision of renunciation.

In contrast, the theris’ continuing emphasis on relationships
implies a differing perception of renunciation. Close attach-
ments with others are fraught with difficulty and can produce
emotions such as fear, grief, and desire that are antithetical to
liberation. Yet, in the Therigatha, relationships can also prove
beneficial to the quest for liberation. For the theris, renunciation
does not mean the complete severing of relationships but their
transformation. Instead of entangling the theris further in the
bonds of samsara, the theris’ relationships in the sangha assist
them in releasing the bonds.

The theris also work hard to help others. They not only relate
positively to other bhikkhunis, but they actively engage in
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attempts to convert others to their liberated perspective. The
theras also occasionally converse with others outside the
sangha, but they tend more frequently to condemn rather than
convert.

We see, therefore, that the ‘good life’ looks very different
from the perspective of each text. In the Therigatha, the sangha
is very social. It is embedded in a social context, and the theris
interact frequently with other bhikkbhunis. In the Theragatha,
the sangha is not so social. The theras appear to spend much of
their time alone, and they do not present many interactions
among themselves. This perspective has important implications
for the self-image of the theris and theras. If, as seems probable,
one’s social context influences one’s worldview, and particularly
one’s formal, public expression of that worldview, we should
expect to find the impact of such a dramatically differing
emphasis on social discourse in the ways the theris and theras
perceive themselves.
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CHAPTER III

Looking Inward: Attitudes
Towards the Body

Behold, Nanda, the foul compound, diseased, Impure!
Compel thy heart to contemplate What is not fair to view.
So steel thyself And concentrate the well-composed mind.
As with this body, so with thine; as with Thy beauty, So
with this—thus shall it be With this malodorous, offensive
shape. Wherein the foolish only take delight. So look thou
on it day and night with mind Unfalteringly steadfast, till
alone, By thine own wit, delivered from the thrall Of
beauty, thou dost gain vision serene.

Sundari-Nanda, Therigatha, 82—84!

The human body has posed problems for all religions of the
world. All religions have something to say about the body,
whether to regulate its natural processes through rules of purity
and defilement; to condemn or celebrate its biological capacities
for illness, disability, or regeneration; to control or glorify its
procreative functions; to ritualize its passages through stages of
growth. The response in Pali texts to the problem of the body is
to attempt to transform our psychological attachment to it into
an analytical detachment.

The body is a particularly strong source of sensations
ranging from pleasure to pain, desire to disgust. It provides the
basis for our sense of self and continually imposes pressures
upon our intellect and emotions for fulfillment of its biological
needs. As such, the body poses a powerful obstacle for those
seeking the Buddhist goal of liberation from all ties, from a
delusory perception of permanence and stability, and, above
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all, from a false conception of self as real and abiding in any
tangible sense.

The issue of Buddhist attitudes towards the body has been
one of the most contentious among scholars who have studied
the role and image of women in Buddhism. The vast majority of
Pali texts were written by celibate men and reflect their
perceptions of women’s bodies as enticing obstacles to their
quest for liberation. Many of these perceptions reveal a
misogynist distrust, fear, and antagonism towards the female
body.

In my opinion, the most problematic issue under the rubric of
Buddhist attitudes towards the body is the fact that depictions
of all bodies and bodily processes are not uniform: women’s
bodies are more frequently described as impure and defiling
than are men’s bodies; women are often presented as inherently
more physical, that is, as tied more closely to bodily processes
than are men; and, concomitantly, women are commonly
defined by their sexuality and are presented in some texts as
insatiably lustful.

In her work Women in Buddhism, Diana Paul outlines this
portrayal of women as purely sensual, explaining that non-
Buddhist Indian texts portray women’s sexual drives as stronger
than men’s. In the Buddhist adaptation of this belief,

woman glowed with a much more intense sexual vitality
and was the primeval force of fecundity, as she was in the
Hindu religion. Unlike the Hindu Mother Goddess,
however, the sexual energy was unequivocally repugnant
in early Buddhist sects such as the Theravadin sect. What
was feminine or sensual was samsara, the world of
bondage, suffering, and desire, which led to cycles of
rebirths.?

Nancy Falk picks up the same theme more forcefully than Paul,
contending,

a woman was a veritable image of becoming and of all the
forces of blind growth and productivity which Buddhism
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knew as samsara. As such she too was the enemy - not
only on a personal level, as an individual source of
temptation, but also on a cosmic level, as representation
and summation of the processes binding all men. And she
especially had to be over-come, if liberation was to remain
a possibility.?

There are many passages and incidents throughout the Pali
canon to support this view of Buddhist misogyny. For example,
the Buddha’s prediction that women’s entrance into the sangha
would halve the lifetime of true dhamma indicates a perception
of women as dangerous. The similes used by the Buddha to
describe the harmful effect of women’s presence illustrate the
contaminating nature of women: the Buddha compares the
sangha with women in it to a house prey to robbers, a ricefield

“struck by mildew and a sugar cane field attacked by red rust,
stipulating that he had attempted to control the threat of
feminine contamination by the ‘great reservoir’ of the eight rules
for bhikkhunis.*

Clearly in this text, women represent an extremely powerful
metaphysical threat to the dhamma. As many scholars have noted,
dhamma is one of the central religious concepts in Theravada
Buddhism.® It refers not only to the Buddha’s teachings, but also to
the means by which individuals follow those teachings and the
Truth those teachings convey. If women’s presence is as
contaminating as these similes indicate, the threat to the dhamma
they pose is insidious, contagious, and devastating.

The first of the four Parajika offenses, sexual intercourse, for
which expulsion from the sangha is mandatory, echoes this
portrayal of women as dangerously defiling and contaminating.
In the account of the first infraction, the Buddha rebukes the
offender stating:

It were better for you, foolish man, that your male organ
should enter the mouth of a terrible and poisonous snake,
than that it should enter a woman. It were better for you,
foolish man, that your male organ should enter the mouth
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of a black snake, than that it should enter a woman. It
were better for you, foolish man, that your male organ
should enter a charcoal pit, burning, ablaze, afire, than
that it should enter a woman.®

The Buddha then explains that sexual intercourse has led the
offender into what is ‘not verily dhamma, upon village
dhamma, upon a low dhamma’. Here the threat predicted in
Cullavaga X is developed further. Not only do women threaten
the dbamma by their presence in the sangha, but sexual cqptact
with a woman causes a man to enter into what is not dhamma
(asaddbammal).

The issue here is not simply the violation of a code of
conduct. None of the other Pardjika offenses involves the
offender’s entrance into false dhamma or uses snake imagery to
symbolize the danger of prohibited activities. Furthermore, in
the account of the first instance of a bhikkbhuni breaking the first
Parajika rule, there is no mention of her entering into what is
not dhamma as a result of sexual contact with a man.” Rather,
the danger of metaphysical contamination is reserved for men "
who engage in sexual contact with a woman. Apparently this
contact has devastating effects. The bhikkbu who first
transgressed the rule became ill and began to waste away.*

These examples highlight the perception of women as
dangerous to celibate bhikkbus and suggests that women’s
sexuality is the source of this danger. Other passages in the
canon explicitly describe women as insatiably lustful. For
example, the Arniguttara Nikaya has the Buddha saying:

Monks, womenfolk end their life unsated and unreplete
with two things. What two? Sexual intercourse and
childbirth. These are the two things.’

In the same collection, we find the behavioral consequences of
this inherent nature:

Monks, a woman, even when going along, will stop to
ensnare the heart of a man; whether standing, sitting or
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lying down, laughing, talking or singing, weeping, strick-
en, or dying, a woman will stop to ensnare the heart of a
man. Monks, if ever one would rightly say: ‘It is wholly a
snare of Mara, verily, speaking rightly, one may say of
womanhood: It is wholly a snare of Mara.’*

Thus we see a tendency in Pali texts to describe women as
contagiously impure, powerfully dangerous, and inherently
lascivious. This is not the only kind of presentation of women
in Pali texts," but the tendency to present women this way is
clear and appears to be very strong. The perspective, however, is
clearly that of celibate bhikkbus who struggle against their own
sexual desires. The image above of a woman on her deathbed
seeking to seduce a man illustrates the ludicrous extent to which
sexual repression is directed outward.

In this chapter, I am interested in discovering the perspective
of the theris and theras towards the body. If the tendency
towards a misogynist distrust and fear of female sexuality was,
in fact, current in the sangha at the time of composition of our
texts, how did it affect women’s self-image? Do the theris and
theras appear to feel the same way about their bodies? How do
they respond to sexual desire? These are the questions guiding
my analysis in this chapter.

A Buddhist Lesson in Anatomy

The Therigatha and Theragatha share a general Buddhist view
of the body as an impermanent composite of various elements.
Human attractiveness is delusory, the product of our desires and
misleading tendencies to seek fulfillment in something that is
ultimately insubstantial. Rather than seeing the body as
attractive and desirable, the texts counsel a view of the body
‘as it really is’, as a collection of various organs, membranes,
and fluids, enclosed within a deceptively appealing outer
covering. In Buddhist texts, a decomposing corpse is a more
accurate vision of the true nature of the body than is the
romantic vision of physical perfection.
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The vision of physical perfection is nonetheless very strong.
Our notions of physical attractiveness may be influenced by
cultural definitions of beauty, but the source of those attractions
is human sexuality. Buddhism designed drastic measures to
combat this strength, perhaps the most effective and dramatic of
which is the corpse meditation. Buddhist practitioners are urged
to meditate on decomposing corpses to understand the
transiency and composite nature of the body. Practitioners are
then urged to consider how their own bodies are similarly
composed.'?

This meditation should result in an analytical detachment
towards all human bodies by its vivid illustration of the true
nature of the body. Every time those who have meditated in this
manner feel physical attraction to a particular body, they should
be reminded of the oozing putrefaction contained therein.
Rather than the beautiful, timeless entity in romantic notions of
beauty, they should envision the body as a composition of
bones, flesh, blood, and skin. The corpse meditation reveals in
dramatic and emotionally powerful images that there is no
essential quality of the body-nothing fixed, enduring, or truly
substantial.

The Therigatha and Theragatha appear to share the
perspective encouraged by the doctrinal emphasis on bodily
decomposition. Both texts contain meditations on decomposing
corpses, whether real or simply imagined. These descriptions are
very similar. They unanimously convey an attitude of disgust
and disapproval for the body and its functions, but when we
look closely at these descriptions, we discover that female and
male bodies are not portrayed in the same way. None of the
descriptions of post-mortem decay, bodily secretions, or internal
substances refers explicitly to male bodies or bodily functions.
Additionally, with only one exception (Kappa, Theragatha,
567), those bodies that are of an unspecified sex are designated
female by the commentary.

Looking first at the Therigatha, we find six descriptions of
bodily putrefaction, three of which are addressed to the theri:
Abhayamata is urged (by her son, according to the commen-
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tary), ‘Mother, upwards from the sole(s) of the feet, downwards
from the head and hair, consider this impure, evil-smelling body’
(33); and both Nandas are advised to ‘see the body, diseased,
impure, rotten’ (19 and 82). The remaining three all occur in
contexts of conflict. In response to the adversary attempting to
seduce her, Khema claims to be ‘afflicted by and ashameéd of this
foul body, diseased, perishable’ (140). Similarly, Sumedha asks
her parents:

Why should I cling to this foul body, impure, smelling of
urine, a frightful water-bag of corpses, always flowing, full
of impure things?

What (do) I know it to be like? A body is repulsive,
smeared with flesh and blood, food for worms, vultures,
and (other) birds. Why is it given (to us)? (Therigatha
466-467)

Finally, Subha Jivakambavanika informs her adversary that her
body is ‘full of corpses, filling the cemetery, of a breaking
nature’ (380).

Dhammapala designates the Buddha as the speaker in both
Nandas’ poems, explaining that he had conjured up an image of
a beautiful woman growing old and decrepit because both theris
were infatuated with their own beauty.’® Though the commen-
tary is not always the best guide to interpretation, in this case, it
is consistent with both texts in associating impurity and disease
with female bodies.

The theras echo this use of the female body in descriptions of
bodily impurity. The Theragatha contains seven references to
impurity and decomposition. Of those, five refer explicitly to
women’s bodies: Rajadatta (315) and Kulla (393) see a woman’s
corpse; Sabbakiama contemplates a woman’s form, using
imagery of post-mortem decay (453); Parapariya repeats this
imagery, adding that the body is full of pus (736-739); and
Mahamoggallana directs a particularly vituperative monologue
against a woman which graphically illustrates his disgust for her

body:
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You little hut made of a chain of bones, sewn together with
flesh and sinew. Fie upon the evil-smelling body. You’
cherish those who have another’s limbs.

You bag of dung, tied up with skin, you demoness with
lumps on your breast. There are nine streams in your body
which flow all the time.

Your body with its nine streams makes an evil smell and
is obstructed by dung. A bhikkbu desiring purity avoids it
as one avoids excrement. (Theragatha 1150-1152)

Significantly, the commentary designates the recipient of this
speech as Vimala, the Therigatha’s former courtesan (Theri-
gatha 72-76), who allegedly attempted to seduce Mahamog-
gallana.™ Similarly, the commentary has Nandaka directing his
‘curse upon bodies, evil-smelling, on Mara’s side, oozing’ (279)
to his former wife."

In each of these instances the thera contrasts the fools who
are attracted to such a body with the liberated perspective of
those who are not.'® Parapariya’s poem explains how a
woman’s form can easily deceive a man who has not attained
the perspective of liberation:

(The body) full of pus, and blood, and many a corpse, is
made like a beautiful painted box by skilful men.

One is not aware that that which has a sweet taste is
bitter, that the bond with those who are dear is painful,
like a razor smeared up and down with honey.

Passionately attached to the form of woman, the sound
of woman, and the touch of woman too, (and) the scents
of woman, one finds various sorts of pain. (Theragatha
736-738)

The consequences of failing to see the body ‘as it really is’ are
serious. Frequently, the theras predict death and entrapment to
those who value the body. A woman’s physical form is
compared with a hunter’s snare, into which an ‘ordinary
individual’ is lured.'” Once caught, the individual is bound to
experience death and continued rebirth and redeath:
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As luring deer with a snare, as fish with a hook, as a
monkey with pitch, so they trap an ordinary individual.

(Namely) pleasant sights, sounds, tastes, smells, and
things to touch; these five strands of sensual pleasure are
seerf in a woman’s form.

Those ordinary individuals who with impassioned
minds pursue them (i.e. women), fill up the terrible
cemetery. They heap up renewed existence.

But he who avoids them as one avoids a snakes’s head
with one’s foot, he being mindful overcomes this attach-
ment to the world. (Theragatha 454-457)

Clearly, attraction to a woman’s body is fraught with danger.

There is, however, one poem in the Theragatha in which the
sex of the offensive body is unspecified either by the author or
commentator. Kappa’s whole poem is devoted to a contempla-
tion of the body as foul, oozing, delusory and reminiscent of
excrement (567-576). The use of identical imagery to the
previous examples, however, indicates common themes between
this poem and others focussing specifically on female bodies: the
body is described as ‘full of pus’, oozing foully (568) and as
composed of a ‘binding of sixty tendons, plastered with fleshy
plaster, girt with a jacket of skin’ (569). Finally, Kappa
concludes:

The blind ordinary individuals who cherish this body fill
up the terrible cemetery; they take on renewed existence.

Those who avoid this body like a dung-smeared snake,
having spurmed the root of existence, will be quenched
without dsavas. (Theragatha 575-576)

The use of identical imagery to those poems referring to
women’s bodies may reflect only a common perception of all
human bodies, but Kappa’s conclusion is too similar to another
conclusion to be considered truly generic. Sabbakama’s depic-
tion of a woman’s form as an ‘impure, evil-smelling (body), full
of various corpses, oozing here and there, (that) is cherished’
(453) recalls Kappa’s individuals who cherish the body. Like-
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wise Sabbakama also concludes that those foolish enough to do
so will “fill up the terrible cemetery’ (456), ‘but he who avoids
them as one avoids a snake’s head’ overcomes attachment to the
world (457). In both cases, attraction leads inevitably to death,
just as close contact with a poisonous snake would. These
similarities give us good reasons for suspecting that Kappa’s
object of meditation is female.

If we accept this analysis, we see that all the disgusting bodies
contemplated by the theras are female. The imagery is consistent
in associating women’s bodies with impurity, contamination,
and death. Like the first Parajika offence, in which sexual
contact with a woman is equated with sexual contact with a
poisonous snake, these examples use snake imagery to illustrate
the danger of attraction to a woman. And, like the contamina-
tion women bring to the sangha in the similes of disease and
devastation predicted in Cullavagga X, those who do not avoid
women face death and destruction.

Turning back to the Therigatha’s descriptions of the decom-
posing bodies, we discover some interesting points of compar-
ison. The theris also concentrate on women’s bodies as evil-
smelling, impure, containing corpses, and oozing. However,
none of the theris employ snake-imagery, nor do they predict the
demise of those foolish enough to be attracted to them. In fact,
the theris tend to use cemetery imagery to refer to their own
bodies rather than to predict the fate of fools deluded by bodily
attractiveness.

For example, Subha Jivakambavanika instructs her adversary
about the falseness of his desire, reminding him that her body is
eventually bound for a cemetery (380). Similarly, Sumedha
informs her parents of the true nature of her body:

The body is soon carried out to the cemetery, devoid of
consciousness; it is thrown away. like a log by disgusted
relatives.

Having thrown it away in the cemetery as food for
others, one’s own mother-and father wash themselves,
disgusted; how much more do common people?
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They are attached to the unsubstantial body, an
aggregate of bones and sinews, to the foul body, full of
saliva, tears, excrement, and urine.

If anyone, dissecting it, were to make the inside outside,
even one’s own mother, being unable to bear the smell of it,
would be disgusted. (Therigatha 468—471)

The imagery here is identical with that found in the Theragatha,
but, instead of predicting the cemetery for those who are
attracted to such a body, the theris predict the cemetery for
themselves. They refer to the cemetery to instruct others about
the true nature of their own bodies, not to illustrate the ways in
which attraction to human bodies leads to death.

The theris thus personalize the Buddhist lesson in anatomy.
The vision of a putrefying corpse is internalized; it is their own
bodies that are filled with disgusting substances and their own
bodies that will fill the cemeteries. The theras abstract this
lesson. The disgusting nature of the body is revealed not in
images of self, but in images of others, particularly women. It is
not their own bodies that will fill the cemeteries, but the bodies
of those fools who feel attraction for the female form. However
in both texts, the body poses a problem. Both theris and theras
must come to understand the true nature of the body and both
must overcome an attraction to it.

The Body Beautiful

While both texts share a vision of the true nature of the body as
a putrefying corpse, both also acknowledge the power of
physical attraction. In the Buddhist worldview, beauty is not an
inherent property of a given object, but rather, is the product of
human artifice. Ordinary individuals are enthralled by their own
desires and fail to see through the deception. Liberation involves
the elimination of those desires and the deluding filter they
impose upon perception. The Therigatha and Theragatha
combat the delusory attractiveness of the body with descriptions
of the artificial nature of beauty.
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The Therigatha contains two poems describing the artifice
required of women to make themselves beautiful (72-76 and
366-399). In the first, Vimala describes herself as a prostitute
prior to renunciation:

Intoxicated by my (good) complexion, my figure, beauty,
and fame, haughty because of my youth, I despised other
women.

Having decorated this body, very variegated, deceiving
fools, I stood at the brothel door, like a hunter having
spread out a snare, showing my ornamentation. Many a
secret (place) was revealed. I did various sorts of conjuring,
laughing at many people. (Therigatha 72-74)

She is fully aware that her attractiveness is a human
construction. She is also aware of the dangers her body poses
to those foolish enough to desire it: she compares her body to
the snare of a hunter.

As we have seen in our analysis of the corpse imagery above,
the Theragatha frequently describes the fatal consequences of
attraction to the female body. In the text’s discussions of the
artificial nature of beauty, the lethal overtones of the hunter’s
snare found in Vimala’s poem are developed further. Six of the
theras describe women’s bodies as a snare of death. Nagasamala
encounters a dancing girl, ‘ornamented, well-dressed, like a
snare of death spread out’ (268). Candana and Sundarasamudda
employ identical imagery, Candana for his renounced wife
(299), and Sundarasamudda for a courtesan (463). Nandaka
(281), Sabbakama (454), and Ratthapaila (774-5) all use the
same imagery, but in the abstract. They do not identify the
source of their contemplation, but simply curse the artificial
beauty of women’s bodies as a snare. For example, Ratthapala
presents an extended discussion of the deceptive artifice under-
lying feminine beauty:

See the painted puppet, a heap of sores, a compounded
body, diseased, with many (bad) intentions, for which
there is no permanent stability.
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See the painted form, with jewels and ear-rings; covered
with skin and bones, it is resplendent with clothes.

The feet are reddened with lac, the face is smeared with
powder, enough to delude a fool, but not for one who
seeks the far shore.

Hair braided eight-fold, eyes smeared with collyrium,
enough to delude a fool, but not for one who seeks the far
shore. ‘

The ornamented foul body is like a new painted
collyrium box, enough to delude a fool, but not for one
who seeks the far shore.

The hunter laid his net; the deer did not come near the
snare; having eaten the fodder, let us go while the deer-
trapper laments. (Theragatha 769-774)

Both texts use the same imagery of the hunter’s snare to
describe the deceptive beauty of a woman’s body. However, as
-Karen Lang has discovered in her study of this imagery, the
descriptions of a hunter laying a trap are used differently in the
two texts. Where the theris recognize ‘themselves as the
hunters, men the prey, and their bodies as the baited snare,’
the theras see Mara as the hunter, ‘men as the hunted prey, and
women’s bodies as the baited snare.’* Where the theris identify
closely with Mara, and the realm of ceaseless re production and
suffering he represents, the theras objectify the threat,
attributing it not to themselves but to women. Where the
theras uséisnare imagery to describe the fatally deceptive
attractiveness of other’s bodies, Vimala uses it to describe her
.own.

But both texts use this imagery to refer to women’s bodies. In
neither text is there any reference to a male body as a
deceptively attractive snare. There is, however, one example of
an attractive man in the Therigatha. Like the women in the
Theragatha, Sumedha’s suitor is handsome (462), and, like
them, he is adorned in gold and jewelry as he beseeches her to
marry him (482). In contrast with the theras’ perception of the
lethal trap contained in women’s bodies adorned in this way,
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Sumedha sees the folly of relying upon one who is ultimately
impermanent:

What will another do for me when his own head is
burning? When old age and death are following closely.
one must strive for their destruction. (Therigatha 493)

Rather than condemn her suitor for his deceptive beauty, and
revel in her own escape from the potential trap of desiring his
body, Sumedha uses the imagery to instruct her parents about
the inevitability of physical decline. She does not refer to a
hunter’s snare, nor does she predict the demise of those foolish
enough to be entrapped by desire. Instead, she discusses the
impermanence of all people and all things. Her presentation of
masculine attractiveness, therefore, does not emphasize the
deceptiveness and lethal qualities of that attractiveness, but
rather, the essential transience of all things.

Thus, while both texts disapprove of physical attraction and
while both discuss the artificial nature of beauty, the texts differ
in the degree of self-identification portrayed by the ascribed
authors. While Vimala describes the artifice she employed to
attract men and Sumedha extrapolates the inevitable decline of
her suitor’s beauty to all things, including herself, the theras
neither describe their own enhancement of physical attractive-
ness, nor do they recognize that the female bodies they condemn
are in any way similar to themselves.

This becomes even more clear when we compare the texts’
presentation of the image of a painted puppet. The Theragatha
contains three identical verses describing the painted puppet:

See the painted puppet, a heap of sores, a compounded
body, diseased, with many (bad) intentions, for which
there is no permanent stability. (Theragatha 769, 1020,
1157)

The painted puppet poses a triple danger: it is diseased,
malicious, and impermanent. Close contact with it could result
in contamination, defilement, and disillusionment. If, overcome
with desire for it, one tries to grasp the puppet, one soon
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discovers its composite and delusory nature. The attractive
covering of the puppet only exacerbates its danger. Like
deceptively attractive women, the lethal danger of the puppet
is concealed. And, like the beauty of women, the puppet is made
attractive by human hands, designed to engage the audience in a
pleasurable fantasy.

As in the other examples of the deceptiveness of human
beauty, however, the texts differ in the way they use this
imagery. The Tbherigatha contains only one reference to a
painted puppet. As part of Subha Jivakambavanika’s attempt to
instruct her adversary of the futility of his desire for her, she
resorts to the imagery of the painted puppet:

... well-painted pu\ppets, or dolls, have been seen by me,
fastened by strings and sticks, made to dance in various
ways.

These strings and sticks having been removed, thrown
away, mutilated, scattered, not to be found, broken into
pieces, on what there would one fix the mind?

This little body, being of such a kind, does not exist
without these phenomena; as it does not exist without
phenomena, on what there would one fix one’s mind?

Just as you have seen a picture made on a wall, smeared
with yellow orpiment; on that your gaze (has been)
confused; (so) the wisdom of men is useless.

O blind one, you run after an empty thing, like an
illusion placed in front of you, like a golden tree at the end
of a dream, like a puppet-show in the midst of the people.
(Therigatha 390-394)

Once again, the Therigatha employs the imagery to refer to the
theri’s own body.

None of the theras describes themselves in this way. According
to the commentary, Ananda’s verse is directed to either Uttar3, a
bhikkbuni enthralled by her own beauty, or to those men who
were*infatuated with Ambapali, a renowned courtesan.?’
Ratthapila’s reference to the painted puppet is part of his
contemplation of a heavily ornaniented woman (770-74). He
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describes her ornamentation in detail, focussing on her jewels
and ear-rings (770), her foot and face paint (771), and her
elaborately braided hair (772). His contemplation culminates in
an allusion to the hunter imagery: ‘the hunter laid his net; the
deer did not come near the snare’ (774). Similarly, Mahamog-
gallana’s use of the puppet imagery concludes his vehement
condemnation of a woman as evil-smelling, flowing foully, and
comparable to excrement (1150-1156).

Subha’s reference to the painted puppet also differs from
those of the theras in her use of it to instruct her adversary.
Rather than simply condemning the object of contemplation for
being a ‘painted puppet’, the theris use the imagery to convert
others to their liberated perspective. Apparently, Subha’s
instruction was effective. After she gives her adversary her
eye, the source of his desire, his passion ceases abruptly and he
begs her forgiveness: ‘Having smitten such a person, having as it
were embraced a blazing fire, I have seized a poisonous snake’
(398).

This concluding statement is quite puzzling. Subha has done
nothing threatening to the rogue other than to show him the
error of his ways by reciting basic doctrine. Why then does he
refer to her as a poisonous snake? In light of the analysis of
snake imagery above, we might speculate that Subha’s lectures
were effective in instilling in him the notion of the dangerous
impurity and dece ptiveness of the female body. He uses the same
imagery as the theras when describing a dangerously close
encounter with a woman. This is the only case in the Therigatha
of a reference to snake imagery in conjunction with a
description of the body. Significantly, the text has a man voicing
it in reference to a woman’s body.

This example highlights a contrast between the texts’
attitudes towards the body that pervades all the examples cited
thus far. While the theris personalize images of the body as
impure, theras objectify them and project them onto others,
namely women. This is graphically illustrated in a conversation
in the Theragatha between Vangisa and the Buddha. Vangisa
complains of burning with desire for sensual pleasures. The
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Buddha’s advice can be seen as an invitation for him to project
his desires outward:

Your mind is on fire because of perversion of perception.
Avoid pleasant outward appearance, accompanied by
desire.

See the constituent elements as other, as pain, not as self;
quench the great desire, do not burn again and again.

Devote the mind, intent and well-concentrated, to
contemplation of the unpleasant. Let your mindfulness
be concerned with the body... (Theragatha 1224-1225)

His instruction for Vargisa to ‘devote his mind, intent and well-
concentrated, to contemplation of the unpleasant’ (asubhaya
cittam bhavebi ekaggam susamahitam) is one of the few phrases
that is repeated identically in the Therigatha in the poems
attributed to Nanda (19 and 82). Significantly, the commentary
places this advice to the theris in the mouth of the Buddha. There
is, however, a crucial difference in the content of the advice. While
the Buddha advises Vangisa, the thera, to see the ‘constituent
elements’ (i.e., the body) as other, he advises Nanda, the theri, to
see the unpleasant body as herself (83). Nowhere in the Therigatha
are the theris directly advised to abstract an unpleasant vision of
the body away from themselves. Instead, they internalize it and
encourage others to project disgust onto their own female bodies.
This feeling of disgust appears to be a necessary realization
that impels the theris and theras towards liberation. When
everything is considered absolutely disgusting, they neither
desire nor believe anything to have intrinsic beauty or value. In
this way, they free themselves from the suffering that results
from desiring something that is baseless and impermanent.

Looking at the Doctrine as a Mirror

Ideally, Buddhist practitioners should internalize this disgust for
the body and recognize that all individuals are composite and
impermanent, including themselves. This is the theory under-
lying the corpse meditation. Nothing could be as effective an
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. illustration of transience and dissolution as witnessing the

gradual decomposition of a human body. If all bodies are
similarly constructed, then there really is nothing tangible one
" could regard as a self.

As we have seen, however, the theras do not internalize the
view of the putrefying corpse nor do they treat the artificiality of
their own physical beauty as an object of meditation, but they
do tend to personalize the lesson of impermanence. Both the
theris and theras report the realization of the transient nature of
their own bodies as the final step to attaining liberation.

The Therigatha contains five references to the theris devel-
oping this notion of their own physical impermanence as the
final realization leading to liberation. Dhamma describes herself
weakly gathering alms then falling to the ground, ‘having seen
peril in the body’, as her mind was completely released (17).
Addhakasi does not see peril in the body, but she describes her
renunciation of prostitution as a result of her disgust and
concomitant disinterest with her figure which led to her
liberation (26). Abhaya Theri announces her decision to ‘throw
down this body’ in response to a short warning: ‘fragile is the
body, to which ordinary individuals are attached’ (35). The final
example, Nanduttara’s poem, refers to her religious activities
prior to her conversion to Buddhism as ‘ministering to the body’
(89). Her conversion and subsequent liberation is the result of
her ‘seeing the body as it really was’ (90).

Again, though, Nanda’s poem (see Rhys Davids’ translation
in the opening quote) provides us with the best example of a
theri attaining liberation as a result of discovering the true
nature of her own body. After Nanda is advised to view a
decomposing body and consider its similarities with her own,
she attains her goal:

By (this same) me, vigilant, reflecting in a reasoned
manner, this body was seen as it really was, inside and out.

Then I became disgusted with the body, and 1 was
disinterested internally. Vigilant, unfettered, I have become
stilled, quenched. (Therigatha 85-86)
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In the Theragatha, there are seven references to theras
contemplating their own bodies, none of which are as vivid as
Nanda’s. Two of the references are very abstract: both
Sitavaniya and Sona Kolivisa report the necessity of practicing
‘mindfulness concerning the body’ for one seeking the goal of
liberation (6 and 636). Adhimutta’s poem is somewhat less
abstract, but still lacks a detailed explanation as to why he is
discontented with his body:

I am dissatisfied with the physical frame; I am not
concerned with existence. This body will be broken, and
there will not be another. (Therigatha 718)

Similarly, Talaputa rhetorically questions when he will realize
the utter impermanence of the body, and thereby attain his goal
(1093).

The final three theras who contemplate their own bodies use
stock references to ‘looking at the doctrine as a mirror’ and
perceiving the emptiness of their own bodies (169-70, 171-72,
and 395-96). Interestingly, the last of these examples, Kulla’s
poem, describes his contemplation as resulting from his
meditation upon a female corpse in the cemetery. This is the
only reference in the text in which a thera transfers the lesson of
impermanence from the female body onto himself.

This is not, though, the only example of a thera attaining
liberation as a result of viewing a female body. Four other
theras, Nagasamala (267), Candana (299), Rajadatta (315),
and Sundarasamudda (459), record their attainment of
liberation as following immediately after their encounter with
women. Significantly, they all report their response to the
encounter as a realization of the peril of, and concomitant
feeling of disgust with, the world. These theras attain
liberation as a direct result of combatting their desire for the
female body. They are tempted, but they recall the images of
oozing putrefaction, and are repelled. Rajadatta’s description
of his desire for a female corpse is particularly revealing of this
tendency:
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I, a bhikkbu, going to a burial ground, saw a woman cast
away, thrown away in a cemetery, being eaten, full of
worms.

Seeing her, dead and evil, some men were disgusted. (But
in my case) desire for sensual pleasures arose. Truly I was
as. though blind with regard to the flowing (body).

Quicker than the cooking of rice I left that place.
Possessed of mindfulness, attentive, I sat down on one side.

Then reasoned thinking arose in me; the peril became
clear; disgust with the world was established. (Theragatha
315-318)

None of the theris report their attainments as the result of
seeing a man, alive or dead. Instead, their disgust with the world
is the effect of viewing their own bodies. Again we see the
essential difference between the texts’ portrayals of the body:
where the theris personalize doctrinal conceptions of the body
as impure and impermanent, the theras abstract these concep-
tions, projecting them onto others. When the theras do transfer
their meditations onto their own bodies, their descriptions are
less vivid and emotionally compelling and concentrate on their
bodily emptiness rather than on the secretions and inner
components of the body. These latter features of the body are
reserved, on the whole, for women’s bodies.

That is not to say, however, that the theras ignore their own
aging processes. Here again, though, we find more detail and
emotional resonance in the theris’ verses. The Theragatha
contains eleven references to bodily aging or illness.?' Of those,
seven are very abstract. The poems attributed to Uttiya (30),
Kimbila (118), Katiyana (411), Sirimanda (447), Bhiita (518),
and Talaputa (1093) record abstract homilies on the pervasive-
ness of death, disease, and old age. Sirimanda’s verse is a good
example of this abstraction:

Death, disease, old age, these three approach like huge
fires. There is no strength to comfort them; there is no
speed to run away.
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One should make one’s day not unproductive, whether
by a little or by much. Every (day and) night one passes,
one’s life is less by that much. (Theragatha 450-451)

There are, however, four references that do provide us with
some feeling for the authors. Dhammasava’s father claims to
have been one hundred twenty years old when he renounced
(108); Jambuka describes his ffty-five years of extreme
austerities prior to his conversion to Buddhism (283); Sappa-
dasa reports twenty-five years of renunciation that culminates in
a suicide attempt (405); and Ananda describes serving the
Buddha with loving deeds, words and thoughts for the twenty-
five years he was a learner (1039-1043).

The Therigatha contains ten poems in which the theris refer to
aging or illness.?? Of these, only one attains the kind of
abstraction typical of the Theragatha. In Sumedha’s long speech
to her parents on the evils of sensual pleasures, she refers to aging
in abstract terms reminiscent of the theras’ homilies: “When old
age and death are following closely one must strive for their
destruction’ (493). Towards the end of the poem, she states that
all births are bound up with old age, death, and sickness (511).

The remaining nine references in the Therigatha convey some
feeling for the ascribed authors. Citta (27) and Mettika (29)
report being sick and weak as they climb a mountain and attain
the goal. Another Sama (39) and A Certain Unknown
Bhikkbuni (67) open their poems with the statement that they
have been renunciants for twenty-five years before they obtained
their liberation. Sumani, Mittakali, Sona, and Bhaddi the
former Jain report being old and provide some detail about their
experiences of aging: Sumana’s poem bids her to sleep happily,
calling her ‘old lady’ (16); Mittakali recognizes that her life is
short and being destroyed by old age and sickness (95); Sona’s
age is highlighted by the ten sons she records having borne
(102); and Bhadda’s age is expressed by the fifty-five years she
reports having eaten almsfood (110).

Of the references to the aging process, the poem attributed to
Ambapili in the Therigatha is by far the most vivid in either
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text. Each of its nineteen verses is entirely devoted to a
comparison of the features of her body when she was youthful
and beautiful with those now that she is old and no longer
beautiful. The poem begins with her hair and moves down her
body through her face, arms, body, and feet, concluding with an
overall assessment of her body. Each component is analyzed
separately and in a detached fashion, alternating a description
of youthful perfection with aged decay:

My hair was black, like the colour of bees, with curly ends;
because of old age it is like bark-fibres of hemp; not
otherwise is the utterance of the speaker of truth.
(Therigatha 252)

Formerly my hands looked beautiful, possessing delicate
signet rings, decorated with gold; because of old age they
are like onions and radishes; not otherwise is the utterance
of the speaker of truth. (Therigatha 264)

Formerly both my feet looked beautiful, like (shoes) full of
cotton-wool; because of old age they are cracked, and
wrinkled; not otherwise is the utterance of the speaker of
truth.

Such was this body; (now) it is decrepit, the abode of
many pains; an old house, with its plaster fallen off; not
otherwise is the utterance of the speaker of truth.
(Therigatha 269-270)

Siegfried Lienhard has shown that the first section of each
verse, describing her youthful body, uses images from secular
poetry contemporary, he argues, with the texts.?> The Buddhist
adaptation of this poetry, seen in the closing phrase of each
description, involves juxtaposing a romantic {secular) vision of
eternal beauty with a medical (Buddhist) vision of the body as
it has aged.?* This juxtaposition is clearly a meditation on
impermanence using the body of a courtesan renowned in
Buddhist literature for her beauty.?* Although Ambapali
nowhere in the poem refers to her attainment of liberation,
she has clearly looked at the doctrine as a mirror; she sees the
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truth of impermanence reflected in her own experience of
aging.

Thus we find, yet again, that the theris internalize the
doctrine of aging. While the theras also internalize it, they do
not do so as vividly or as personally. In their meditations of
bodily impermanence, the theris turn to their own experiences
of aging and illness. In contrast, the theras show a marked
preference for abstract homilies outlining the human condition
as one of inevitable decay, but they refrain from examining their
own physical processes of decay. Though, in this case, the theras
do not project their perceptions of the body onto others, they
also do not explore the implications of these perceptions in their
own lives. The fact that the Therigatha devotes a whole poem of
nineteen verses to Ambapali’s aging indicates the text’s greater
readiness to portray the theris’ identification of doctrine with
their own bodies.

These differences indicate that the doctrinal emphasis on the
necessity of overcoming attachment to the body is interpreted
differently by the theris and theras. The theris view the problem
of the body as an attachment to self that is to be overcome by
examining their own life-histories and biological processes. The
theras view the problem of attachment as desire for other which
is to be overcome by projecting images of the true nature of the
body as disgustingly impure onto others.

These differing interpretations explain, in part, why the theris
perceive liberation in terms of struggle. Overcoming the
attachment to a false conception of the body is difficult for
both theris and theras. Regardless, the theris’ struggle against
the false conception of self is much more immediate and
personal than the theras’ struggle against a false conception of
other. Furthermore,; the methods by which the authors conquer
their delusions must be different. Since the object of the theris’
struggle is internal, it cannot be escaped, but must be faced; no
matter what they do, the theris remain embodied. In contrast,
the object of the theras’ struggle is external, it can be escaped.
And, as we shall see in the next chapter, it is escape that is
advocated by the theras.
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CHAPTER IV

Looking Outward:
Attitudes Towards The
Physical Environment

If there be none in front, nor none behind who can be
found, alone and in the woods Exceedingly pleasant doth
his life become. Come then! alone I’ll get me hence and go
To lead the forest-life the Buddha praised, And taste the
welfare which the brother knows, Who dwells alone with
concentrated mind. Yea, swiftly and alone, bound to my
quest, I'll go to the jungle that I love, the haunt Of wanton
elephants, the source and means of thrilling zest to each

ascetic soul.
Ekavihariya, Theragatha, 537~39"

There is a contention among some scholars that the earliest
phase of Buddhism was one in which the Buddha and his
disciples lived an eremitic lifestyle, wandering in the wilderness,
coming into urban centers only to gather alms. They sometimes
wandered alone, but, like other ascetic groups of the time, often
gathered together for their forest-dwelling. These groups
convened under a sheltered roof only for the annual monsoon
when climatic conditions made outdoor living impossible.
However, as Buddhism developed at least some of the Buddhist
renunciants began to remain in these dwellings (vibaras) year
round.?

This lifestyle of wilderness-dwelling is assumed in several the
earliest collections of Buddhist gatha. Many texts refer to
bhikkbus’ solitary meditations in the wilderness using beautiful
and vivid images of the natural environment. For example, the
Kbhaggavisanasutta in the Suttanipata extols the virtue of one
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living alone and wandering in the forest, like the horn of a
rhinoceros:?

Like an unbound deer in the forest seeks a feeding-place
when it will, wise, considering independence, one should
live, alone, like the horn of a rhinoceros.

The concept of renunciation itself echoes this emphasis on living
apart from civilization and the entanglements of social life. In
‘going forth to the homeless life’ (pabbajim anagariyarn), the
Buddhist ascetic explicitly renounces home and family to
embrace a lifestyle apart from the comforts of culture.
Metaphorically, this leaving the home is equated with abandon-
ing concepts of self; the house is frequently used as a symbol of a
false sense of individuality. Leaving it is therefore freeing oneself
of this false notion and realizing the composite nature of one’s
own self.*

The image of the Buddha’s enlightenment also conveys a
reverence for the natural environment. In the famous accounts
of his biography,® he left his home to pursue a life of asceticism,
which proved ultimately ineffective. He then sat down at the
foot of a tree, vowing not to leave until he had attained
liberation. As we shall see, the Therigatha and Theragatha
contain numerous instances of the theris and theras following
his example and attaining their own liberation as they meditate
at the foot of a tree. Likewise, the two texts unanimously
commend leaving the household for the homeless life, some-
times using this imagery to convey liberation itself. The texts
differ, however, in the extent to which they revere the natural
environment. Like many of the early gatha collections, the
Theragatha frequently portrays the theras alone in wilderness
settings, revelling in their solitude, but the Therigatha contains
far less nature imagery. The theris occasionally go to the forest
to meditate, but the collection as a whole contains no explicit
meditations on the beauty of the natural environment, nor do
the theris glorify solitude.

The reason for this difference may have been that by the time
of the Therigatha’s composition, bhikkhunis had been prohib-
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ited from living in the forest. I.B. Horner informs us that the
ordination ceremony for women prescribed in the Vinaya
includes only three of the four conditions of renunciation
permitted for men: almsfood (pindiyalopabbhojana), a robe
made from rags taken from a garbage (pamsukilacivara), and
decomposing urine as medication (patimuttabbesajja). The
condition omitted from the bhikkhunis’ list is permission for
them to dwell at the foot of a tree (rukkbamaulasenasana).®

Horner thinks that this omission relates to the rape of the
bhikkhuni Uppalavanna while she was dwelling in the forest.” In
order to protect bhikkbunis from similar attacks, the Buddha
instituted new rules restricting them to communal dwellings. As
confirmation for this restriction, Horner cites the Vinaya
account of the Buddha requesting King Pasenadi to build a
vihara for the bhikkhunis within the city walls.?

These examples from the Vinaya indicate that the bhikkbunis
did dwell in the wilderness early in the history of the sangha,
although none of the theris report doing so. In fact, several of
the theris describe a long period of wandering that seems to end
when they joined the bhikkbhuni-sangha (e.g., Nanduttara [87],
Canda [122], and Vasitthi [133]). Ironically, they all refer to
their conversion as ‘going forth to the homeless state’ (pabbajim
anagarsyam).

Scholars studying the texts have noted that the abundance of
nature imagery in the Theragatha and the relative paucity of
nature imagery in the Therigatha is one of the most striking
differences between the texts. These studies have resulted in
various explanations of why this difference should exist. C.A.F.
Rhys Davids hypothesizes that women’s socialization in ancient
India would discourage women from seeking solitude in the
woods.? Similarly, Winternitz cites Oldenberg’s contention that
the theras’ emphasis on forest-dwelling is naturally not
emphasized by the theris. Unfortunately, he does not inform
us why this ‘natural’ difference should exist.!®

Most ingenious, however, is .B. Horner’s apologetic ex-
planation. Arguing that the paucity of nature imagery reflects
the theris’ general lack of concern with sensations, she states
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that women were not immune to the beauty of natural
phenomenon,

But it was because in meditation they concentrated more
intensely than men, and shut away all distracting sights
and sounds by an effort of the will, determined to sunder
the'bonds that dragged them backward to the hither shore.
In order to reach the goal these women managed to
restrain the senses, and for this reason the moment of
attainment and its expression (afifid) are free from all
sensory images.!!

In other words, Horner sees the theris as somehow more
concentrated and less easily distracted than the theras.

Whether we accept these scholarly explanations or not, the
differences between the texts’ presentations of images of the
natural environment need to be explained. We really cannot
know if the differences derive from the differing types of
dwellings inhabited by the authors of the texts, though we can
argue for the plausibility of such a contention. What we can
establish, however, is that the differences reveal a differing
perspective from which the authors viewed their surround-
ings. In this chapter, therefore, I am interested in comparing
the texts’ use of images from the theris’ and theras’
surroundings.

The Environment as Setting and Symbol

Though the goals of this chapter are consistent with the goals of
the preceding chapters, the method employed herein is slightly
different. The volume and complexity of images of the authors’
surroundings prohibit a detailed study of each type of image.
Therefore, I have prepared detailed charts of the most common
images used in both texts (see Appendix C), but will analyze in
the next section only one set of imagery, that of trees, as
representative of tendencies in usage in the texts.

In the course of my analysis, I make two kinds of distinctions
between the images. First, I identify whether the image is used as
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a setting for the ascribed author or as a symbol representing
something other than itself. In the setting category I include
references to images of the surroundings as settings for the
authors, their anecdotes, and their examples.’? In the symbol
category, I include images used as metaphors, similes, and
analogies.

Secondly, I evaluate whether the particular image is used
positively (+), negatively (-), or ambivalently (*). My main
criteria for evaluation is an assessment of whether or not the
image is conducive to, or expressive of, meditation or liberation
(+), inconducive to meditation or liberation (-), or ambivalent
with regards to liberation (*).

For example, the Theragatha contains many verses describing
the beauty of the wilderness and the desirability of dwelling
there for a person in quest of liberation. These verses from
Bhiita’s poem are typical:

When in the sky the thunder-cloud rumbles, full of torrents
of rain all around on the path of birds, and the bhikkhu
who has gone into the cave meditates, he does not find
greater contentment than this.

When seated on the bank of rivers covered with flowers,
with garlands of variegated woodland plants, happy .
indeed he meditates, he does not find greater contentment
than this.

When at night in a lonely grove, while the sky (-deva)
rains, the fanged animals roar, and the bhikkhu who has
gone into the cave meditates, he does not find greater
contentment than this.

-When having kept his own thoughts in check, inside a
mountain, having taken refuge in a mountain cleft, rid of
distress and rid of barrenness of mind he meditates, he
does not find greater contentment than this. (Theragatha
522-525)

Because these images describe the surroundings of a bhikkbu ir
meditation, I identify all these images as positive settings. Othe:
settings, however, are clearly not so positive. For example
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Mahinima’s one-verse poem in the Theragatha also contains a
reference to a mountain scene, but it is negative rather than
positive:

You are found wanting by the mountain with its many
shrubs and trees, the famous Mt. Nesadaka with its
covering. (Theragatha 115)

I also designate as negative those settings of unliberated
individuals, particularly when their setting implies practices
that, from a Buddhist perspective, impede one’s progress
towards liberation. For example, Nanduttard’s poem in the
Therigatha describes her ascetic practices prior to joining the
sangha as ministering to her body (89). As part of her
condemnation, she describes a river setting:

I used to revere fire, and the moon, and the sun, and
devatas. Having gone to river-fording-places, I used to go
down into the water. (Therigatha 87)

Here the context makes the setting of Nanduttara’s anecdote
clearly inconducive to her liberation: the religious practices she
performed by the river are futile, at least from her perspective
upon joining the Buddhist sangha.

Nanduttard’s poem also provides an example of thc
distinction I make between images used as settings and as
symbols. The images of fire, moon, and sun do not describe
the setting in her poem. Like many other theris and theras,
Nanduttari refers to them to imply’ something else. Because
they are used this way, I designate the images as ‘symbols’.
Furthermore, because they, like the river, refer to non-
productive religious practices, I categorize them as nega-
tive.

Fire, moon, and sun, however, are not always used negatively.
For example, Nadikassapa’s poem in the Theragatha is very
similar to Nanduttara’s. Like her, he presents his previous
religious affiliation as misguided. Unlike her, he makes a pun
about the fire he used to revere:
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I have eliminated my wrong view; all existences have been
torn asunder. I (now) sacrifice to the fire which really
merits a gift; I revere the Tathagata. (Theragatha 343)

In this case, the fire is clearly a positive symbol; it represents the
Buddha himself.

Other images are not clearly positive or negative. These I
designate as ambivalent since they often have nothing to do with
liberation. For example, the village or city is used in both texts
as a locus of temptation (-) and of liberation (+). However, in
Isidast’s poem, the city of Ujjeni simply provides the setting for
her first marriage (Therigatha 405). Since her marriage has little
to do with her liberation, in this case, I have identified the image
of city as ambivalent (*). Similarly, I categorize as ambivalent
those images used as symbols to which the referents are obscure
or confused. For example, in searching for an appropriate simile
for the Buddha’s nibbana, Sariputta confesses himself stumped:

Even the great sea, the earth, a mountain, and the wind are
not applicable in simile to the teacher’s excellent release.
(Theragatha 1013)

I designate these images as ambivalent because they do not
adequately convey the greatness of liberation, though clearly
they represent Sariputta’s best effort.

Following these criteria, I have counted and categorized the
most common images used in both texts as setting and symbol.
My findings, documented in Appendix C, are condensed in
Table 3. As the Table illustrates, these images are used
frequently in each text, both as setting and as symbol.
Differences between the texts are immediately apparent though.
The theras’ most frequent settings are in the wilderness: in the
forest, on mountains, surrounded by wild animals and rain,
dwelling in huts. The least common settings are those associated
with culture: the theras never use tame animals to describe a
setting, nor do they refer frequently to houses, cities, or even
vibaras.
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TABLE III

Images of the Surroundings

Therigatha , Theragatha

Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
+6 +0 +63 +6
Forest or -9 -4 -5 -10
Trees *1 *3 *1 *1
16 7 69 17
+6 +0 +33 +8
Mountain -0 -4 -2 . =3
8 Rocks *0 *0 *0 *2
6 4 35 13
+0 +2 +27 +16
Wild -4 -11 -2 -19
Animals *0 *2 *0 *0
4 15 29 35
+0 +2 +0 +14
Tame -7 -1 -0 -5
Animals *0 *0 *0 *0
7 3 0 19
+2 +1 +5 +24
Elephants -3 -4 -1 -8
(Wild or *0 *1 *1 *0

Tame)

s 6 7 32
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Therigatha Theragatha
Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
+0 +1 +26 +3
Rain or -0 -1 -0 -4
Rainy *0 *0 *3 *2
Season
0 2 29 9
. +3 +1 +13 +4
Flowing -3 -4 -1 -9
Water *0 *0 *1 *4
I s 15 17
+0 +0 +0 +1
Flood or -0 -2 -0 -18
Bog *0 *0 *0 *0
0 2 0 19
+8 +0 +6 +0
Dark- -0 -14 -4 -10
ness or *0 *0 *1 *1
Night
) 14 11 11
+1 +2 +1 +27
Day, Sun, -1 -10 -2 -6
Moon, or *0 *0 *0 *0
Fire
2 12 3 33
+0 +0 +16 +1
Hut -0 -0 -0 -6
» 0 *» 0 » 1 »* l
0 0 17 8
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Therigatha Theragatha

Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
Vihara or +4 +0 +9 +0
Cell -4 -0 -2 -0
*0 *0 . *0 *0
8 0 1 0
House or +6 +1 44 +1
Palace -3 -2 -2 -11
*5 *1 *0 *5
14 4 6 17
Village or +6 +0 +6 +2
City -4 -0 -4 -1
*2 *0 *2 *0
12 0 12 3

In contrast, the theris refer relatively frequently to settings we
would associate with culture. Like the theras, the theris also
refer most frequently to the forest, but subsequent references
differ dramatically. Houses, cities, and vibaras follow the forest
as the most frequent settings, while the wilderness situations
common in the Theragatha are relatively sparse in the
Therigatha. The settings least frequently used in the Therigatha
include wild animals, elephants and mountains. Significantly,
none of the theris mention huts, nor are any of them rained
upon.

This difference in setting tends to confirm IL.B. Horner’s
hypothesis that the bhikkbuni-sangha was restricted to com-
munal dwelling. If, in fact, the theris lived communally in
vibaras close to towns and cities, we would expect them to focus
more on cultured environments rather than on the wilderness.
Likewise, if the theras did, in fact, live in wilderness retreats for
at least part of the year, their poems would reflect this.
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Table 3 has also revealed other, more remarkable differences in
the frequency of occurrence and characteristic usage of several of
the images. Condensing the table even further, we arrive at a
striking difference in the relative proportions of positive and
negative uses of the images both as settings and as symbols:

IMAGE AS SETTING

Therigatha Theragatha
+  42=49.4% 209 = 85.7%
- 33=389% 25=10.2%
* 10=11.8% 10 =4.1%
85 =100% 244 = 100%

IMAGE AS SYMBOL

Therigatha Theragatha
+ 10 = 11.6% 107 = 45.9%
- 66=76.8% 110 = 47.2%
* 10 = 11.6% 16 = 6.9%

86 = 100% 233 = 100%

The Therigatha is significantly more prone to use images of
the surroundings negatively both as setting and as symbol. In
part, this reflects the differing tendencies we have already
discovered between the texts. Many of the negative settings
occur in the theris’ discussions of their pre-renunciation
lifestyles, which, as we have seen, are relatively more numerous
in the Therigatha than in the Theragatha (see Chapter II). Also,
as we have discovered repeatedly, conflict, which provides the
context of many other negative settings, is much more frequent
in the Therigatha.

I do not think these types of situations adequately explain the
dramatically greater proportion of theris who use environmen-
tal images negatively. Over seventy-five percent of the images
used as symbols in the Therigatha are negative. In contrast, the
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theras tend to emphasize the positive aspects of their environ-
ment. Over eighty-five percent of the settings they describe are
conducive to liberation (85.7%), and positive and negative
symbols are used with almost the same frequency. In the
Therigatha, positive settings are only slightly more frequent
than negative, and negative symbols are over six times more
numerous than positive.

We will turn now to a more detailed study of tree or forest
imagery to attempt to discern patterns of expression that can
help us understand this dramatic difference in emphasis between
the texts.

Tree Meditations

The imagery of trees or forests is the most frequent setting
referred to by both the theris and the theras. These settings are
also the most frequently described locations for arahants (see
Appendix D). Trees or forests are, therefore, the most favorable
settings in the texts. The theris and theras often describe
themselves meditating at the foot of a tree, strolling through the
woods, or meeting with the Buddha in groves of trees.

In the Theragatha we find several prescriptive passages
describing the optimal psychological state and setting for the
attainment of liberation. For example, Gotama’s poem is clearly
a recipe for liberation. Significantly, this poem refers to only one
appropriate setting:

Forest lodgings, secluded, with little noise, fit for a sage to
resort to; this is fitting for an ascetic. (Theragatha 592)

In another example, Sariputta distinguishes between the setting
of ordinary people and that of arahbants:

Whether in the village or in the forest, on low ground or on
high, wherever the arabats live, that is delightful country.
Forests are delightful, where (ordinary) people find no
delight. Those rid of desire will delight there; they are not
seekers after sensual pleasures. (Theragatha 991-991)
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That many of the theras follow these prescriptions is shown
by the numerous references to liberated theras dwelling in the
forest, or meditating at the foot of a tree. In the Theragatha,
fifteen of the authors describing themselves as liberated are
situated in the forest or near trees during or subsequent to their
attainment.”® A very clear example of this is Ekavihariya’s ten-
verse contemplation of the forest as a delightful and effective
locus of liberation (see Rhys Davids’ translation at the beginning
of this chapter):

If no-one else is found in front or behind, it is very pleasant
for one dwelling alone in the wood.

Come then, I shall go alone to the forest praised by the
Buddha, which is pleasant for a resolute bhikkhu dwelling
alone.

Alone; pursuing my aim, I shall quickly enter the grove,
which gives joy to sages, is delightful, and is haunted by
rutting elephants. (Theragatha 537-39)

In the Theragatha, the forest is an overwhelmingly positive
setting for those who wish to attain the religious goal: sixty-
three of the sixty-nine references to forests or trees as setting are
positive,

In the Therigatha, the forest is also the most frequent setting
for theris who are described as liberated,™ but only six of the
sixteen references to forests or trees as setting are clearly
positive. Also, the text contains none of the prescriptive
passages analogous to those in the Theragatha. The closest
comparable passage is in Subha Kammaradhita’s poem in which
an unnamed narrator advises us to look upon her as exemplary:

See Subha, the smith’s daughter, standing (firm) in the
doctrine. Having entered the immovable (state) she
meditates at the foot of a tree. (Therigatha 362)

Despite the paucity of prescriptive passages, we do find eight of
the theris who describe themselves as liberated portrayed in the
forest or near trees during or subsequent to their attainment.
Also, they use similar terminology to that of the theras to
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describe themselves. For example, after contrasting her former
life as a courtesan, Vimala says:

Today (that same) I, having wandered for alms with
shaven head, clad in the outer robe, am seated at the foot
of a tree, having obtained (the stage of) non-reasoning.
All ties, those which are divine and those which are
human, have been cut out. Having annihilated all the
dsavas, I have become cool, quenched. (Therigatha 75-76)

Similarly, we find the forest to be a desirable location for the
experience itself. However, while the theras are referred to as
dwelling in the forest, the theris are depicted as going out to the
forest. For example, in the Theragatha, Sunita’s verse intimates
that the Buddha himself had recommended the forest as a
suitable dwelling place:

Dwelling alone in the forest, not relaxing, I myself
performed the teacher’s bidding, just as the conqueror
had exhorted me. (Theragatha 626)

This reference to Sunita ‘dwelling alone’ is repeated very
frequently in the Theragatha: thirteen of the theras describe
themselves in settings that include a hut (kutika) in which they
live.® Many of these employ beautiful images of rain, rivers,
mountains, and wild animals, to describe the wilderness that
surrounds them. The tone in these poems is one of solitude,
contemplation, and established residence. The theras appear
firmly established in their wilderness retreats. For example,
Afijanavaniya’s verse stresses the permanence of his location:

Making a small hut, plunging into the Afjana forest, I
dwelt there. The three knowledges have been obtained, the
Buddha’s teaching has been done. (Theragatha 55)

In contrast, the Therigatha never uses the term ‘hut’, never
describes rain or the rainy season, and never presents the theris
as dwelling in the wilderness.

The theris do occasionally enter the woods, sometimes the
same woods identified by the theras. For example, Sujata’s
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liberation experience occurs in the Afijana forest. Sujata
describes herself as enjoying herself in her pleasure garden
when she is attracted to a vibara:

Having delighted there, having played, coming (back) to
my own house, I saw a vibara. I entered the Afijana wood
at Saketa.

Having seen the light of the world, having paid homage
(to him), I sat down. In pity (that same) one with vision
taught me the doctrine.

And having heard the great seer, I completely pierced the
truth. In that very place I attained the stainless doctrine,
the state of the undying. (Therigatha 147-149)

While this forest is clearly a positive setting for the authors’
attainment of liberation in both texts, the emphasis differs:
Afijanavaniya, the thera, is firmly located within the forest,
having built a hut to live in; Sujata, the theri, is firmly located in
her house (146). Her sojourn with the forest is brief, but
productive. Also, her initial attraction is to the vibara, which is
not mentioned in Afijanavaniya’s poem. Moreover, the compiler
(or perhaps the author) chose to associate the name of the thera,
‘Afjanavaniya’, very closely with the name of the forest,
‘Afjana’, while the theri’s name reflects no such association.

The Therigatha does, however, contain one instance of the
association between a theri’s name with a forest. Like
Afjanavaniya, Subha Jivakambavanika’s name is identical with
the forest in which her poem is set, but, unlike him, the forest
for her is the locus of confrontation. While she is on her way to
the forest to meditate, a rogue obstructs her path and attempts
to seduce her:

You are young and not ugly; what will going-forth do for
you? Throw away your yellow robe. Come, let us delight
in the flowery wood.

The towering trees send forth a sweet smell in all
directions with the pollen of flowers; the beginning of spring
is a happy season; come, let us delight in the flowery wood.
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At the same time the trees with blossoming crests cry out,
as it were, when shaken by the wind. What delight will there
be for you if you plunge alone into the wood?

You wish to go without companion to the lonely,
frightening, great wood, frequented by herds of beasts of
prey, disturbed by cow-elephants, who are excited by bull-
elephants.

You will go about like a doll made of gold, like an acchara
in Cittaratha. O incomparable one, you will shine with
beautiful garments of fine muslin, with excellent clothes.

I should be under you command if we were to dwell inside
the grove; for there is no creature dearer to me than you, o
kinnari with pleasant eyes. (T herigatha 370~375)

We notice immediately the vividness of the temptation and the
repeated allusions to the forest. The forest imagery itself is very
sensual and is intimately entwined with the rogue’s sexual
innuendo: the smell of the trees’ fertility pervades the setting;
they cry out as the wind shakes their flowers; and the wood is
frequented with cow-elephants who are excited by bull-
elephants.

In particular, though, we should note the rogue’s request that
she ‘dwell inside the grove’ with him (375). This is the only
reference in the Therigatha, positive or negative, to even the
possibility of a theri dwelling in the woods; clearly, the
suggestion is not conducive to, or expressive of, her liberated
state.

Furthermore, as we noted above in our analysis of relation-
ships in the sangha (see Chapter II), Subha’s rogue emphasizes
her solitude. Uppalavanna’s poem in the Therigatha also
presents a confrontation between a ‘rogue’ and a theri who is
alone in the woods. In this case, though, Uppalavanna
recognizes her adversary as Mara:

‘Going up to a tree with a well-flowered top, you stand
there alone at the foot of the tree; you have not even any
companion; o child, are you not afraid of rogues?’
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Even if 100,000 rogues like you were to come together, I
should not move a hair’s breadth, I should not even shake.
What will you alone do to me Mara? (Therigatha 230-
231)

In both poems, the forest is presented as a dangerous location
for women alone. The suggestion in the introduction to this
chapter that bhikkbunis were prohibited from forest-dwelling
because of the possibility of rape is supported by these poems.
Though the theris do not dwell in the forest, but have gone into
the wood aloné to meditate, they are, nonetheless, accosted by
rogues whose advances can easily be interpreted as threaten-
ing.

When we look to the Theragatha for comparable passages,
we find a striking difference. There are three confrontations
between the theras and adversaries that occur in the forest. The
first two are practically identical (350-54 and 435-40). In both,
an unnamed adversary questions the thera’s capacity to survive
the harsh conditions of the forest:

Brought low by colic, dwelling in the grove, in the wood,

where there is a restricted food supply, where it is harsh,
how will you fare, bhikkbu? (Theragatha 350 and 435)

Each author responds that he will be able to withstand the harsh
conditions by developing the ‘constituents of enlightenment, the
faculties, and the powers’ (352 and 437). In other words, their
progress along the path to liberation enables them to withstand
hardship.

 The type of difficulty encountered by the theris and the theras
differs dramatically. Uppalavanna’s and Subha’s adversaries
propose the dangers of human rogues to women alone in the
flowering forest. In both cases the theris are confronted with
fear and potential violence. In contrast, the theras, Vakkali and
Nhatakamuni, are confronted with the possibility of starvation—
a non-human threat. Also, the threat is very abstract. Nowhere
in the Theragatha do we find the vivid imagery employed in
Subha’s seduction scene.
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The third forest encounter in the Theragatha is also abstract
and lacking in vivid detail. In this confrontation, Mahiamog-
gallana directs an enigmatic tirade at an opponent identified as
Maira in the last four verses. According to the commentary
Maira has entered and then left the thera’s bowels.’* After
describing the adverse affects of assaulting a bhikkhu, Maha-
moggallana rebukes Mara directly for assaulting the Buddha:

Truly a fire does not think, ‘I shall burn the fool’, but the
fool is burned having assailed that burning fire.

Even so, Mara, having assailed the Tathagata you will
burn yourself like a fool touching fire.

Having assailed the Tathiagata Mara acquired demerit.
Do you think, evil one, ‘My evil is not maturing?’

Evil is heaped up for you for a long time, as you do it,
end-maker. Keep away from the Buddha, Mara; place no
hope in bhikkhus.

So the bhikkhu censured Maira in the Bhesakala grove.
Then that yakkbha, dejected, vanished on the spot.
(Theragatha 1204-1208)

Maira does not directly propose a threat to Mahamoggallana.
Instead, Mahamoggallina appears to pose a threat to Mara.
Also, this account is much more abstract: there is no reference to
Mara’s attempted seduction or temptation of the thera. If we
can accept the commentary, we should also note the repeated
allusions to the theras’ stomachs in these encounters. The theras
Vakkali and Nhitakamuni are confronted with starvation,
Mahiamoggallina with indigestion. In contrast, the theris
Uppalavanna and Subhai are confronted with seduction, perhaps
rape.

This contrast between the texts’ relative degree of abstraction
further highlights the Therigatha’s emphasis on the negative or
undesirable consequences of their renunciation. Though both
texts portray the forest as a desirable location for meditation
and liberation, the Therigatha emphasizes the adverse condi-
tions that are also present in the forest. In the Therigatha, nine
of the sixteen references to forest settings are negative; in the
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Theragatha, only five of sixty-nine are negative. The Therigatha
is clearly more prone to emphasize the unpleasant aspects of the
lifestyle of renunciation and the quest for liberation.

We see this when we compare two almost identical poems
from each text. Both texts contain an account of an ascribed .
author attempting suicide after several years of fruitless effort.
In the Therigatha, Siha describes herself as desperately unhappy
as she enters the forest to hang herself:

Thin, pale, and wan, I wandered for seven years; (being)
very pained, I did not find happiness by day or night.

Then taking a rope, I went inside a wood, (thinking)
‘Hanging here is better for me than that I should lead a low
life again.’

Having made a strong noose, having tied it to the branch
of a tree, | cast the noose around my neck. Then my mind
was completely released. (Therigatha 77-81)

Similarly, Sappadasa’s poem in the Theragatha describes him as
desperately attempting suicide (405-410). The structure of his
poem is also remarkably similar to that of Siha: he is desperate
after twenty-five years of renunciation, still afflicted with
sensual pleasures, leaving his cell to sit on a couch with a knife.
As he was about to cut his wrist, he attains the ‘release of his
mind’.

The difference in setting in these remarkably similar poems is
very significant. While both poems stress the location of the
authors’ thoughts and suicide attempts (each poem mentions the
location twice), the location differs: Stha, the theri, goes to a
forest while contemplating her unhappiness, Sappadasa, the
thera, goes outside a cell; Siha ties her rope to a tree, Sappadasa
clutches his knife on a couch. The forest setting of Siha’s
desperation reveals the greater readiness of the Therigatha to
describe the negative features of the authors’ experiences.
Although the forest is the preferred setting for meditation or
liberation in both texts, the Therigatha is more willing to situate
the most graphic example of desperation and struggle in the
quest for liberation in the forest. In contrast, the Theragatha
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never situates the theras’ desperation or struggle in such a
positive setting. '

Envisioning the Environment

These examples confirm the general pattern in the texts’ relative
emphasis on negative usages of environmental imagery. The
Therigatha is far more prone to present the theris’ difficulties,
even in positive settings. Yet the Therigatha is also more likely
to provide a setting for its liberated authors than is the
Theragatha. Of the fifty-six theris who are described as
libérated, twenty-four (42.9 percent) are situated in one or
more of the settings I have analyzed. Only thirty-two of the
ninety-seven liberated theras (33 percent) are described in one
or more of these settings (see Appendix D). Thus, while the
Therigatha has a greater proportion of its settings coinciding
with liberated theris it nonetheless favors negative usages of
environmental imagery. The Theragatha presents a lower
proportion of its liberated authors in tangible settings, but
tends to present settings positively.

This dramatic difference clearly relates to the differing
emphasis on conflict we have already discovered in the texts.
Those settings in which the theras or theris encounter
adversaries trying to tempt, frighten, or coerce them into
activities or attitudes inconducive to liberation are, by defini-
tion, negative. Because the Therigatha contains such a greater
proportion of confrontations, we should expect a greater
proportion of negative settings.

The context of conflict, however, plays no role in the
category of symbol. In distinguishing between posttive -and
negative uses of environmental imagery as symbols, I have
analyzed only the referents of the images. If a particular image
refers to aspects of liberation, liberated individuals, or the
ascribed author’s realization of liberation, I categorize it as a
positive symbol. If an image refers to impediments to
liberation, unliberated individuals, or samsaric existence, I
categorize it as a negative symbol. The particular context of
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the theri or thera who uses imagery in this way is completely
irrelevant.

For example, frequently in both texts, fire symbolizes the
cycle of samsdra, or aspects therein.'” In the Therigatha,
Nanduttara (87), Patacara (116), Sisapacala (200), Subha
Jivakambavanika (387 and 398), and Sumedha (488, 493,
504, and 507) use fire this way. Sistipacala’s verse is perhaps the
most vivid expression of this:

The whole world is ablaze, the whole world has flared up,
the whole world is blazing, the whole world is shaken.
(Therigatha 200)

Similarly, the Theragatha contains many references to the ‘fires’
of samsara. Katiyana (415 and 416), Udayin (720), Anuruddha
(906), and Talaputa (1099) use this symbolism in much the
same way as the theris. In particular, Talaputa’s verse is very
close to Sisapacala’s as he rhetorically questions when he will
attain a liberated perspective:

When shall I, possessed of calmness, by wisdom see
innumerable sights, and sounds, smells, tastes, things to
touch, and mental phenomena as a blazing mass? When
will this thought of mine be? (Theragatha 1099)

The context of these verses is completely irrelevant to my
identification of these images of fire as negative. Furthermore, as
these examples indicate, the referents for many of the images
used as symbols in the texts are very similar, but the Therigatha
still contains a much higher proportion of negative images than
the Theragatha. In the Therigatha, 76.8 percent of all images
used as symbols are negative. In the Theragatha, only 47.2
percent of the images used as symbols are negative. If context is
irrelevant, how, then are we to understand this difference?

In part, I think, the greater emphasis on positive symbolism in
the Theragatha can be attributed to the presence of usages
foreign to the Therigatha. Looking again at images of fire used
symbolically, we discover that the Theragatha frequently
compares the light of the fire with the brightness of liberating
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wisdom. Kankharevata (3), Nadikassapa (343), Jenta Purohita-
putta (426), Sariputta (1014), and Mahamoggallana (1156,
1204, 1205) use fire imagery to illustrate the illuminating
aspects of liberation. Karitkharevata’s one-verse poem is a clear
example: .

See'this wisdom of the Tathagatas, who, giving light and
vision like a fire blazing in the night, dispel the doubt of
those who come. (Theragatha 3)

The Therigatha never uses fire imagery in this way.

Thus, while both texts use this particular imagery in a similar
fashion to exemplify the true nature of sarnsdra, the Theragatha
employs the same imagery to illustrate aspects of liberation. The
Theragatha transforms a negative image into positive usages.
This confirms the Theragatha’s generally positive worldview. In
contrast, the Therigatha’s more negative worldview is unmiti-
gated by such positive usages of symbols of the environment. I
think we can interpret this tendency towards a positive or
negative worldview as a consistent feature of the Theragatha
and Therigatha, respectively. As we have already seen in
previous chapters, the Therigatha exhibits a greater concern
with samsaric existence; with the suffering, passion, and
disillusionment that characterize the existential condition of
ordinary individuals. The Theragatha is relatively unconcerned
with the realm of sarnsara: the theras do not discuss their pre-
renunciation experiences as frequently as the theris; they
condemn the foolishness of ordinary individuals rather than
attempt to convert that foolishness into wisdom; and, they view
the transience of all things as somehow ‘other’ than themselves
- unlike the theris, they do not meditate on their own bodies as
insubstantial and impermanent. The theras thus tend to abstract
the negative aspects of their quest for liberation away from
themselves. )

The settings most frequently described in the texts add
additional confirmation to this tendency. The theras’ wilderness
locations provide them the opportunity to escape the manifesta-
tions of sammsara that could encourage attitudes and behaviors
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inconducive to their quest for liberation. They live in solitude,
so they do not have to worry about impassioned social
interactions; they see women only when they go for alms, so
the external source of their desire is alleviated; they are
distracted only by nature itself, which, although it might inspire
feelings of awe and wonder, will not likely induce desire, hate,
and envy. In contrast, the theris are presented as living
communally in vibaras. They must contend with potentially
disruptive relationships, with their tendency to entangle
themselves with other individuals. Though the theris, like the
theras, seek out forest locals to meditate, they may encounter
threatening rogues there who interpret their solitude as sexual
availability. The theris, therefore, cannot escape the obstacles to
liberation, but must confront them. The theras can, and
apparently did, avoid such obstacles.

This, I think, can help us understand the difference in the
texts’ usage of environmental imagery as symbols. If we can
accept the settings and situations described in the texts as
relating to the actual experiences of the authors or compilers of
the texts, we can interpret the tendencies towards a generally
negative or positive worldview as a logical outcome. If the
women who composed and preserved the Therigatha did, in
fact, experience the kinds of difficulties to which the text
alludes, we can expect them to project those difficulties into the
realm of symbols.
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CHAPTER V

Struggle for Liberation in
the Therigatha

How should the woman’s nature hinder us? Whose hearts
are firmly set, who ever move With growing knowledge
onward in the Path? What can that signify to one in whom
Insight doth truly comprehend the Norm? On every hand
the love of pleasure yields, And the thick gloom of
ignorance is rent In twain. Know this, O Evil One, avaunt!
Here, O Destroyer! shalt thou not prevail.

Soma, Therigatha, 61-62!

If, as I have argued, the Therigatha and Theragatha were indeed
designed as. ‘liberation manuals’, as didactic. models for the
successful quest for liberation, we can tonclude that the
audience towards which they were directed was very diverse.
The texts present us with a variety of methods for attaining
liberation. Their diversity implies that anyone can attain
liberation. The particular aspects of self that require transfor-
mation will be specific to our experiences, dispositions, and
habitual tendencies. If we are afflicted with desire for sensual
pleasures, the texts demonstrate with vivid images the true
nature of the body. If we are overcome with grief, the texts
illustrate the absolute transience of all things, and explain how
we have grieved for thousands of lifetimes. If our determination
and vigilance wanes after prolonged effort to attain liberation,
the texts provide us with inspirational examples of others whose
achievement follows a period of despair and frustration.

In short, the texts are directed to meet a great variety of
needs. Clearly, the texts are designed to illustrate the various
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ways in which people.have attained liberation, regardless of
their initial state of mind, but, as we have seen, the terms,
images, and situations they employ to create these models differ
quite significantly between the texts. It is now time to compile
and consolidate the differences we have discovered through our
analysis of the texts.

Models of Liberation

Throughout this study, we have arrayed a variety of numerical
differences in the use of terms, situations, and contexts between
the texts. Most striking are differences in the percentage of
ascribed authors referring to their own attainment of liberation
(Therigatha, fifty-six of seventy-three or 76.7 percent; Ther-
agatha, ninety-seven of two hundred sixty-four or 36.7 percent);
the number of verses devoted to overt conflict (Therigatha, one
hundred eighty-four of five hundred twenty-two, or 35.2
percent; Theragatha, seven of one thousand two hundred
seventy-nine, or 0.5 percent); the number of ascribed authors
describing previous lifestyles (Therigatha, twenty-five of seventy-
three, or 34.2 percent; Theragatha, twenty-five of two hundred
sixty-four, or 9.5 percent) and referring to conversion (Ther-
igatha, 23.3 percent; Theragatha, 4.9 percent); the percentage of
images of the surroundings used negatively as settings (Ther-
igatha, 38.8 percent; Theragatha, 10.2 percent) and as symbols
(Therigatha, 76.8 percent; Theragatha, 47.2 percent).

These numerical differences reflect and reinforce differences
in thematic emphasis throughout the texts. In the analyses of
renunciation, the body, and imagery of the surroundings above,
we have attempted to uncover differences in the attitudes and
assumptions of the authors of the two texts. The unifying theme
running through these studies has been the theris’ emphasis on
struggle and the theras’ emphasis on escape in their quest for
liberation. These differing emphases can now be compiled.into
three categories: the authors’ attitudes towards relationships;
the degree of personalization or abstraction they display; and
their experiences of, and responses to, conflict.
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Relationships have a prominent role in the Therigatha. In the
chapter on renunciation, we discovered that the theris tend to
focus on relationships of all kinds: from their parenthood and
the pain caused by the deaths of their children, to adversarial
confrontations with others, to friendships in the sangha among
the bhikkhunis. In the chapter on the body, we found that many
of the references to the ascribed author’s own bodily processes
were used to instruct adversaries on the futility of maintaining a
romantic delusion of beauty. And, in the chapter on physical
surroundings, we found that the theris dwell communally in
vibaras.

In contrast, the theras do not discuss their relationships with
others as often or as vividly as the theris. They never refer to
grieving over the deaths of family members, nor do they
acknowledge their renounced parenthood as openly or as
frequently as the theris. They refer to friendship only in abstract
terms, and show a pronounced preference for dwelling in
isolation. When they meet with the possibility of sexual
encounters with women, they do not attempt to instruct the
women on the error of their ways, but rather, hurl verbal abuses
at them, condemning the desire they have induced as indicative
of their unenlightened state.

These differing attitudes towards relationships indicate a
differing understanding of the kind of detachment that
characterizes a liberated individual. The theris see themselves
as continuing to interact positively with others, and interpret the
unenlightened state as one in which relationships are fraught
with deception, hatred, and contempt. For the theris, detach-
ment means a transformation of their emotional response to
others. The theras also describe the liberated person as one who
is imbued with compassion, but their recorded social interac-
tions display little emotion. Instead of detachment from
negative emotional states, the theras’ social discourse reveals
their psychological detachment from all emotional bonds with
others in what amounts to a complete severing of relationships.

Repeatedly throughout our study we have noted the
difference in levels of personalization and abstraction. In our
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analysis of technical terms, we discovered that a very high
proportion of the theris report their own liberation. Those theris
who discuss the liberation of others provide them with tangible
personalities. In our study of renunciation, we found that the
theris describe their previous lifestyles in much more detail and
with much more emotional resonance than the theras. In the
study- of the body, we found that the theris appropriate the
doctrine of the impurity, deception, and impermanence of the
body by reflecting on their own physical experiences. And,
throughout, we have seen the theris detailing confrontations
with adversaries who pose a clear and personal threat.

In contrast, the theras prefer abstract, non-personalized
descriptions. They use the language of liberation to refer to
others more frequently than to themselves, and those others are
often idealized, hypothetical figures. They do not provide details
of their previous lifestyles, nor do they describe their relation-
ships in emotionally compelling detail. They do not reflect
frequently or graphically upon the relevance of doctrine to their
own physical experiences, and they project impure and
deceptive features of the body onto others. Finally, their
descriptions of overt conflict do not contain the personal threat
contained in the theris’ descriptions, but rather represent
impersonal forces that may be dangerous to their health.

The personalization of the Therigatha and the abstraction of
the Theragatha indicate that the authors understand central
features of Buddhist doctrine differently. The theris contemplate
the doctrine of impermanence by reflecting upon their own life
histories, their own experiences of relationships transforming,
and their own bodies aging. They see the delusory perception of
permanence and stability as it has been experienced in their own
lives. They overcome the delusion by reflecting on their own
experiences. The theras also know the delusion of permanence
to be the main obstacle to their quest for liberation, but they
contemplate the impermanence of others. They do not reflect on
their own experience, but rather concentrate on the environ-
ment around them, abstracting impermanence away from
themselves.

110



Struggle for Liberation in the Therigatha

Thus we see that although both must overcome a false
perception, their methods of doing so differ. The theris
internalize the obstacles and must combat them in their own
psyches. The theras externalize the obstacles and conquer them
by isolating themselves away from them.

The presence of overt conflict in the Therigatha is one of the
most prominent features of the text. As we noted above, the text
devotes a large percentage of its verses to descriptions of theris
conflict with adversaries. In the study of renunciation, we
discovered some evidence of conflict with family over the theris’
decision to renounce. Once renounced, they continue to encounter
adversaries who attempt to frighten, seduce, or coerce them to give
up their religious commitments. In the chapter on the body, we
found that the theris’ internalization of doctrinal notions of
feminine physicality makes their struggle to overcome an attach-
ment to the false perception of self personal and immediate. Finally,
we found that the theris’ living situation poses continual conflict
for them. As they are already socialized to form deep attachments
with others, the communal living could only serve to make the
required transformation of emotional attachments a constant
source of struggle. Furthermore, the forest, though a desirable
setting for the attainment of liberation, poses the danger of
disrespectful libertines threatening seduction or perhaps even rape.

The theras do not concentrate on conflict nearly as much as
the theris. The major source of their conflict, their sexual desires
for women, is combatted by minimizing contact. They do not
concentrate on their memories of the enjoyments or suffering
they have experienced prior to renunciation, but instead,
concentrate more on the joys of solitude. Their wilderness
dwelling thus provides them with the opportunity to escape
from the object of their desires. Indeed, the theras are often
advised against approaching women at all. When they do
encounter women on their daily begging for alms, they project
images of post-mortem decay and oozing putrefaction upon the
bodies of the women they desire.

Thus, we see that the texts’ presentations of the experiences
of renunciants differ significantly. The Therigatha is far more
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prone to discuss the negative repercussions of renunciation for
the theris: from their struggle to obtain permission to renounce,
to their internal conflict with a false conception of self, to their
conflicts with various adversaries presenting obstacles to their
quest for liberation. Significantly, the Therigatha is also willing
to devote a whole poem twenty verses long to a woman’s
attempted seduction of her renounced husband (291-311). The
Theragatha, in contrast, presents very few instances of overt
conflict, though this example from the Therigatha indicates that
the theras may have experienced more conflict than they tend to
portray.

This remarkable difference implies a differing attitude
towards liberation. While the Therigatha presents the quest of
liberation as fraught with difficulties that must be faced, the
Theragatha underplays the difficulties and advocates escape
rather than confrontation. These tendencies are also apparent in
the texts’ use of symbolism. The technical terms for liberation
reflect each text’s characteristic emphasis or de-emphasis on
conflict and symbols of the environment are used negatively
with much greater frequency in the Therigatha than the
Theragatha.

The models of liberation the texts present are thus very
different. The model portrayed in the Therigatha is one of
hardship and struggle; in the Theragatha, it is one of peace-
fulness and quietude.

Striking though these differences are, however, they must be
understood as very subtle. An initial reading of the texts gives
one the impression of similarity rather than of difference
between them. Both use identical terms and phrases to describe
the goal of liberation, the liberation experience, and the
attributes of those who have attained it. The most common
structure of the poems is also identical. Both texts frequently
employ the literary device of contrast to enhance the religious
component of the poems: poetic descriptions of scenery,
situation, and sentiment are frequently juxtaposed with
religious expressions of realization, bliss, and joyful conquest
over desire.’
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The Question of Female Authorship

These similarities provide the basis of an argument for the
common authorship of the texts. If we are to test the feasibility
of this argument, I think we can discount the possibility of a
woman, or group of women, as the author common to both
texts. Given the generally denigrating portrayal of women’s
intellectual capacities throughout the Pali Canon, it is incon-
ceivable that the tradition would accept women’s accounts of
male religiosity as authoritative. Yet, as Winternitz maintains, it
is also highly unlikely that men would bother composing the
verses of the Therigatha and attributing them to women:

First of all, the monks never had so much sympathy with
the female members of the community, as to warrant our
crediting them with having composed these songs sung
from the very hearts of women.. .. For the same reason it
would never have occurred to the monks to ascribe songs
to the women, if an incontestible tradition had not pointed
at this direction.?

If we are to seriously doubt the female authorship of the
Therigatha, we must assume male authorship. To be considered
valid, this assumption would have to explain the subtlety and
consistency of the differences we have discovered between the
texts. By speculating on what a male author might have
perceived as female concerns, we can attempt to determine if
this possibility is at all feasible. The question then becomes one
of determining the differences that could conceivably derive
from the male impersonation of the theris.

Of the differences outlined above, we could explain the
theris emphasis on relationships as a male interpretation of
typical female preoccupations with others. As we have seen in
the chapter on renunciation, many of the relationships described
in the Therigatha are stereotypically feminine: the theris
describe themselves as loyal wives, loving mothers, and grieving
widows. The stereotypical nature of these depictions could
easily derive from a general perception of female nature.
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Likewise, the texts’ portrayals of the female body’s impurity
and deceptiveness are’ remarkably similar. Ambapali’s poem
emphasizing the decline in beauty of a beautiful courtesan could
be part of a male meditation on the bodily decline of one of their
sources of desire. Thus, the portrayals of the body in the
Therigatha could reflect a male perspective.

Differences in setting could also be part of a male conception
of female religious experiences. If, as the texts indicate, women
were prohibited from dwelling in the wilderness, it would be
natural for a male author to present the theris in cultural
settings.

Nevertheless, these possibilities are very superficial. They fail
to account for the consistent and subtle differences we have
discovered in our close reading of the Therigatha: the theris’
choice of technical terms for liberation to refer to themselves;
their characterization of other liberated individuals and their
concrete usage of the abstract concept ‘fool’; their references to
bhikkbus’ parenthood and men’s grieving; the presentation of
friendships in the bhikkbhuni-sangha; the theris’ greater empha-
sis on conversion; the theris’ failure to predict the deaths of
those attracted to their bodies; their neglect of snake imagery, -
and their use of body imagery to instruct adversaries; the
proportion of images of the surroundings used negatively as
both setting and symbol; and, finally, the theris’ dramatic
portrayal of conflict, both for themselves and for bhikkhus.

Thus we see that while a superficial reading of the texts could
support the notion of a common (male) author, a deeper reading
makes such a conclusion highly unlikely. I find it exceedingly
difficult to believe that anyone could consistently maintain the
subtlety of the differing perceptions we have discovered in the
texts. Though the fact of difference alone does not necessarily
prove the female authorship of the Therigatha, it does lend
credibility to the traditional assumption that the text did, in
fact, originate in the bhikkbuni-sangha.

Scholarship on gender differences in story-telling tends to
confirm this. Kristin Wardetzky’s thorough study of fairy tales
composed by contemporary German children illustrates how
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gender differences pervade the kinds of stories girls and boys tell
and the personality traits they attribute to male and female
characters. For example, though both™ girls and boys present
victims unanimously as female, girls never portray female
characters as sword-wielding heroines.* Boys do present female
protaganists engaging in war-like behavior, but in so doing,
follow male models from well-known fairy tales. In Wardetzky’s
analysis, the boys’ female protagonists are ‘male heroes wearing
a female mask.”® Whenever the female protagonists in the girls’
stories use a sword, they do not use it violently to destroy an
adversary, but to transform him or her into a ‘good’ character.®
Finally, Wardetzky discovered a pervasive thematic difference in
the stories she analyzed. While girls’ stories most frequently
involve a loving, or erotic relationship between the characters,
the boys describe battle scenes with three times the frequency of
girls’ tales.”

Clearly, the gender differences experienced by girls and boys
in Germany during the 1980’ have influenced the way they tell
stories. This is not unique to Germany in the modern age. In a
detailed study of differences in the presentation of female and
male religious experiences in medieval Europe, Caroline Walker
Bynum has discovered dramatic differences in the narrative
descriptions of women’s religiosity written by women and by
men.

In her comparison of biographies of the female saints,
Bynum found that male biographers tend to project their
expectations onto women’s biographies. When women write
their own biographies, a major theme is continuity with their
own social, biological, and psychological experiences as
women. When men write women’s stories {even in situations
where autobiographies are extant), the themes are crises and
their resolution, liminality, and dramatic symbolic gender
reversals.® Likewise, male biographers describe women as
weak more than women do, and assume that women’s religious
experiences require verification by their adoption of masculine
qualities — an assumption not found in biographies written by
women.’ In other words, the men of medieval Europe assumed
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that women’s religious experiences and modes of religious
expression would be symmetrical with those of men. Bynum’s
analysis of women’s own writings, however, proves that this
assumption is false.

In a study closer geographically and thematically to our own, .
John Stratton Hawley also illustrates the difficulty men have
presenting women’s religiosity. Studying the sixteenth century
devotional poetry attributed to Mira Bai, a woman, and Sur
Das, a man, Hawley has uncovered significant gender differ-
ences in their adoption of the perspective of the gopis (the
female cowherding consorts of Krishna).'® Though Mira Bai and
Sur Das are close chronologically and geographically, writing in
the same genre of poetry, using the same vocabulary and
imagery, their poems display consistent differences.

According to Hawley, Sur Das’ poetry exhibits signs of strain
in his impersonation of the female gopis’ perspective. Most
significant for our purposes are Hawley’s discoveries that while
Mira refers frequently to tensions among female family
members, Sur focusses on jealousies among the gopis for
Krishna’s attention, a focus Hawley claims to be based on the
real life family tensions discussed by Mira."" Furthermore,
Mira’s poetry contains many comparisons of the gopis to
women, mythological, or otherwise. In contrast, Sur more
frequently compares the spirituality of the gopis to masculine
than to feminine models.’?

And finally, in a comparison that is strongly reminiscent of
our own findings, Hawley contends that Mira’s poetry
represents a union between the secular and the sacred while
Sur’s poetry keeps the boundary between them clear.”

Both Bynum’s and Hawley’s studies reveal that men are
unable to present the subtleties of women’s religious experiences
even when their intention is to present women’s biographies.
When their intention is to actually impersonate women, they
fare no better. For our purposes, these studies highlight the
improbability of male impersonation of the theris. We can
conclude, therefore, that, in all likelihood, the Therigatha was
composed by women, does represent a female perspective on the
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life of renunciation, and was probably designed as a model of
liberation specifically for women.

Women’s Struggle for Liberation

We can now attempt to explain the dramatic differences in
perspective we have discovered throughout this study of the
texts. As we have seen repeatedly in every categery of analysis
we employed, struggle pervades the experiences of the theris.
They must struggle to gain permission to renounce, to maintain
their vows of celibacy, and to transform their emotional
attachments to others. They must also struggle against a
perception of self that is much more personal and immediate
than the theras’ struggle against the false perception of other.
Finally, we found that they must struggle to locate themselves in
settings conducive to meditation and experiences of liberation.

In confirmation of this theme of struggle, we also found the
Therigatha presenting more of the negative features of renuncia-
tion for both women and men. The theris portray much more
conflict, refer much more frequently to the difficulties they
encounter, and project a negative worldview onto their use of
symbols of the environment. Clearly, the perspective of the theris
is oriented towards difficulty more than that of the theras.

I think the reason for this difference in perspective is the
Therigatha’s female authorship. Those women in ancient India
who chose to become bhikkbunis faced difficulties unknown to
their male counterparts. Their decision to lead a life of celibacy
and contemplation completely inverted the gender-stereotypes
of their cultural milieu. Instead of being content with the life of
a married woman, brightened by the births of sons and
overshadowed by the possibility of childless widowhood, these
women chose to follow the path of religious renunciation.
Instead of centering their lives on the needs of others, they
concentrated on their own self-fulfillment, though they con-
tinued to help each other in the sangha.

Consequently, it is not surprising that the society at large
should fail to respect the bhikkhunis. They had renounced all
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the roles available to women that make them valuable in society.
The bhikkbus had also renounced their socially valuable roles,
but the established tradition of male asceticism ‘gave their
vocation more credibility.

Also, we must consider the possibility that the Buddha
himself contributed to the difficulty faced by the bhikkbunis.
His hesitancy in opening the sangha up to women, the
subservience he required as a condition for women’s ordination,
and his stipulation that women dwell communally because of
the problem of rape contributed to the obstacles women faced.
Furthermore, he does not figure as prominently in the
Therigatha as in the Theragatha. Perhaps he shared his culture’s
devaluation of women, even though he was willing to acknowl-
edge their capacity to attain the highest goal.

The combined effect of social disrespect, enforced subordina-
tion and neglect by the Buddha is reflected in the theris’
conception of liberation as struggle. Yet they successfully
overcame these obstacles. In their verses, we not only detect
evidence of their difficulties, but also of their triumph. The
theris do not reflect an attitude of resentment and bitterness
towards the social and religious establishment that discrimi-
nated against them, but a compassionate hope that the
individuals caught in worldly life will eventually attain a more
liberated perspective.

As a text that illustrates such an optimistic hope for the
liberation of all of us, the Therigatha has a powerful message for
today. The very existence of a text that makes no apologies for
its focus on women’s religious experience shows us that
women’s struggle for ‘liberation’ has been going on for a long
time. And one group of women, at least, succeeded.
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APPENDIX A

Technical Terims for
Liberation

The following table contains the references and frequency of
occurrence of the fifteen most common terms and phrases used
in both the Therigatha and the Theragatha as synonyms for
liberation, in the order of their frequency of occurrence in the
Therigatha. The references are cited according to verse number.
My findings are summarized in Table 1, ‘15 Most Common
Goal Referents.’

I have categorized the terms and phrases according to whether
they refer to the religious attainments of ‘authors’ or ‘others’. In
distinguishing between these categories, I pay close attention to
the person to whom attainment is attributed and to the verb-
tense and verb-referent of the term or phrase. The terms or
phrases I identify as referring to authors include statements by or
about ascribed authors that utilize verbs in the past or present
tense and their accompanying gerunds, relative clauses, and
adjectival compounds. Those I define as referring to others are
statements about persons other than the ascribed authors, or
statements by or about ascribed authors that incorporate
imperatives or future tenses. This distinction between author
and other is summarized in Table 2, ‘The Author-Other
Distinction’; and is discussed at length in Chapter I.
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Therigatha Theragatha
Technical | Author Other Author Other
Term
Desire 1, 15, 16, |14, 165, 20, 56, 79, 10, 18, 39, 40,
Gone 18, 24, 34,167, 168, |158, 161, 180, |56, 74, 154,
36, 38, 41,204, 205, |191, 192, 298, |282, 306, 313,
53, 56,90 |275, 337, |327, 338, 344, | 338, 401, 402, |,
91, 99, 458 378, 416, 466, |418, 491, 519,
105, 132, 517, 843, 844, |526, 596, 600,
140, 156, 845, 846, 847, | 641, 665, 673,
158, 207, 848, 849, 850, |699, 704, 707,
208, 334, 851, 852, 853, |711, 806, 808,
341, 369, 854, 855, 856, |810, 812, 814,
385 857, 858, 859, |816, 840, 923,
860, 861, 890, |972, 992,
1059, 1060, 1008, 1012,
1061, 1125 1092, 1094,
1105,.1162,
1163, 1214,
1216, 1224,
1275
TOTAL: 24 9 40 47
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Therigatha Theragatha
Technical | Author Other Author Other
Term
Rebirth |11, 22, 47,17, 10, 14, |67, 80, 87, 90, |35, 69, 129,
Ended 56, 65, 91, |26, 64, 120, 135, 170, {168, 179, 202,
106, 149, |168, 320, {216, 254, 296, 257, 306, 330,
158, 160, |457,477, |333, 336, 339, }708, 711, 748,
221, 334, |493, 511, |343, 344, 440, [908, 980,
363 512, 513 |486, 493, 516, |1022, 1079,
546, 604, 656, |1110, 1177,
687, 718, 792, 1234, 1236,
881, 891, 918, |1249, 1250,
948, 1016, 1271, 1275,
1050, 1088, 1278
1185
TOTAL: 13 13 33 25
Fetters 47, 59, 62, |4, 12, 166, |38, 73, 122, 14, 15, 142,
Cut 76, 86, 91, |167, 337, |135, 136, 138, |162, 195, 282,
111, 142, |350, 351, [176, 181, 382, |306, 400, 413,
188, 195, {359, 360, |196, 254, 290, |414, 417, 457,
203, 235, |s510 298, 380, 458, |519, 521, 633,
334, 364, 605, 657, 793, 1640, 644, 671,
396, 865, 892, 680, 691, 699,
1125, 1184, 707, 750,
1186 1014, 1021,
1022, 1108,
1019, 1165,
1177, 1184,
1234, 1242,
1277
TOTAL: 15 10 23 34
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Therigatha Theragatha
Technical | Author Other Author Other
Term
Nibbana |15, 16, |6, 359, 5, 7,8,79, 96,32, 71, 100,
18, 21, |432, 476, |298, 725, 948, {138, 162, 210,
34,45, 477,521 |1047, 1060 227,263, 364,
46, 53, 369, 392, 415,
66, 76, 418, 576, 586,
86, 101, 637, 658, 672,
105, 132, 702, 704, 725,
222, 450, 807, 809, 811,
517 813, 815, 817,
905, 906, 919,
928, 990,
1015, 1017,
1022, 1045,
1046, 1090,
1122, 1158,
1065, 1212.
1218, 1230,
1238, 1263,
1266, 1274
TOTAL: 17 6 10 48
Triple 26, 30, ]209, 251, |24, 55, 66, 60, 129, 1114,
Knowl- 65, 121, {290, 311, |107, 108, 112, |1177, 1236,
edge 126, 150,322, 323, |117, 220, 221, | 1248, 1249
Obtained 180, 181,]324 224,270, 274, '
187, 194, 286, 296, 302,
202, 331, 314, 319, 336,
363, 433, 349, 410, 465,
479, 515, 562,
639, 886, 903,
1262
TOTAL 13 7 28 7
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Therigatha Theragatha
Technical | Author Other Author Other
Term
Freedom |11, 17, |2, 320, |1, 43, 89, 181, |47, 60, 438,
Obtained |30, 81, |350, 506, |182, 253, 270, |545, 596, 641,
96, 105, |51S5 274, 302, 319, |642, 680, 691,
111, 116, 365, 410, 465, | 711, 906, 961,
144, 157, 477, 493, 516, |1013, 1165,
223, 334, 658, 996, 1017|1176, 1202,
369, 399 1250, 1264,
1274
TOTAL: 14 5 19 19
Asavas 66, 71, 4, 205, 47, 116, 120, . |92, 100, 129,
Destroyed |76, 99, 209, 329, [122, 161, 198, |162, 178, 205,
101, 121,337 206, 218, 296, |289, 364, 369,
126, 181, 333, 336, 337, |437, 438, 526,
228, 334, 365, 439, 458, | 541, 543, 576,
336, 364, 546, 629, 791, | 586, 596, 636,
389 890, 896, 897, | 672, 704, 711,
996, 1061, 840, 900, 924,
1179 928, 1022
TOTAL: 13 5 24 26
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Therigatha Theragatha
Technical | Author Other Author Other
Term
Buddha’s |26, 30, |13,209, {24, 55, 66, 746, 1114
Teaching |36, 38, |311 107, 108, 112,
Done 41, 71, 117, 135, 220,
96, 187, 224,270, 274,
194, 202, 286, 302, 314,
228, 233, 319, 332, 349,
331 410, 465, 515,
562, 604, 639,
656, 687, 792,
886, 891, 903,
918, 1016,
1050, 1088,
1185, 1260
TOTAL: 13 3 36 2
Pain Gone |52, 53, 162,167, |78,120, 339, |68, 82, 84,
131, 138,(193, 206, |440 138, 195, 227,
144, 214, 281, 257, 263, 421,
315, 318, 492, 502, 503,
319, 512 504, 5085, 506,
519, 521, 525,
526, 585, 676,
677, 678, 682,
707, 712, 717,
721, 723,
1008, 1115,
1116, 1123,
1221, 1230
TOTAL: 5 10 4 35
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Therigatha Theragatha
Technical | Author Other Author Other
Term
Darkness |28, 44, |3 128, 170, 627
Torn 59, 62,
Asunder 120, 142,
173, 174,
180, 188,
195, 203,
235.
TOTAL: 13 1 3 0
Peace 18, 86, |14, 20, 50, 79, 260, 11, 32, 68,
Obtained |91, 182, |168, 196, |298, 325, 326, |239, 364, 369,
189, 369 [212 416, 427, 434, |405, 422, 438,
791 521,642,672,
690, 747, 876,
905, 988,
1006, 1007,
1008, 1077,
1099, 1168,
1169, 1218,
1222, 1226
TOTAL: 6 5 10 27
Conquest |7, 10, 56, 5,6,7,8,336 |7,177, 236,
59, 62, 415, 831, 833,
65, 142, 839, 1095,
188, 195, 1096, 1146,
203, 235 1147, 1148,
1149, 1166,
1221, 1242
TOTAL: 11 0 5 16
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Therigatha Theragatha
Technical | Author Other Author Other
Term ‘
Rest 223 6,8,9,211|604, 656, 687, 132, 69, 227,
Obtained 792, 891, 918, |263, 415, 990,
1016, 1050, 1021
1088, 1185
TOTAL: 4 10 7
Fear 32 135, 333, |S, 7, 20, 21, 7, 82, 289,
Overcome 512, 189, 190, 709, |367, 413, 707,
864, 1059 708, 716, 732,
831, 840, 912,
1093, 1238
TOTAL: 3 9 14
Far Shore 291, 320 |38, 632 66, 209, 680,
Reached 690, 711, 748,
763, 771, 772,
773, 1022,
1171, 1182,
1249, 1251,
1253, 1254
TOTAL: 2 2 17
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Tables of Liberated Theris
and Theras

The following tables consist of a list of theris and theras who are
described (by themselves or by others), in the past or present
tense, with the technical terms for liberation identified in
Appendix A. These ascribed authors I refer to as ‘liberated’,
though all the theris and theras are attributed by the
commentary with having attained liberation. In the tables, I
simply indicate the terms or phrases that are used in their poems
.to describe the ascribed author, though, in many cases, the terms
or phrases may be used repeatedly for a particular theri or thera.
To determine if a particular term or phrase is used repeatedly,
refer to the verse numbers of the theri or thera in question under
the term or phrase in the table in Appendix A.
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THERIGATHA

Author Technical Term
Unknown Desire Overcome
Bhikkhuni
(1)
Another Dhira { Conquest
(7)
Upasama Conquest
(10)
Mutta Rebirth Ended, Freedom Obtained
(11)
Uttara Nibbana, Desire Overcome
(15)
Sumana Nibbana, Desire Overcome
(16)
Dhamma Freedom Obtained
(17)
Sangha Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Peace Obtained
(18)
Jenti Nibbana
(21-22)
Unknown Desire Overcome
Bhikkhuni
(23-24)
Addhakasi Rebirth Ended, Triple Knowledge Obtained,
(25-26) Buddha’s Teaching Done
Citta Darkness Torn Asunder
(27-28)

128




Appendix B: Tables of Liberated Theris and Theras

THERIGATHA

Author Technical Term
Mettika Darkness Torn Asunder, Freedom Obtained,
(29-30) Buddha’s Teaching Done
Micta Fear Overcome
(31-32)
Abhayamat Nibbana, Desire Overcome
(33-34)
Abhayatthei Desire Overcome, Buddha's Teaching Done
(35-36)
Sama Desire Overcome, Buddha’s Teaching Done
(37-38)

Another Sama
(39-41)

Desire Overcome, Buddha’s Teaching Done

Uttama
(42-44)

Desire Overcome, Darkness Torn Asunder

Another Uttama
(45-47)

Nibbana, Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut

Ubbiri Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Pain Gone
(51-53)

Sukka Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended, Conquest
(54-56)

Sela Fetters Cut, Darkness Torn Asunder, Conquest
(57-59)

Soma Fetters Cut, Darkness Torn Asunder, Conquest
(60-62)
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. THERIGATHA

Author

Technical Term

Bhadda Kapilani
(63-66)

Nibbana, Rebirth Ended, Asavas Destroyed,
Conquest, Triple Knowledge Obtained

Unknown Asavas Destroyed, Buddha’s Teaching Done
Bhikkhuni

(67-71)

Vimala Nibbana, Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed
(72-76)

Siha Freedom Obtained

(77-81)

Nanda Nibbana, Fetters Cut, Peace Obtained
(82-86)

Nanduttara Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut,
(87-91) Peace Obtained

Mittakali Freedom Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching Done
(92-96)

Sakula Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Asavas Destroyed
(97-101)

Soni Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended,
(102-106) Freedom Obtained

Bhadda Fetters Cut, Freedom Obtained

(107-111)

Patacara Freedom Obtained

(112-116)

Thirty Asavas Destroyed, Darkness Torn Asunder, Triple
Bhikkhunis Knowledge Obtained

(117-121)
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THERIGATHA
Author Technical Term
Canda Asavas Destroyed, Triple Knowledge Obtained
(122-126)
Paficasata Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Pain Gone
Patacara '
(127-132)
Visitthi | Pain Gone
(133-138)
Khema Desire Overcome, Fetters Cut, Pain Gone,
(139-144) Darkness Torn Asunder, Conquest, Freedom
Obtained
Sujata Rebirth Ended, Triple Knowledge Obtained
(145-150)
Anopama Desire Overcome, Freedom Obtained
(151-156)
Mahapajapati Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended
Gotami
(157-162)
Vijaya Darkness Torn Asunder
(169-174)
Uttara Asavas Destroyed, Darkness Torn Asunder, Triple
(175-181) Knowledge Obtained
Cala Fetters Cut, Darkness Torn Asunder, Conquest,
(182-188) Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
Done, Peace Obtained
Upacala Fetters Cut, Darkness Torn Asunder, Conquest,
(189-195) Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching

Done, Peace Obtained
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THERIGATHA
Author Technical Term

Sistipacala Fetters Cut, Darkness Torn Asunder, Conquest,
(196-203) Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching

Done
Vaddhamata Desire Overcome
(204-212)
Kisagotami Nibbana, Rebirth Ended, Freedom Obtained,
(213-223) Rest Obtained
Uppalavanna Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed, Darkness Torn
(224-235) Asunder, Conquest, Buddha’s Teaching Done
Sundari Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut,
(312-337) Asavas Destroyed, Triple Knowledge Obtained,

Freedom Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching Done
Subha Desire Overcome, Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed,
Jivakamba- Freedom Obtained
vanika
(366-399)
Isidasi Triple Knowledge Obtained
(400-447)
Sumedha Nibbana
(448-522) -
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THERIGATHA
Author Technical Term

Subhati Freedom Obtained

(1)

Dabba Nibbana, Conquest, Fear Overcome

(5)

Sitavaniya Conquest

(6) '

Balliya Nibbana, Conquest, Fear Overcome

(7)

Vira Nibbana, Conquest

(8)

Ajita Desire Overcome, Fear Overcome
'1(20)

Nigrodha Fear Overcome

(21)

Sugandha Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching

(24) Done '

Gavampati Fetters Cut, Far Shore Reached

(39)

Sumangala Freedom Obtained

(43)

Ujjaya Asavas Destroyed

(47)

Vimala Peace Obtained

(50)

Afjanavaniya Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching

(55) Done
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THERIGATHA

Author Technical Term
Kutivihari Desire Overcome
(56)
Meghiya Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(66) Done
Ekadhamma- Rebirth Ended
savaniya
(67)
Minava Fetters Cut
(73)
Mendasira Pain Gone
(78)
Rakkhita Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Peace Obtained
(79)
Ugga Rebirth Ended
(80)
Pavittha Rebirth Ended
(87)
Devasabha Freedom Obtained
(89)
Simidatta Rebirth Ended
(90)
Khandasumana |Nibbana
(96)
Dhammasava Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(107) Done
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THERIGATHA

Author Technical Term
Dhammasava- | Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
pita Done
(108)
Vacchagotta Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(112) Done '
Parapariya " } Asavas Destroyed
(116)
Yasa Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(117) Done
Isidatta Rebirth Ended, Asavas Destroyed, Pain Gone
(120)
Uttara Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed
(121-122)
Gangatiriya Darkness Torn Asunder
(127-128)
Suradha Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut, Buddha’s Teaching
(135-136) Done
Gotama Fetters Cut
(137-138)
Nanda Desire Overcome
(157-158)
Uttara Desire Overéome, Asavas Destroyed
(161-162)
Vitasoka ‘Rebirth Ended, Darkness Torn Asunder
(169-170) '
Bharata Fetters Cut
(175-176) .
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THERIGATHA

Author Technical Term
Kanhadinna Desire Overcome
(179-180)
Migasira Fetters Cut, Freedom Obtained
(181-182)
Sambulakaccdna | Fear Overcome
(189-190)
Khitaka Desire Overcome
(191-192)
Nisabha Fetters Cut
(195-196)
Usabha Asavas Destroyed
(197-198)
Brahmali Asavas Destroyed
(205-206)
Vajjita Rebirth Ended
(215-216)
Sandhita Asavas Destroyed
(217-218)
Anganika- Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
bharadvija Done
(219-221)
Paccaya Triple Kﬁowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(222-224) Done
Uttarapila Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut, Freedom Obtained
(252-254)
Gotama Peace Obtained
(258-260)
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THERIGATHA
Author Technical Term
Naigasamala Triple Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtained,
(267-270) Buddha’s Teaching Done
Bhagu Triple Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtained,
(271-274) Buddha’s Teaching Done
Jambuka Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(283-286) Done
Senaka Fetters Cut
(287-290)
Rihula Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended,
(295-298) Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed, Triple Knowledge
Obtained, Peace Obtained
Candana Triple Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtained,
(299-302) Buddha’s Teaching Done
Mudita Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(311-314) Done
Rijadatta Triple Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtamed
(315-319) Buddha’s Teaching Done
Girimananda Desire Overcome, Triple Knowledge Obtained,
(325-329) Peace Obtained
Sumana Rebirth Ended, Asavas Destroyed, Buddha’s
(330-334) Teaching Done
Vaddha Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended, Asavas
(335-339) Destroyed, Pain Gone, Conquest, Triple
Knowledge Obtained
Nadikassapa Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended
(340-344) -

137




Women in the Footsteps of the Buddha

THERIGATHA

Author Technical Term
Gayakassapa Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(345-349) Done
Sona Kutikanna | Asavas Destroyed, Freedom Obtained
(365-369)
Uruvelakassapa | Desire Overcome, Fetters Cut,
(375-380)
Sappadasa Triple Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtained,
(405-410) Buddha’s Teaching Done
Katiyana Desire Overcome, Peace Obtained
(411-416)
Jenta Peace Obtained
Purohitaputta
(423-428)
Sumana Peace Obtained
(429-434)
Nhitakamuni Rebirth Ended, Asavas Destroyed, Pain Gone
(435-440)
Sabbakama Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed
(453-458)
Sundara- Triple Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtained,
samudda Buddha’s Teaching Done
(459-465)
Lakuntaka Desire Overcome
(466-472)
Bhadda Triple Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtained
(473-479)
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Appendix B: Tables of Liberated Theris and Theras

THERIGATHA
Author Technical Term
Sopaka Rebirth Ended
(480-486)
Sarabhanga Rebirth Ended, Freedom Obtained
(487-493)
Mahipanthaka |Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended, Triple
(510-517) Knowledge Obtained, Freedom Obtained,
Buddha’s Teaching Done
Ekavihiriya Rebirth Ended, Asavas Destroyed
(537-546)
Cualapanthaka | Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
(557-566) Done
Sakicca Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut, Buddha’s Teaching
(597-607) Done, Rest Obtained
Sunita Asavas Destroyed, Darkness Torn Asunder
(620-631)

Sona Kolivisa

Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching

(632-644) Done, Far Shore Reached

Revata Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut, Freedom Obtained,
(645-658) Buddha’s Teaching Done, Rest Obtained
Anfidkondaniia |Rebirth Ended, Buddha’s Teaching Done, Rest
(673-688) Obtained

Adhimutta Nibbana, Rebirth Ended, Fear Overcome
(705-725)

Ratthapila Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed,
(769-793) Buddha’s Teaching Done, Peace Obtained, Rest

Obtained
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THERIGATHA
Author Technical Term

Bhaddiya Desire Overcome, Fetters Cut, Fear Overcome

(842-865)

Angulimila Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended, Asavas

(866-891) Destroyed, Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s
Teaching Done, Rest Obtained

Anuruddha Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed,

(892-919) Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching
Done, Rest Obtained

Paripariya Nibbdana, Rebirth Ended

(920-948)

Sariputta Rebirth Ended, Asavas Destroyed, Freedom

(981-1017) Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching Done, Rest
Obtained

Ananda Nibbana, Rebirth Ended, Buddha’s Teaching

(1018-1050) Done, Rest Obtained

Mahakassapa Nibbana, Desire Overcome, Rebirth Ended,

(1051-1090) Asavas Destroyed, Fear Overcome, Buddha’s
Teaching Done, Rest Obtained

Talaputa Desire Overcome, Fetters Cut

(1091-1145)

Maha- Rebirth Ended, Fetters Cut, Asavas Destroyed,

moggallina Buddha’s Teaching Done, Rest Obtained

(1146-1208)

Vangisa Triple Knowledge Obtained, Buddha’s Teaching

(1209-1279)

Done
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APPENDIX C

Images of the Environment

The following table contains every reference to the most
commonly used images of the environment used in the
Therigatha and Thergatha.

In the table, I distinguish between images used as settings and
those used as symbols. The ‘setting’ category includes images
that describe the actual setting of any of the characters in the
texts, the ascribed authors, others who appear in their poems, or
examples they discuss. The ‘symbol’ category includes images
used as metaphors, similes, or analogies. In any case where this
distinction is unclear, I define the image as ‘setting’. For
discussion of this distinction, see pp. 86-89.

I also evaluate whether a particular image is used positively
(+), negatively (-), or ambivalently (*). My criteria for
evaluation is whether or not the image is presented as conducive
to, or expressive of, liberation, meditation, or exemplary figures
(+), inconducive to liberation, meditation, or expressive of the
situation or attitude of non-Buddhists (), or ambivalent with
regards to liberation, meditation, or Buddhist doctrine (*). My
findings are condensed in Table 3, ‘Images of the Surroundings,’
and are discussed at length in Chapter IV.
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Therigatha o

Thergatha

Image

Setting

Symbol

Setting

Symbol

Forest or
Trees
Darkness

TOTAL:

+24, +50,
*51, +75,

-80, +81,

-143, +147,
-230, +362,
-366, -370,
-371, =372,
-373,-375

1*254, *263,

*267, ~297,
-394, -478,
-490

+0

*3

<l

+6, +18, +31, +55,
+59, +62, +110,
-115, +119, +155,
+217, =219, +309,
-350, +351, +352,
+353, +354, -435,
+436, +466, +467,
+524,4527, +528,
+537, +538, +539,
+540, +541, +542,
+543, +544, +545,
+563, +592, +597,
+602, +626, +684
*688, +832, +851,
+852, +864, +868,
-887, +919, +920,
+925, +948, +962,
+991, +992, +998,
+1092, +1102,
+1108, +1113,
+1120, +1135,
+1136, +1137,
+1144, +1146,
+1147, +1148,
+1149, +1208

+63

*1

-2, +14, *62,
+64, -72,-109,
+110, -342,
-399, -691,
-762, -788,
-1006, -1007,
+1121, +1202

+6
-10

17
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Appendix C: Images of the Environment

Therigatha Thergatha
Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
Mountain [+27, +28, -297,-381, [F+13, 423, +41, [+177, +191,
or Rock or}+29, +30, -384, -497 }+110, +113, +192, +367,
Cave +48, +108 -115, +309, +643, +651,
+524, +525, -680, —691,
+540, +544, *692, +1000,
+545, +601, *1013, -1133,
+602, —887, +1202
+925, +1058,
+1059, +1060,
+1061, +1062,
+1063, +1064,
+1065, +1068,
+1069, +1070,
+1091, +1097,
+1103, +1108,
+1135, +1137,
+1144, +1167,
+1249
TOTAL: +6 +0 +33 +8
-0 -4 -2 -3
*0 *0 *0 *2
6 4 35 13
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Therigatha Thergatha
Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
Wild -303, -373,|-23, -241, |+13, +22,-31, }+92, -109,
Animals -436, —437 |*252, *261, | +49, +113, +211,|-125,-126,
and Insects +299, +332, |+244, +307, ~-151, +175,
-353, -398,}+308, +310, +177, +229,
-451,-467,1-393, +522, -297, -362,
-475, -488, |+524, +577, +367, -387,
-500, -502, | +599, +601, +390, -399,
-508 +602, +684, -429, -454,
+1063, +1065, |-457,-576,
+1068, +1069, |-749, +774,
+1070, +1097, |+77S5, +832,
+1103, +1108, |+840, -989,
+1113, +1135, |+1036, -1080,
+1136 +1081, +1095,

-1111, -1128,
+1144, -1154,
-1175, +1232,
+1270

TOTAL: +0 +2 +27 +16
-4 -11 -2 -19
*0 *2 *0 *0
4 15 29 35
Tame -325, -326, | +114, +229, +16, -17, +45,
Animals }-327, -328, |-509 -101, +173,
-438, -439, +174, +208,
—440 +206, +358,
+433, —446,
+476, +629,
+659, =976,
-1025, +1084,
+1140, +1179
TOTAL: +0 +2 +0 +14
. -7 -1 -0 -5
’0 ’0 ‘0 .0
7 3 0 19
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Appendix C: Images of the Environment

Therigatha Thergatha
Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
Elephants |+48, +49, -7, -10, *194, +197, +31, +77, =177,
(Wild or  |-327, -328,]-56, -65, |+198, +539, +244, +256,
Tame) -373 *267, +301 |-842, +1062, +289, -355,
+1064 -356,-357,
+684, +692,
+693, +694,
+695, +696,
+697, +698,
+699, +703,
+704, +967,
+968, +1105,
-1130, -1139,
-1141, +1147,
+1149, -1166,
+1184, +1240,
+1279
TOTAL: +2 +1 +5 +24
-3 -4 -1 -8
*0 *1 *1 *0
5. 6 7 32
Rain or +55, —487 | +1, +24, +41; -133, -134,
Rainy +50, +51, +52, |-400, *447,
Season +53, +54, +110, |-598, +675,
+128, +189, *985, +1240,
+211, +325, +1273
+326, +327,
+328, +329,
+522, +524,
*531, *597,
+1065, +1102,
+1108, +1135,
+1136, +1137,
*1153, +1167
TOTAL: +0 +1 +26 +3
-0 -1 -0 -4
*0 *0 *3 *2
0 2 29 9
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Therigatha Thergatha
Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
Flowing |-87, +114, [+12,-239, |+13,+113,+287,]|*38, -145,
Water -236, -237, |-243, -497, | +307, +308, -147, +168,
+306,+309 |[-500 +309, +310, -265, +349,
+340, -34S, -402, 412,
+430, -523, +415, *556,
+601, +1063, +660, ~-761,
+1070, *1190 =762, =777,
*1013, *1104,
~-1133
TOTAL: +3 +1 +13 +4
;=3 -4 -1 -9
’0 '0 .1 '4
6 5 15 17
Stagnant -291, -354 +7,-15,-88,
Water -89, -124,
(Flood or -285, ~-495,
Bog) -567, =572,
-633, -680,
-681, -700,
-759, -880,
-894, -1053,
-1131, -1154
TOTAL: +0 +0 +0 +1
-0 =2 -0 -18
*0 *0 *0 *0
0 2 0 19
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Appendix C: Images of the Environment

Therigatha Thergatha
Image Setting Symbol Sctting Symbol
Darkness |[+120, +172, |-3, -28,. -84, *145, +165,|-128, -170,
or Night |+173, +179, {-44, -59, |+193, -207, -292, -361,
+180, +322, |-62, -120, |-231, +366, *397, -451,
+323, +324 |-142, -173,]-385, +517, -452, -627,
-174, -180, | +524, +627 -1034, -1048,
-188, -195, -1268
-203, -235
TOTAL: +8 +0 +6 +0
-0 -14 -4 -10
*0 *0 *1 *1
8 14 11 11
Light +115, 143 1+2, +3, -87,|-84, =219, +477 |+3, +26, +158,
‘H{Moon, -116, -200, +294, +306,
Fire, -384, -386, +343, -415,
Lamp, -398, -488, -416, +417,
Sun) -493, -504, +426, +546,
-507 +548, -702,
-790, +820,
+871, +872,
+873, -906,
+1014, +1023,
+1026, -1099,
+1119, +1156,
+1204, +1205,
+1212, +1237,
+1244, +1252,
+1258, +1269
TOTAL:. +1 +2 +1 +27
-1 -10 -2 -6
*0 *0 *0 *0
2 12 3 33
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Therigatha Thergatha
Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
Hut +1, +51, +52, =57, *125,
+53, +54, +55, |-133, +134,
+56, +58, +59, |-256,-1147,
+60, +127, +325,|-1149, -1150
+326, +327,
+328, +329,
*487
TOTAL: +0 +0 +16 +1
-0 -0 -0 -6
*0 *0 *1 *1
0 0 17 8
Vibara or |-37, -42, +222, +223,
Cell -68, +94, +224, -271,
+115, +147, +272, +313,
-169, +518 +385, ~406,
+408, +477,
+480
TOTAL: +4 +0 +9 +0
-4 -0 -2 -0
*0 *0 *0 *0
8 0 11 0
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Appendix C: Images of the Environment

Therigatha Thergatha
Image Setting Symbol Setting Symbol
House or |-73, +97, -18, -92, -34, +208, +234,|-48, -107,
Palace —-146, *218,1%270, +389 ]+235, +847, ~111, -136,
-376, *410, -1107 -183, -184,
*414, *421, +193, -64S,
*425, +427, -688, -712,
+428, +461, -786, *1190,
+480, +494 *1192, *1194,
*1196, *1198,
-1209
TOTAL: +6 +1 +4 +1
-3 -2 -2 -6
*S *1 *0 *1
14 4 6 17
Village or }+135, +282, 1-305, +317,1+14, +23, *34, |-245, +653,
City -294, -304, | +319, -340, |+197, +622, +100S5
+400, *405, 1-863, +919,
*435, +448 |-946, -962,
+991, *1054,
-1253
r
TOTAL: +6 +0 +6 +2
-4 -0 -4 N
*2 *0 *2 *0
12 0 12 3
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APPENDIX D

Settings of Liberated Theris
and Theras

The following two tables present liberated theris or theras (see
Appendix A) for whom a setting is provided, either during their
liberation experience, or subsequent to it. Table 1, ‘Settings of
Liberated Authors’, is categorized by the most common images
used in the Therigatha and Theragatha (see Appendix C), cited
by the first verse of each poem, though many of the poems use
the same image repeatedly. To determine if a particular theri or
. thera uses the image repeatedly, refer to the verse numbers that
* comprise her or his poems (Appendix B) and consult the
references of the image (Appendix C).

Table 2, ‘Liberated Authors Who Provide a Setting’, consists
of a list of the liberated theris and theras who are situated in a
setting. The calculation at the bottom of the table refers to the
percentage of liberated authors who provide a setting in
comparison with the total number of liberated authors in each
text (see Appendix B). The references in this table are cited by
the first verse of each poem.
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Table 1

Settings of Liberated Authors

SETTING THERIS THERAS
Forest 23,51,72,77, 145, 224,| 6, 55, 217, 435, 466,
338, 366 537,557,597, 620, 842,

866, 892, 920, 1051,
1146

Mountain 27,29, 107 537, 597, 866, 1051,
1091

Wild Animals 597, 1051, 1091

‘ Tame Animals

Elephants 197, 537, 1051

Rain 1,24, 50, 127, 325, 597,
1051, 1091

River 112 287, 429, 1051

Flood

Dark 117, 169, 175 510

Light 112, 139 473

Hut 1, 55, 56, 127, 325

Vihara 37,42,67,92,112,145, 222, 271, 311, 405, 473,

169 480
House 72, 97, 145, 400, 448 |842, 1091
City 133, 400, 448 197, 620, 892, 1051
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Appendix D: Settings of Liberated Theris and Theras

Table 2

Liberated Authors Who Provide a Setting

23,27,29,37,42,51,67,72,77,92,97,107, 112,
117, 133, 139, 145, 169, 175, 224, 338, 366, 400,
Therigatha 448

TOTAL: 24 of 56 or 42.9%

1, 6, 24, 50, 55, 56, 127, 197, 217, 222, 271, 287,
311, 325, 405, 429, 435, 466, 473, 480, 510, 537,
557, 597, 620, 842, 866, 892, 920, 1051, 1091,
Theragatha 1146

TOTAL: 32 of 97 or 33%
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1.

2.

NOTES

Introduction: The Therigatha: Text and
Context

C.A.F. Rhys Davids (trans.), Psalms of the Sisters (London: Luzac
and Co. Ltd., 1909 [reprint, 1964]), p. 8; cited hereafter as Sisters.
Other religious textual traditions contain texts that claim female
authorship, but none, to my knowledge, that are part of the
‘canon’, i.e., the corpus of literature defined as scripture in a select
council at an early point in the religion’s history who assumed
responsibility for defining and delimiting inspirational literature.
The Acts of Thecla in the Christian apocryphal tradition is a case
in point; see Edgar Hennecke and W. Schneemelcher (ed. and
trans.), ‘New Testament Apocrypha (Philadelphia: Westminster
Press, 1965), pp. 322-364. Though the text originated in an early
period of Christian history, and though it was accepted as
canonical for centuries, it was ultimately excluded from the
canon. For a study of this fascinating text and arguments for its
female authorship, see Dennis MacDonald, The Legend and the
Apostle: the Battle for Paul in Story and Canon (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1983).

Most recent studies of women in Buddhism have included a
discussion of the Therigatha. See for example, Rita Gross,
Buddhism After Patriarchy (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1993), especially, pp. 48-54, Kevin Trainor, ‘In the
Eye of the Beholder: Nonattachment and the Body in Subhia’s
Verse (Therigatha 71)," Journal of the American Academy of
Religion 41 (1993): 57-79, Susan Murcott, The First Buddbist
Women: Translations and Commentary on the Therigatha
(Berkeley: Parallax Press, 1991), Karen Lang, ‘Lord Death’s
Snare: Gender-Related Imagery in the Theragatha and the
Therigatha, Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 2 (1986):
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Women in the Footsteps of the Buddha

63-79, and Nancy Schuster Barnes, ‘Buddhism,” in Arvind
Sharma (ed.), Women in World Religions (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1987), pp. 105-133.

. Richard Gombrich, ‘Feminine Elements in Sinhalese Buddhism,’

Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde Siidasiens und Archiv fur
Indische Philosophie 14-16 (1970-72): 67-93. I have yet to view
this film,