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Course Description 

We will explore sex and power dynamics in several Buddhist traditions as women pursue enlightenment. 
How do they wield power despite structures of systematic oppression? What insights can women offer 
about the enlightenment process? We will examine the contributions and concerns of women in various 
cultural contexts (Indian, Tibetan, Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, and North American) and time 
periods (ancient and modern). Critical analysis of practices, texts, and hermeneutical schemes that foster 
misogyny will guide our journey. Special attention will be given to laying a theoretical foundation in the 
construction of gender in each cultural and religious context encountered. We will look into the reasons 
why texts on religion have not always included the voices of women as we investigate ways to uncover 
them through research techniques and developing hermeneutical strategies. 
 

Course Goals 
The primary goals of the class are to learn to think like a Buddhist scholar (“theoretical knowledge”) and 
develop many of the skills that are helpful in a multicultural world (“practical knowledge”). These goals 
will be pursued in the specific context of various Buddhist socio-historical contexts. Therefore, a more 
specific goal for the course is to try and see the world through the eyes of various people in sundry 
Buddhist contexts. A central emphasis will be placed on developing the skills of gendered analysis. 
Reading texts and viewing images from Buddhist sources will be used for training. These goals will be 
sought through cultivating the following skills.  
 

•Discern and analyze root assumptions of a perspective by honing questioning skills.  
  For example: 
 What is the operative concept of womanhood? 
 What is the concept of practice? Enlightenment? the relationship between practice  
 and enlightenment? 
 What is the concept of Buddha nature? 
 
•Learn criteria to analyze the religious and/or cultural aspects of Buddhist experience.  
   For example: 

What is religious in this context, if anything?   
What are contours of the culture under examination? 
What is the historical background of the situation? 
What are the concerns of the people involved? 
What do the people do that exacerbates or ameliorates the situation?  
   

•Apply Buddhist concepts/principles to a problem and analyze the dynamics that might ensue.  



Course Learning Assignments and Assessments 
1. Active engagement in class. (6% + 24% for sentences/questions) 

Since this course runs as a seminar, individual preparation and participation are crucial to group 
success. Please be in communication with professor about questions and concerns related to 
course. 
 
• Prepare for class.  

• This means coming ready to engage in a critical discussion about the  
  material.  
• complete reading assignments as scheduled  
• analyze the assumptions of femaleness, practice, and enlightenment inherent in the    
  perspective as represented in the text and be prepared to articulate your analysis to the   
  class 
•compare the perspective of the text to other texts or views raised in class. 

 • Submit in class during weeks 2-13: 
• I. Submit and prepare to read aloud three typed sentences explaining the concept of   
   “femaleness” in the week’s reading. Reflect on: what the concept of the relationship  
   between body and mind is, what the major obstacles or challenges to a woman are,  
   and what a woman can do to experience enlightenment.  
• II. Submit a question that you think a woman in the tradition would have. Analyze one  
   root assumption embedded in the question and explain it in one sentence. 
• III. Submit a question you personally have about the material. 
• No late submissions accepted. 
• You do not turn in sentences or questions for the material you are facilitating.  
• 12 x 2% = 24% total 

 • During class: 
  • presence in body and mind  

• engagement with discussions and activities 
 • respectfully speak, listen, disagree, affirm  

 
2.  Facilitate a discussion (10%)  

•The second portion of a class session will be devoted to discussion of the issues raised in the 
assigned reading. It is the responsibility of the facilitator(s) to direct us to the salient issues 
through study questions handed out the week before, emailed ahead of class, or presented during 
class. Be creative! Design exercises like meditations, role-playing, design rituals, goddesses, etc. 
Keeping track of timing to ensure the issues are covered is an important part of a facilitator’s role. 
•Facilitators are not responsible for lecturing on the material, but a brief introduction to the 
material is appropriate. 
•Effort to engage all students with the material is the creative challenge for the facilitator. In 
conjunction with this, each student is responsible for coming prepared to engage. 

 
3.  6-page essay. Typed, double-spaced, 12-pt font, 1” margins. Write six one-page essays that  

analyze, compares, and contrasts the concept of “femaleness” operative in each of the texts we 
have explored from weeks 2-7 (Mackenzie, Murcott, Paul, Klein, Shaw, Grant). Due in class on 
April 10, 2015. (30%) 

 
5.  Conference Presentation. 8 minutes long. The polished presentation will be based on a topic of  



your choice regarding some aspect of women and Buddhism that you have researched. It can be 
based on a particular woman, an issue of central importance to women, a theoretical matter 
regarding the academic study of women and Buddhism, or any other topic for which you have 
received permission from Prof. Arai. Use of images, Powerpoint, etc. can be included as needed. 
May 22, 2015. (30%) 

 
Course Schedule 

Week 1  (February 6, 2015)  
 

What theoretical considerations are helpful in understanding Buddhist women’s contributions 
and concerns? How does the scholar’s perspective shape what comes into view?  

 
  •Shelley Errington, “Recasting Sex, Gender, and Power” in Power and  

Difference: Gender in Island Southeast Asia.  Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990, 
pp. 1-37.  

 
•Ann Gordon, “The Problem of Women’s History,” in Liberating Women’s History: 
Theoretical and Critical Essays. Ed, Berenice Carroll. University of Illinois Press, 1976, 
pp. 75-92. 

  
•Ifi Amadiume, Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African 
Society. Zed Books, 1987, pp. 1-10; 185-199. 

  
•Bynum, Harrell, Richman, ed. Gender and Religion: On the   

 Complexity of Symbols. Boston: Beacon Press, 1986, pp. 1-20. 
 
 

Week 2    (Feb. 13, 2015) 
 

Are there limits to the kinds of practices helpful for Buddhist women to attain enlightenment? 
 

Vickie Mackenzie, Cave in the Snow: Tenzin Palmo’s Quest for Enlightenment.  
 

 
Week 3  (Feb. 20, 2015) 
 

Were the first Buddhist women more limited? 
 
  Susan Murcott, The First Buddhist Women, 1991, pp. 3-13; 57-112; 119-168. 
 
 
Week 4  (Feb. 27, 2015) 
 

Are early Buddhist texts misogynistic? 
 
  Diana Paul, Women in Buddhism, 1985, pp. 1-74; 247-280. 
  



Week 5  (Mar. 6, 2015) 
 

Are Buddhist practices gendered? 
 

Anne Klein, Meeting the Great Bliss Queen. Boston: Beacon Press, 1994, pp. 3-57; 149-
194. 

 
Week 6  (Mar. 13, 2015) 
 

How can the body help a woman experience enlightenment? 
 
  Miranda Shaw, Passionate Enlightenment. Princeton: Princeton     
  University Press, 1994, pp. 3-19; 33-73; 140-178. 
 
 
Week 7  (Mar. 20, 2015) 
 

What do the poetic expressions of Chinese Ch’an nuns reveal about themselves? 
 

Beata Grant, Daughters of Emptiness: Poems of Chinese Buddhist Nuns. Somerville, 
MA: Wisdom Publications, 2003. 
 
 
******************Spring break******************* 
 

 
Week 8  (April 10, 2015) 
 

How does seeing enlightened female forms help women? 
 

Miranda Shaw, Buddhist Goddesses of India. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006, 
1-4; 38-61; 188-202; 306-354. 

 
Week 9   (April 17, 2015) 
 

What do Japanese Buddhist nuns assume about themselves? 
 
  Paula Arai, Women Living Zen. New York: Oxford University Press, 1999.  
 
  
Week 10  (April 24, 2015) 
 

Are the Dharma teachings of a female contemporary Japanese Zen Master more compelling 
for women? 

 
  Aoyama Shundo, Zen Seeds. Tokyo: Kosei Publishing, 1992. 
 
 



Week 11  (May 1, 2015) 
 

Do women suffer differently than men? 
 
  Sister Chan Khong, Learning True Love: Practicing Buddhism in a Time of War.   
  Berkeley, CA: Parallax Press, 2007. 
 
 
Week 12  (May 8, 2015) 
 

What power do laywomen have to heal? 
 

Paula Arai, Bringing Zen Home: The Healing Heart of Japanese Women’s Rituals. 
University of Hawaii Press, 2011. 
 

   
Week 13  (May 15, 2015) 
 

How have/are American Buddhist women transform(ed/ing)? 
 

P. Gregory and S. Mrozik, eds., Women Practicing Buddhism: American Experiences. 
Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2008: 1-14; 33-90. 
 

 
Week 14  Conference on Women & Buddhism (May 22, 2015) 
 

Each student will present an 8-minute presentation of their research on some facet of Buddhist 
women. 

 


