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Abstract

The aim of this research paper is to highlight the roles of women in Buddhism and to
defend feminine power as a constructive force in the Buddha's path to Enlightenment. The
researcher has focused on interpretative plasticity and compares the interpretation of
recurrent themes against various shifting contexts. The study focuses on historical depictions
of women in the Jataka Stories, where images have been categorized as negative, neutral and
positive. Moreover, the construction of feminine power has also been categorized into three
groups, namely, destructive, neutral and constructive. Such a presentation is extremely rare
in modem academic institutions for the fact that a Buddhist scholar native to the forerunning
Theravada nation of Burma has attempted on a most difficult topic with contemporary
women's rights assertions, recounting and drawing allegories of the past with the present.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
1.1. Background and Significance of the Study

The Jataka Stories are accounts of the Buddha's former births and are wellknown and widely disseminated in the Buddhist world. They have developed the
morality of the people and laid the cultural foundations of Buddhist nations.
Likewise, the Jataka Stories have shaped the lives of many Buddhists in Burma. Most
Burmese people, including myself, have grown up listening to the Jataka Stories from
a very young age. We encounter these stories on the walls of pagodas, read them in
school textbooks, study them at university and watch them in traditional plays. These
Jataka Stories have been absorbed unnoticed into our bloodstream until finally they
have been cemented into the backbone of the Burmese culture.
Many Jataka Stories have been transformed into different kinds of arts, including'
literature, performance arts and fine arts. The outer structures and inner walls of most
pagodas in Burma, from ancient times until the present - are decorated with stone
plaques or murals depicting scenes from the Jataka Stories. In Burmese theatrical
arts, the final section is usually a classical performance of a Buddhist story for which
the Jataka Stories provide a rich and inspiring source.

Furthermore, it is not an

exaggeration to claim that many works in Burmese literature have their origins in the
Jataka Stories.
I will cite a few personal experiences in order to demonstrate the deep-seated
moral influence the Jataka Stories have on people's lives. I remember a play I
watched when I was young in which the greedy and unethical dealer of pots and pans
fell dead as a result of his greed when he learned that the golden bowl which he had
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claimed worthless was traded by another dealer (No.3 Serivaruja Jataka) 1• This greedy
man's fanatical request of, "Pay, pay, pay, pay nga shwe kwat pay!" ("Give me back

my golden bowl!"), still lingers in my memory and always reminds me not to be
cunning or greedy.

Moreover, the love and hate stories of women in the Jataka

Stories show how jealousy can tum sweet love into a scornful hatred.

Such an

incidence occurs in the revenge story of a queen elephant who asked her husband, the
king, to get the tusks of her former beloved from a previous life, who she felt betrayed
by when he paid more attention to his other wives. (No. 514 Chaddanta Jataka)2 This
is one of the most moving pieces of Buddhist literature, which often forms the script
for theatrical works. The hunter who was sent to kill and fetch the tusks of that
elephant, when caught and threatened to be killed cried out in deep lamentation, ''The
one who wants you to die is the_queen, the one who ordered the deed is the king, and
is it me who will have to die?" This challenged me to ask the ethical and
1

No. 3 Seriviiruja Jataka
"The Bodhisatta was a hawker of Seriva, and was called Seriva. Once, in the company of a greedy
merchant of the same name, he crossed the Televaha and entered Andhapura. In that city was a family
fallen on evil days, the sole survivors being a girl and her grandmother. The greedy merchant went to
their house with his wares. The girl begged her grandmother to buy her a trinket, and suggested that
they should give the hawker in exchange the bowl from which they ate. This was an heirloom and
made of gold; but it had lost its luster, and the women did not know its value. The hawker was called
in and shown the bowl. He scratched it with a needle and knew it was of gold, but, wishing to have it
for nothing, said it was not worth one half-farthing. So saying he threw it away and left. Later the
Bodbisatta came to the same street and was offered the same bowl. He told them the truth, gave them
all the money he had and his stock, leaving only eight pieces of money for himself. These he gave to a
boaunan, and entered his boat to cross the river. Meanwhile the greedy merchant went again to the old
woman's house, hoping to get the bowl in exchange for a few trinkets. When he heard of what had
happened he lost command of himself, and, throwing down all he had, ran down to the river, to find the
Bodhisattva. The merchant, realizing what he had lost through his greed, was so upset that his heart
burst, and he fell down dead. . ..
The story was told to a monk who had given up striving. The greedy merchant is identified with
Devadatta, and this was the beginning of his enmity towards the Bodhisattva. (Dictionary of Pali
Proper Names, Vol. I, p. 1286)
2

No. 514 Chaddanta Jiitaka
"The story of the Bodhisatta, born as Chaddanta, king of elephants. It was related in reference to a nun
of Savatthi who, while listening one day to a sermon by the Buddha, admired the extreme beauty of his
form and wondered if she had ever been his wife. Immediately the memory of her life as
Cullasubadda, Chaddanta's consort, came to her mind and she laughed for joy; but on further
recollecting that she had been the instrument of his death, she wept aloud. The Buddha related this
story in explanation of her conduct." ( Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, Vol. I, p. 922 )

3
philosophical question of who the real culprit is. I was also fascinated by the tender
love stories portrayed either by humans or by creatures in the animal realm. The
fairies that were separated for one night and thus cried in lamentation for seven
hundred years (No. 504 Bhallatiya Jataka) 3 is the most touching love story I can ever
recall. Just as the Jataka Stories have influenced my life, they have likewise shaped
the lives of other Burmese people in many different ways.
Women in the Buddhist world generally take on more subservient roles than their
male counterparts. By and large their culture has trained them to accept their
subordinate positions, and the foundations of that culture are directly intertwined with
Buddhism. This trend of the subordination of women is present in Buddhist cultures
from the ancient past until the present.
However, I personally feel that the roles women have been forced to accept are
perhaps not inherent in Buddhism, but rather stem from different interpretations of the
Buddhist scriptures. To illustrate this conclusion, I will discuss two recent academic
works. In her M.A. thesis entitled: Buddhism and Gender Bias: An Analysis of a

Jiitaka Tale, 4 Ms. Komvipa Boonsue interprets the depiction of women in the Jataka
Stories in a highly negative light. She specifically focuses on how women in Thai
3

No. 504 Bhallatiya Jataka
"The Bodhisatta was once born as Bhallatiya, king of Benares. Desirous of eating venison cooked on
charcoal, he gave the kingdom in charge of his courtiers and went to the Himalaya on a hunting
expedition. While wandering about near Gandhamadana, among pleasant streams and groves, he came
across two fairies (kinnaras) fondly embracing each other and then weeping and wailing most pitifully.
The king quieted his hounds, laid down his weapons, and approached the fairies. In answer to his
questions, the female told him that one day, while she was picking flowers on the opposite bank for a
garland for her lover, it grew late and a storm arose. The slream which separated the two lovers
swelled in flood and they had to spend the night apart from each other. The memory of one night, thus
passed in separation, had filled them with sorrow for six hundred and ninety-seven years, and they still
wept whenever they thought of it. The story was told in reference to a quarrel between Pasenadi and
Mallika about conjugal rights. They were sulky and refused to look at each other. The Buddha visited
the palace and reconciled them. The two fairies were identified with the king and the queen."
(Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, Vol. II, p.366)
4 Boonsue, Komvipa. (1986). "Buddhism and Gender Bias: An Analysis of a Hitaka Tale : A research
paper submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for obtaining the degree of Development
Studies of the Institute of Social Studies, The Hague."

4

society are negatively influenced by such a depiction. Her observation of the images
of women in the Jiitaka Stories is that, "Numerous Jiitakas portray women as evil
betrayers, fickle, lustful, and immoral beings." (Boonsue, 1989, p. 43) She presents
the example of MaddI, the wife of Vessantara in the Vessantara Jiitaka (No. 547), as
'an object under the man's control who was given away, who was just the follower,
not the decision-maker, and whose feminine morality was to be tested.' (Boonsue,
1989, pp. 35-37) Boonsue's negative interpretation seems so contradictory to the
usual Burmese understanding of MaddI. For the Burmese, MaddI is one of the four
noblest women to appear in Buddhist history. These four noble women are Amara
(Jiitaka No.546); Kanari (Jataka No.485), MaddI (Jataka No. 547) and Sambula
(Jataka No. 519).

These four noble women illustrate the qualities of true love,

compassion and great wisdom, providing an archetype of the ideal mother and wife
for Burmese women. Burmese women are inspired to imitate them during the course
of their lives, wholeheartedly taking on the different roles a woman has to perform.
However, it seems that differing interpretations of the same story can lead to a variety
of possibly conflicting conclusions.
In contrast to Boonsue's ideas about Buddhist women, Rita M. Gross, a
renowned feminist Buddhist scholar and author of Buddhism after Patriarchy, 5 seems
to go to the other extreme in her portrayal of Buddhist heroines. Rita M. Gross has
mainly based her observation on the roles and images of women found in the three
major periods of Buddhist intellectual development, namely, early Indian Buddhism,
Mahayana Buddhism, and lndo-Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism. (Gross, 1995, pp. 4-5)
In particular, she has focused on spiritually accomplished women in Buddha's time as

recorded in the Therigatha. Since the subjects of her work are all accomplished nuns
5

Gross, Rita, M. (1995), "Buddhism after Patriarchy: A Feminist History, Analysis, and
Reconstruction of Buddhism" (Sri Satguru Publications, India)

5
of the Buddha's time, her illustrations of Buddhist women are therefore very positive.
The women in these stories renounced their domestic lives and finally attained the
ultimate goal of Buddhist practice, namely, enlightenment or release from cyclic
existence. 6 Gross's proposal to re-conceptualize Bµddhism as "feminism"7 may be
too ideal in the present climate of the Theravada Buddhist world. Notably, Gross does
not mention anything about Maddi. Claiming to be "Using the usable past", she
totally ignores the story of Maddi in her book Buddhism after Patriarchy. This total
rejection of important stories in Buddhist literature seems to venture towards another
extreme.
Susan Murcott's, The First Buddhist Women: Translations and Commentaries on
the Therfgiithii, 8 depicts the original nuns' Sangha through their direct personal

experience and realization of the truth. This work includes both a contemporary
translation and a commentary on the enlightenment verses of the 63 (out of 74) first
female disciples of the Buddha. With a poetic translation of these verses uttered by
accomplished women, Murcott traces the journey of wives, mothers, teachers,
courtesans, prostitutes, and wanderers who became spiritu3.I leaders in the Buddhist
community. Compared with Boonsue and Gross, Murcott has a more liberal and
balanced appreciation of women in the Buddha's time. These three scholastic works
are secondary sources that have inspired me to seek out other features of the depiction
of women in Buddhist literature and in particular the Jataka Stories.

6

Gross, Rita, M. (2001), "Women in Buddhism" (ed. Peter Harvey).(Great Britain: Continuum. p.
210).

7

As criticized by Lucinda Joy Peach in "Review of Rita M. Gross Buddhism after Patriarchy"
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1993).

8

Murcott, Susan (1991). "The First Buddhist Women: Translations and Commentaries on the
Therigata "(Parallax Press. USA).
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Alan Sponberg9 categorizes four distinct attitudes toward women and the
feminine in his article "Attitudes towards Women and the Feminine in Early
Buddhism". These are:
a) Soteriological Inclusiveness:
Women can pursue the path of liberation from suffering (p. 8);
b) Institutional Androcentrism:
Women indeed may pursue a full-time religious career, but only within a
carefully regulated institutional structure that preserves and reinforces the
conventionally accepted social standards of male authority and female
subordination (Sponberg, 1992, p.13);
c) Ascetic Misogyny:
Anti-feminine depictions in the Buddhist tradition; and
d) Soteriological Androgyny:
The goal of Buddhist practice is a psychological matter, a dynamic state of
non-dualistic androgynous integration (Sponberg, 1992, p.24).
For the major part he draws his evidences for these attitudes from various
sources in the Buddhist canonical literature, but with regard to soteriological
androgyny his examples are mainly taken from Mahayana sources.
Developing on Alan Sponberg' s categorization of attitudes to women, Dr.
Naomi Appleton presents a survey of women in the Jataka Stories in her article
"Temptress on the Path: Women as Objects and Subjects in Buddhist Jataka Stories."
She contends that ascetic misogyny is evident in the Jataka Stories as women are
portrayed as obstacles to men's progress on the spiritual path. There is also an
androcentric tendency as few female characters are given any voice of their own. She
9

Sponberg, Alan. (1992). "Attitudes toward Women and the Feminine in Early Buddhism" in
Buddhism, Sexuality, and Gender. By Ignocio Cabezon. State University of New York Press. USA.
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also claims that soteriological inclusiveness is to be questioned as the stories are
presented as relating the previous births of Gautama Buddha, whose identity is a male
character in every case. (Appleton, 2011, pp. 33-51)
In another article, "In the footsteps of the Buddha.? Women and the Bodhisatta

Path in Theravada Buddhism, " Appleton blames the Jataka Stories as the source of

the doctrine that excludes women from the Bodhisatta path. She argues that the
absence of stories about the Bodhisatta changing sex between births has led to the
understanding that a Bodhisatta is always a male. This causes women to believe that
they are unable to be Bodhisattas and successfully aspire to Buddhahood.

In

agreement with the textual tradition, Theravada Buddhism states that a woman cannot
achieve full and complete Buddhahood. (Appleton, 2010, pp. 103 -115)
My assertion is thai the images of women in the Jataka Stories are perhaps not
as tainted as those of Boonsue, nor as refined as those of Gross. A realistic
appreciation of these women might be found somewhere between the two extremes.
In response to Boonsue, I maintain that not all depictions of women in the Jatakas are

as temptresses or object's of male domination and in response to Appleton, I propose
that the Jataka Stories might not be the only source responsible for reducing women's
aspiration to become Bodhisattas. In order to propose a more balanced response I
would like to recognize the roles played by female characters in these stories and their
contribution towards their partner, the Bodhisatta, in his path to perfection.
What spurs me to investigate the portrayal of the role of women in the Jataka
Stories is the story of Alambusa, a celestial nymph (No. 523: Alambusa Jataka) 10 • In

10

No. 523 Alambusii Jiitaka. "Isisiilga, son of the Bodhisatta and of a doe, who had drunk water into
which the Bodhisatta' s semen had fallen, lived the ascetic life like his father. He had been warned by
his father about the wiles of women and lived in the forest practicing the most severe austerities. By
virtue of the power of these austerities, Sakka's abode trembled, and Sakka, fearing his rivalry, sent
down a beautiful celestial nymph, Alambusii, to tempt him and despoil him of his virtue. This she
succeeded in doing, and for three years he lay unconscious in her embrace. At last, realizing what had

this story Alambusa was assigned by Sakka (the King of gods) to seduce the holy sage
Isisitiga whose intense practice of meditation led to a great development in his virtue.
Sakka was worried that his place would be taken by Isisitiga on the basis of his
holiness, so he contrived a plan to bring about the sage's downfall. The story where
the nymph seduces the sage is so vividly portrayed that it could be termed as one of
the most pornographic of all Buddhist stories. This story is commonly accepted as an
example of ascetic misogyny, where the woman is presented as an obstacle to the
man's religious path.

However, when we take a closer look at the situation,

Alambusa is simply used as a tool of Sakka, who forced her to take on the role of the
temptress. In fact, when Alambusa was first assigned to destroy the virtue of the
ascetic Isisitiga, she refused by saying: ''Why, king of gods, of all the nymphs thou
regardst me alone, And bidst me to tempt the saintly man that menaces thy throne? In
the happy grove of Nandana is many a nymph divine, To one of them - it is their tumthe hateful task assign" (Cowell, The Jataka.Vol. V & VI, p. 80). She assented only
when Sakka told her that that she was peerless in her beauty, spoke smoothly and
possessed all the art of a woman, and that only she could successfully conquer the

•

ascetic. When Alambusa accomplished her mission, Sakka rewarded her by giving
her anything she wished for. What is remarkable is Alambusa's boon: "If Sakka, Lord
of spirits, thou wouldst my heart's desire allow, Let me ne'er tempt a saint again to
violate his vow." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 84) This noble request brings
into question the position of Buddhist women and their roles, and the Buddha's
attitudes towards women.

happened, he forthWith forsook sensual desire, and developing mystic meditation, attained to
concentration. Alambusa pleaded for forgiveness, which was readily granted. The story was related in
reference to the temptation of a monk by the wife he had had during his lay life". (Dictionary of Pali
Proper Names, Vol. I, p. 186)

9
I found this story particularly curious and interesting in the fact that it provides
a glimpse of the female character's psychological framework within a generally male
dominated paradigm. After reading this story many may be inclined to blame
Alambusa for seducing the ascetic, once again referring to the stereotyped 'wicked,'
'lustful' or 'cunning' nature of women. However, since here we have the opportunity
to hear the female voice we then see that she is indeed just a pawn, utilized in the
scheme of the male protagonist. When we return to examine the intention of each
character, we see that the greatest vice lay indeed with Sakka whose heart was
swallowed by jealousy and worry about his own well-being. Alambusa had no
unwholesome intention, but as a subordinate female, following in the well-trodden
footsteps of females throughout history, she must, of course, do what she is told.
Therefore the onus of the blame does not lie with the woman at all, but with her male
superior. I question why so little attention has been given to women's perspective in
Buddhist literature, and I propose that by taking into account the position of women
we can come to a more fair and balanced perspoctive. This is in line with the
Buddha's aim of 'seeing things according to reality' (yatha-bhuta-nyana-dassana),
that is, rather than just looking at things in the in the usual way through the fog of
delusion and ignorance, we must search out the various causes and conditions that
lead to the formation of particular situations, thereby allowing open-minded and
moderate conclusions to be deduced.
Since the tum of the 21st century, many researchers have paid special attention to
the role of language in religious texts, which has caused the emergence of several
methods of textual interpretation. Narrative criticism, a part of the literary
appreciation movement, is accepted as an effective tool for understanding literary
texts. In other words, literature is not only about ideas but also about experiences. In

10
interpreting literature, readers may adopt one or more of three basic approaches: textoriented approach, author-oriented approach, and reader-oriented approach. Adopting
a text-oriented approach, a reader may analyze a work of literature as complete in
itself without relating it to the outside world. Adopting an author-oriented approach,
a reader may study an author's life, time, and culture to better understand the author's
work.

The reader-oriented approach takes into account the fact that each reader

brings a unique set of experiences and expectations to literature. In its extreme form,
the reader-oriented approach argues that a work of literature is recreated each time it
is read; that it is produced by the reading, perceiving, imagining mind of the reader,
and that, consequently, any reading of a work is valid.11
The reader-oriented approach attempts to find the effect of a text on its reader
by studying the way the literary work is created. Reader-resp6nse theory emphasizes
finding meanings in the consciousness of the reader of the text. According to this
method, when analyzing a story one needs to study the two aspects of story and
rhetoric. To understand the story the elements of the story, namely, events, characters,
settings and plot, and the interactions between these elements are examined. The
rhetoric or the way the story is told also needs to be taken into account. Being aware
of these formative factors in the construction of a story, the reader can come to a
better understanding of the deeper intentions embedded with the text.
Reader response theory encompasses the three aspects, namely, focusing on
the reader's experience and psychology, focusing on the linguistic I rhetorical
dynamic of the audience, and focusing on readers as cultural and historical ciphers. 12
However, my approach will be a combination of only the second and third aspects.

11

Henderson, Gloria Mason, Day, Bill, & Wallers, Stevenson,(2003). Literature and Ourselves: A
'Fhematic lntroductionfromReaders and Writers. 4th ed. p. xxiii.

12

http:l/encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com /Reader Response
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Throughout the course of history the Jataka Stories have been an important part of
Burmese Buddhist culture, but they are losing their importance in this age of
modernization. How should people in the 21st century interpret the meanings of these
controversial Jataka Stories?

How should we i.nterpret the rich and confusing

messages put forth in these texts? The best approach might be what Suwanna SathaAnand has said, "challenge with respect." (Suwanna Satha-Anand, 2004, p.104) 13
As a Buddhist, a female and also a scholar, I have great interest in the roles female
characters have played in the course of the Bodhisatta's perfection of virtues.

For

example, I will examine the role of women as mothers (in both their present and
previous lives), such as, Canda, the chief queen of Kasiraja and mother of Temiya, 14
and the chief queen of King Aritthajanaka in Mithila and mother of Mahajanaka; 15 as
wives, such as, Cullasubhadda, the she-elephant, 16 UmmadantI, the wife of the
commander-in-chief, 17 PabhavatI, the wife <:>f Kusa, 18 Queen SivalI, 19 Lady Amara,20
and Maddi; 21 as sisters such as Udumbara or Queen Fig22 ; as teachers, such as the
religious ascetic woman named Bheli who asked the king the Question of

13

SuwannaSatha-Anand. (2004). "Moral dilemma in the Bodhisattva Ideal: A Re-reading of
Vessantara Jataka Tale." In Manusya: Journal of Humanities. Vol. 7. No. 2 September 2004.
Chulalongkom University.Thailand.
14

No.538 Muga Pakkha Jiitaka

15

No.539 Mahajanaka Jiitaka

16

No.514 Chaddanta Jiitaka

17

No. 527 UmmadandI Jiitaka

18

No.531 Kusa Jiitaka

19

No.539 Mahiijanaka Jiitaka

20

No. 546 the Mahii-Ummagga Jiitaka

21

No. 547 Vessantara Jiitaka

22

No. 546 the Mahii-Ummagga Jiitaka
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Dakarakkhasa to prove the wisdom of Mahosadha;23 and as celestial beings, such as,
Manimekhala24 who saved Mahajanaka from the ocean. This study will focus how
these female characters helped the Bodhisattva in his pursuit of the fulfilhnent of
virtues.

1.2. Thesis Statement
The perception that the portrayal of women in Buddhist literature is more
destructive than constructive may have stemmed from the interpretation of the reader
rather than from the teaching of the Buddha himself. The aim of this study is to
defend feminine power in the Jataka Stories as a constructive force in the Buddha's
path to enlightenment by posing the following five questions:
i.

Were women in the Jataka Stories really unprincipled and lacking in
virtue?

ii.

How were female characters constructed in the Jataka Stories?

iii.

What roles did female characters play in the Jataka Stories?

iv.

Could it be possible that female characters in the Jataka Stories were
partners or companions to the Bodhisatta on his path to Buddhahood?

v.

How can this study benefit the women in the 21st century?

1.3.0bjectives of the Dissertation
This study aims to:
1. analyze the construction of female characters in the Jataka Stories.
2. analyze the roles played by them as "companions in fulfilling
perfections" to the Bodhisatta in his effort to attain enlightenment.
23

No. 546 the Maha-Ummagga Jataka

24

No.539 MahaJananaka Jataka
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3. show how women's contributions to Buddhism in the past can be of
benefit to the women in the 21st century.

1.4. Limitations of the Study
This research relies on the study of documentary literature. The primary sources
are the Burmese version of the Jataka Stories and the English translation by Professor

E. B Cowell of the Pali Text Society. Although there is a wide variety of Buddhist
literature, this study will focus only on the Jataka Stories. This means that all stories
will necessarily be told from a male perspective, because the Bodhisatta was only
reincarnated as a male (at least according to the textual tradition). As a result, the role
of women in these stories is always secondary to the man. Thus these stories might be
more inspiring for Buddhist women who live the lay life, rather than for females who
pur8ue the monastic life and the highest goal of liberation.

1.5. Research Methodology
This study is based on the research and examination of documents. It is also a
combination of several methods for studying literature. The reader-oriented approach
and hermeneutics of interpretation are two of the most effective tools I have
employed.
For the analysis of female characters, Rita Gross' perspective with regards to
women' s studies is employed (Gross, 1995, p.289). She stipulates that the perspective
of women's studies is more relevant to historical discussions while the perspective of
feminist philosophy is more relevant to the post-patriarchal reconstruction of
Buddhism.

According to Gross, though the values and insights of these two

perspectives are intertwined and closely linked, they are not identical.

The
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perspective women's studies is less radical, claiming only that scholars must include
women in their data base if they wish to claim that they are discussing humanity
(rather than human males).

Feminist philosophy in its many varieties proposes

reconstructions of current religions and societies to render them more just and
equitable to women, and thereby, also to men (Gross, 1995, p. 289). So, accepting her
differentiation of women's studies and feminist philosophy, my approach will be
more on women's studies. However, there may also be some influence from the
feminist perspective.
Methodologically, Ohnuma says that she would loosely compare the scope of
her methodology to that of John Strong's as ''the exegetical exploration of a world of
meaning,"

in which "particular texts or particular issues (from widely varying

historical contexts) are taken . as focal points for presenting and discussing the
problematic of a given tradition," or to Steven Collins' exploration of a wide-ranging
"Pali imaginaire", which he specifies as consisting of "any and every Pali text from
the pre-modem period, but only those of which there is a western edition." And
finally, she would also defend the basic claim that careful reading and a sympathetic
imagination can make up, to some extent, for a lack of historical precision. She
commented, "I follow them here in believing in the value of such imaginative
enterprises." (Ohnuma, 2007, p. 34) I have also applied Ohnuma's method of "careful
reading and a sympathetic imagination" as my research methodology.

1.6. Theoretical Framework of the Research
In order to support this study of the female characters in the Jataka Stories, I

would like to present some of the relevant theories behind the studies of three scholars
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namely: Rita Gross, Ms. Komvipa Boonsue and Suwanna Satha-Anand · 's study on
the Jatakas and their methodologies.
Rita Gross blames patriarchy and advocates androgynous Buddhism.

She

points out that patriarchy is the cultural creation of a certain epoch in human history,
not an inevitable necessity of human biology. Therefore, she urges women not just to
accept: "You can't do anything about that", but to believe that they can do something
about patriarchy even though the task may be immense. (Gross, 1995, p. 298) For her,
feminism as a scholarly method is a critical aspect of the androcentric mindset.
Feminism as social vision is critical of patriarchal culture.
patriarchy share the same attitude toward women.

Androcentrism and

In both cases, women are

objectified as non-human, are spoken about as if they were objects but not subjects,
and are manipulated by others. On both cases, the end results are the silence and the
silencing of women. Scholarship proceeds as if women did not exist, or if their
existence is noted, they are treated only as objects (Gross, 1995, p. 303). Striking to
increase empathy and respect to both one's self and others in a pluralistic world,
Gross suggests that change must come from practice. Buddhist institutions should
cater those females who have both responsibilities of production and reproduction so
that they too might have the chance to practice (Gross, 1995, p. 311).
Komvipa Boonsue who questions the source of gender inequality in Buddhism
points out that women's oppression is a product of history.

She contends that

women's oppression is an extremely complex phenomena in which many dimensions
such as economic, social and ideological factors are interlinked. (Boonsue, 1986, p. 7)
She emphasizes the unconscious aspects of the oppression of women. This area lies
in the reciprocity of the relationship between base [practice] and superstructure
[ideology], which can be identified with three main myths: 1] the myth of female
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inferiority, which leads women to perceive themselves as inferior to men both
mentally and physically and therefore to believe that they need to be protected; 2] the
myth of female subservience to the male, which causes women to perceive themselves
as submissive and dependent and justifies their acceptance of male supremacy and the
role of the men as head of the household; and 3] the myth of domesticity, which leads
women to believe that their aim in life should be marriage, reproduction, and
domestic work. These predominant myths are usually detrimental to women's bodies,
mental capacities and social behavior. (Boonsue, 1986, p.72) For this reason, she
concludes that the oppression of women at the ideological level in the context of
Buddhism and Thai society, has made it clear that male supremacy and dominance are
neither natural nor an inevitable development, but are the result of a struggle between
the female power principle [procreation] and the idea that the male is the dominant
source of power.

And this is the reason why men restrain women's power by

legitimizing a system of strong subjective control over women.

1bis system of

controlling women has been manipulated in the name of religion, culture, and society,
through social institutions [education, Sangha and mass media] in the form of social
stereotypes in which Buddhist religion is the source and tool of hegemony. (Boonsue,
1986, pp. 72-73)
Dr. Suwanna Satha-Anand studies moral dilemma in Vessantara Jataka25
specifically dealing with why MaddI cannot be a Female Bodhisatta. 26 She points out
the two extremes of negation of anything traditional on the one hand and a non-

Suwanna Satha-Anand. (2004). "Moral dilemma in the Bodhisattva Ideal: A R~:l.t;J\r;liQ.g of
Jataka Tale." In Manusya: Journal of Humanities. Vol. 7. No. 2 September 2004.
Thailand: Chulalongkom University.
25

Y.lf~~il,IJJMi\

26

Suwanna Satha-Anand. (1997). "Madsi: a Female Bodhisattva Denied?" In Virada Somswasdi and
Sally Theobald eds., Women, Gender Relations and Development in Thai Society, Vol.I. Chiang Mai:
Women's Studies Center, Faculty of Social Sciences, Chiang Mai University. pp 243-256.
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critical acceptance of anything inherited on the other. She proposes a more balanced
approach through applying a process of reorientation and re..:appropriation of the story
(Suwanna Satha-Anand, 2004, p. 84).
According to Dr. Suwanna, there are two

gr~ups

of scholarly works on moral

issues relating to the Vessanatara Jataka tale. The first group studies the Vessanatara
Jataka as a literary work of religious, cultural, historical or political significance. The
other group includes studies of the Vessanatara Jataka as part of a larger body of
Bodhisatta literature, with special focus on the question of moral conflict or moral
inadequacy of the Bodhisattas in the stories.

She defines herself belongs to the

second group (Suwanna Satha-Anand, 2004, p. 97). Suwanna explains that there are
three possibilities of reconciling the moral dilemmas:
1) the Bodhisatta's extreme acts of kindness and emotional dimensions are

necessary as acts of sympathetic identification of the Bodhisatta with the rest
of human beings.
2) These tales of extreme generosity are fictional stories used to make a point

and thus should not be taken literally.
3) the tales are meant to illustrate the stories of Bodhisattas who are "special"

beings, who are different from us. These tales are to be "worshipped" not to
be "emulated" by the audience.
4) Another possibility of compromise or reconciliation might be to view these

acts of Bodhisattas as "moral experiments" through their journeys in different
lives.

They need to try out different moral possibilities to the extreme

possibilities of those acts before they come to the realization that only wisdom
can lead to enlightenment, not extreme self-sacrifice. (Suwanna Satha-Anand,
2004, pp. 98-100)

18

In her research on Maddi, Suwanna proposes the logic of interdependence
which would allow the possibility of Bodhisattahood for Maddi:
1. A wife is a "life partner" of the husband. Their relationship could
be described by the term "equality" or "reciprocal superiority"
2. A wife, a husband and the children all belong to each other. No one
party should assume the ultimate "ownership."
3. The "self' of the wife is both part of and independent from the "self'
of the husband, and vice versa. The ground for negotiation is open to
both parties in the relationship.
4. A woman's and a man's actions do carry independent meaning and
(Suwanna, 1997,pp. 243-256.)
credit.
I believe that the ideas of "moral experience" and "logic of interdependence"
are better ways to understand women in the Jataka stories and make· the present day's
women folk happier.

1.7. Definition of the Terms Used
1.7 .1. Jataka Stories : (Pali). A genre of early literature describing the former
lives of Gautama Buddha, and title of the tenth book of the Khuddaka
Nikaya of the Sutta Pitaka of the Pali Canon.
According to Naomi Appleton, any story told by Gautama Buddha about
an episode in a past birth which features him as a Bodhisatta, or 'being
destined for awakening.'
1. 7 .2. Bodhisatta: A Bodhisatta aims at the acquisition of Buddha-knowledge,
while a Pacceka-Buddha and a Savaka are content with the attainment of
Nibbana (Nirvana) that is attained by the destruction of the asavas (mental
taints).

1.8. Expectations:
1.8.1. To understand the roles women played in the Jataka Stories,

19
1.8.2. To reach a better interpretation of the Jataka Stories,
1.8.3. To revive the importance of the Jataka Stories in the Buddhist world .

•
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CHAPTER II
THE JATAKA STORIES IN GENERAL AND PORTRAYALS OF
WOMEN IN THERAVADA BUDDffiST LITERATURE
2. 1. Introduction to the Jitaka Stories

The Jataka Stories are well known and much appreciated in Burma. They are
known as "zat taw", or great religious dramas, and have become the basis for many
folk tales. Some stories are transformed into theatrical plays and many of them leak
into religious sermons. Professor Gordon Luce, the doyen of Burmese historical and
cultural studies, claimed that "it would scarcely be an exaggeration to say that they
[the Jataka Stories] have formed the basis of half our art and literature." 27
The Jatakas are known to the Thai people as chaadok. Thai Buddhists are
usually inore familiar with chaadoks than the Buddha's biography. Furthermore, the
compilation of stories of the last ten lives of the Buddha is well known among
Theravada Buddhists. These final ten lives are believed to be the most significant
lives of the Buddha as he brought his perfections to complete fulfillment. The .Tataka
Stories affirm the belief in samsara, kamma (karma) and nibbiina (nirvana). They
archetype of an exceptional man, namely, the Buddha-to-be or "Being-searching-forenlightenment," who sacrificed his lives for the sake of all sentient beings. Each story
elaborates on different aspects of Buddhist virtue as categorized in the Ten
Perfections (paramz), namely, the perfection of generosity (diina), the perfection of
morality (slla), the perfection of renunciation (nekkhamma), the perfection of resolute
determination (adhitthiina), the perfection of truth (sacca), the perfection of lovingkindness (mettii), the perfection of equanimity (upekkha), the perfection of wisdom
(pafifiii), the perfection of energy (viriya) and the perfection of patience (khanti).
27

Quoted in Spiro, 1982, p. 19.
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2.1.1. The Jitaka Stories in General
The Jataka Stories are stories of the previous existences of Gautama Buddha
while he was still an unenlightened Bodhisatta. In total there are five hundred and
forty-seven stories of previous existences as recounted by the Buddha. The Jataka
Stories is an extensive work composed in verses, with stories later formulated around
those verses. They are classified into groups or nipatas depending on the number of
verses concerning each story. The one verse stories are classified as Eka Nipata (The
Group of the Ones), the two verse stories are classified as Tuka Nipata (The Group of
the Twos) etc. It is the commentary to the verses which gives the complete birthstories. Whether or not this commentary was uttered directly by the Buddha is still a
controversial matter, but for me it is not important as I am more interested in the
poignant moral lesson these stories provide. These birth-stories are ripe with moral
principles and practices that the Bodhisatta observed in order to reach perfection and
attain Buddhahood. (U Ko Lay,1990, p. 135)
The Jataka Stories about the Buddha's past lives as a king, ascetic, monkey,
elephant and so on, do not follow a systematized sequence, but they do share a similar
narrative structure. Generally, each story opens with a frame in the narrative present,
namely the final life of Gautama Buddha, and identifies the place and occasion for the
story about to be recounted. The account then unfolds corresponding events in a
former rebirth of the Buddha and concludes by explaining the outcome according to
universal laws of Buddhist causality.

The story of the former life becomes the

dramatic stage upon which the consequences of moral action are illustrated. The
Jataka Stories generally conclude by returning to the time of. the Buddha's final life
and identifying companions of the Buddha with dramatic personae in the story just
recounted (Emcyclopeida of Buddhism, Vol. 1, 2004, p. 46).
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Dr. Winternitz, a great scholar on the Jataka Stories, mentions that in the
Jataka commentary, every single Jataka consists of the following parts:
1. An introductory story, Paccuppannavatthu or "story of the present time,"
relating on what occasion the Buddha himself recounted the Jataka in
question to the monks;
2. A prose narrative, Atitavatthu or "story of the past," in which a story of
one of the former births of the Buddha, in other words, a Bodhisatta story,
is told;
3. The Gathiis or stanzas, which as a rule form part of the "story of the past,"
but which are very often related to the "story of the present time";
4. Short commentary(Veyyakarana) in which the Gathiis are explained word
for word;
5. The 'connection' (Samodhana) in which, finally, the Buddha identifies the
personages of the "story of the present time" with those of the "story of the
past." (Wintemitz,1928, p. 112)
According to Wintemitz, the different forms of narratives found in the Jataka
Stories are -
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1.

Narratives in prose with fable verses, fairy-tale stanzas, or aphorisms
inserted here. and there. Prose and verses easily join with one another,
and together form such a beautiful whole that we cannot but assume that
in these cases the Jiitakatthavannana 28 used good old traditions for the
prose also.

2.

Ballads, (a) in dialogue form, (b) in a mixture of conversational verses
and narrative stanzas ....

3.

Long narratives, beginning in prose and continued in verse, or in which
prose alternates with narrative and conversational verses. Here prose is
indispensable, but the prose of the Jatakatthavannana is not a faithful
copy of the original prose. It is greatly enlarged on and disfigured by
combinatorial additions.

4.

Collections of sayings on a variety of subjects, and

5.

Regular epic, or epic fragments. In these two cases, the prose in the book
is again a superfluous commentary, and mostly spiritless in the bargain
(Winternitz,1928, pp. 123-124).

The fully explained stories of Buddha's pasl lives written by the Sri Lankan Buddhist scholar
Buddhagosa.
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In addition, the Jatak:a Stories consist of the following literary forms:
1.

Fables, most of which, like Indian fables in general, aim at teaching Niti,
i.e. worldly wisdom. Only a few of them have the moral tendency as
evinced in the ascetic poetry, and only a.very few are genuinely Buddhist.

2.

Fairy tales, including many animal fairy tales, almost entirely in the style
of European popular fairy tales, and without the remotest reference to
Buddhism.

3.

Short anecdotes, humorous tales and jokes, which have nothing Buddhist
about them.

4.

Novels and even long romances abounding in adventures and sometimes
with a greater or lesser number of narratives within the story. Here too,
there is nothing Buddhist, except that the hero is the Bodhisatta.

5.

Moral narratives.

6.

Sayings, and

7.

Pious legends, all of which are only partly of Buddhist origin, while many
of them belong to the common property of Indian ascetic poetry
(Winternitz, 1928, p.125).

With regards to the characters in the Jatak:a Stories, superhuman beings of all
kinds, including snake and bird deities (Nagas and Garudas), demons (Yakkhas) and
fairies (Kinnaras) play a large part in the fairy tales. Some of these Jatak:a Stories
have been elaborated into long fairy-tale compositions. For example, in Jatak:a No.
504 a pair of fairies are in deep mourning because they have been separated for one
single night, or in Jatak:a No. 485, the female fairy weeps so long for her beloved, who
was shot by a king, that through an elixir of life he comes to life again. In these
dramatic fairy-tale compositions, the lyrical element prevails (Winternitz, 1928, p.
133).
Basham, a renowned scholar of Indian history, describes the Jataka Stories as
follows:
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" the Jataka, a collection of over 500 poems, briefly outlining
folktales and other stories, which were originally intended to be told in
the words of a narrator. The tales are told in full in a prose
commentary attributed to Buddhaghosa, which is invariably published
with the verses. Many of the tales are secular, and they do not all
convey a very exalted message, but they have all been given an odor of
sanctity by being ascribed to the Buddha, who is said to have told them
as recollections of his previous births as a Bodhisatta, a being destined
to become a Buddha. These racy and vivid stories are great as
literature, and will be considered elsewhere in that aspect. They are an
invaluable source of social history". (Basham, 1967, p.269)

Many of these stories are of mostly secular origin and merely inculcate
shrewdness and caution in everyday life in a similar way to Aesop's fables. Others
teach generosity and self-abnegation in morbidly exaggerated forms, for instance the
tale of King Sivi (known also in Hinduism), who ransomed a pigeon from a famished
hawk with flesh cut from his own thigh. Basham further remarked that, 'Many
modem readers may well find the very popular story of Prince Visvantara (Pali:
Vessantara) distasteful."' (Basham, 1967, p. 289) Despite this depiction of the Jatakas
as often secular in orientation, Basham also points out that the Jataka Stories are
"among the most important vehicles of Buddhist ethical teaching."

2.1.2. The Jataka Stories in Buddhist Scriptures
In the Tipitaka, the three baskets of Buddha's Teaching, the Jataka Stories are

located in the Suttanta Pitaka, which is the Basket of Discourses. In this basket there
are five Nikayas (or Books) and the Jataka Stories are part of the Khuddaka-nikaya,
which is a collection of miscellaneous stories, sayings, songs and biographies, etc.
comprising 15 books.
I Vinaya-pitaka

II Sutta-pitaka

ill Abhidhamma- pitaka

(Basket of Discipline)
1) Suttavibhanga
a. Mahavibhanga
b. Bhikkhunivibhanga

(Basket of Discourses)
1.) Digha-nikaya
2.)Majjhima-nikaya
3.) Samyutta-nikaya

(Basket of Scholasticism)
1.) Dhamma-sangini
2.)Vibhanga
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2) Khandhaka
a.Mahavagga
b. Cullavagga
c. Parivara

4.)Anguttara-nikaya
5.)Khuddaka-nikaya
a. Khuddaka-patha
b. Dhammapada
c. Udana
d. Itivuttaka
e. Sutta-nipata
f. Vimana-vatthu
g. Peta-vatthu
h. Thera-gatha
i. TherI-gatha
j. Jataka
k. Niddesa
I. Patisambhidamagga
m. Apadana
n. Buddhavamsa
o. Cariya-pitaka

3.) Dhatu-katha
4. )Puggala-pafifiatti
5.) Katha-vatthu
6.)Yamaka
7.) Patthana

According to Cowell, it is quite uncertain when these various birth-stories
were put together in a systematic form such as is found in the present Jataka
collection.

At first they were probably handed down orally, but their growing

popularity would ensure that their kernel be committed to some more permanent
form. (Cowell, 1995, p. xxii)

In the past most scholars were of the opinion that the Jatakas give a picture of
Indian life in the time of the Buddha, that is, in the sixth and fifth century B.C. or at
least at the time of the redaction of the cannon in the third century B.C. Since then,
however, it has become the almost general opinion of scholars that only the JiitakaGiithiis (namely, the verses) can claim canonical authority, and be regarded as

documents of the fifth, or even the third century B.C., while the Jataka commentary
can claim no higher antiquity than the fifth or sixth century A,.D. However, in the
prose aspects there are old traditions which in many cases may go back to the same
early period as the Giithiis (quoted in Wintemitz, 1928, p. 2).
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Dr. Naomi Appleton, in her Ph.D. Dissertation "Biography and Buddhahood:
Jiitako, Stories in Theravada Buddhism" explains the development of these stories as

follows,
"
Jatakas began life embedded within other texts [Buddhist
scriptures] as explanations of particular situations or encounters. The
Jiitalw-piili (JP) tidied them into an easily remembered format
reminiscent of many other canonical verse collections. From the JP
emerged the JA (Jiitalwtthavariliana), which imposed a sense of the
biographical nature of Jatakas onto an otherwise motley and nonchronological collection of stories. The CP (Ciiriylipifako,) was
composed of extracted stories in order to exemplify more explicitly the
acquisition of the perfections ... The popularity of the final ten stories
of the JA grew as a result of the assumption that they were the last
births of the Bodhisatta and thus exemplified his finest achievements in
regard to the perfeetions. In addition, the 'apocryphal' Paiinasa Jiitalw
rose in popularity and placed the emphasis back on the individual story
once more .... " (Appleton, 2008, p. 33)

2.1.3. Contributions of the Jataka Stories
In the Encyclopedia of Buddhism, it is mentioned that the Jataka tales offer

abundant material for religious education. Central motifs in the biographies of the
Buddha elucidate moral principles, values, and ethics, and certain well-known Jataka
tales serve a didactic purpose in teaching younger generations about the tradition. The
Jatakas are salient across Buddhist communities and the themes they recount readily
resonate with other aspects of religious knowledge and practice. As such, recounting
certain Jataka Stories in public sermons or even representing them in paintings can
serve as commentary on current social and political issues.

Stories about the

Buddha's former lives are also a form of entertainment. In Burma, for example, these
stories have traditionally been the subject of popular theatrical performances that
continue through the night. (Vol. I, 2004, p. 46)
John S. Strong defines the roles and contributions of the Jataka as Buddhist

stories that tell us about the life story of the Buddha as "biographical thrusts." The
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Jatakas play several important roles in telling the biography of the Buddha. They
provide almost endless opportunities for the amplification of his life story, by
showing its karmic connections and incorporating into it other tales and traditions;
they help clarify both the arduousness and the openness of the Bodhisatta path; they
extol the figure of the Buddha by magnifying his deeds; and yet they remind us of his
humanity by recalling that he too had his shortcomings. Taken together, however,
they also serve a narrative function in that they prefigure and set up the story of the
Buddha's final life as Gautama. (Strong, 2006, p.34)
Dr. Naomi Appleton argues that the Jataka Stories have more than a simply
didactic purpose. They are developed into a genre while linking Buddhahood and the
Buddhist path. In so doing,
"Biographies of the Buddha/Bodhisatta ... resolve - several paradoxes
about the Buddha: (i) he is an inimitable exemplar; (ii) he is a
worshipped teacher; (iii) his teachings and lives were both local to
particular times/places and are universal; (iv) he is both a person and a
'type'. These paradoxes are negotiated and resolved through the
medium of narrative, in particular the Jataka Stories and their layers of
biographical association. The stories provide examples for followers of
the Buddha, whilst simultaneously demonstrating the superiority of the
Bodhisatta's perfections; they demonstrate both his superior teaching
ability and his perfection acquired over countless lives that makes him
worthy of reverence; they link the universal pattern of Buddhahood
and the universal application of the Dhamma with local places,
peoples, and concerns, as well as with a single individual's long
biography. The ability of Jataka Stories - through their layers of
biographical associations - to successfully negotiate these paradoxes,
makes them ideal sources for sermons, art, and various Buddhist
practices (Appleton, 2008, p. 185).
This may be the very reason why the Jataka Stories are widely popular and highly
venerated in Buddhist countries.
David C. Pierce29 defends the contribution of the Jiitaka tales as a rich
collection of materials where "values applicable to the everyday world" are restored.

29

Pierce, D. C. (1969). 'The Middle Way of the Jataka Tales' in The Journal of American Folklore,
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He groups these values under four headings: "(a) general protocols for the
householder, (b) the claims of the Brahmanical order, (c) polity, and (d) the karmic
order". He concludes that because the Jataka Stories express operation of everyday
life and sustaining the householder's realm, they have a clear concern for the worldly
order. But even though not every tale concludes with the otherworldly aim, he argues
that there are still enough stories to illustrate a) renunciation of the world in favor of
the ascetic life, (b) the faculties and attainments of meditation and (c) rebirth in the
Brahma world. (Pierce, 1967, pp. 246 - 250)
According to Pierce, the Jataka tales present two broad and contrasting claims,
namely, the world of the householder and the world-rejecting pursuit of the homeless
mendicant. He states that, "An ethic is being shaped round the dialectical tension
between the state of the householder and the ultimate claim of homelessness." He says
that in the Jataka Stories we can see "the mediation between the tension of the quest
for individual liberation, a utopian community apart from the world and acts of
compassion in the world itself." Moreover, "it is compassion that becomes perhaps
the most characteristic and comprehensive mode of mediating between the everyday
and the ultimate good". Between the two poles of order and transcendence, or the
worldly and otherworldly, there arises a middle way ethic of compassion that seeks to
embrace the dual claims of the householder and the homeless mendicant in a
movement of reconciliation. (Pierce, 1967, pp. 253-254)
In the above mentioned studies, the scholars agree that the Jataka Stories have

contributed tremendously to the world of Buddhism by demonstrating the connections
between the Buddha and the Dhamma, and the possibility for all humans to strive for
Buddhahood. Although some scholars contest the historical authenticity of the Jataka
Vol. 82, 325: 245-254.
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Stories, especially the commentarial aspects, and claim that many of the stories are
not entirely Buddhist in purpose and origin, there is nevertheless an overall
appreciation of the important role these stories have played in the formation of
Buddhist history and Buddhist culture in general.
In general, the focus of scholarly examinations of the Jataka Stories is on the

Bodhisatta as the protagonist. I, on the other hand, would like to approach the Jataka
Stories from another angle, focusing instead on the female companions of Bodhisatta.
I would.like to propose that women play important parts in the life of their partners. I
will therefore examine the ways in which the female companions of the Bodhisatta
actually helped him to achieve his final goal of complete Buddhahood.

2.1.4. The Contribution of the Jitaka Stories in the Burmese Context
1) When the cyclone Nagris devastated Lower Burma in May 2008, the abbot of
a famous monastery offered great help and support for the victims of the storm. In a
sermon he gave at a donation ceremony, he made reference to two Buddhist stories:
one from the Jatakas and the other from the Suttas. The first story is about the
monkey gardeners who dug up all the plants in the garden to look at the roots in order
to see how much water should be poured on the plants. 30 The other is about a man
who, when pierced by a poisoned arrow instead of removing it and finding medicine,
analyzed from which direction it came, what kind of arrow head was used, who fired
it and so on. In such a manner, he brought about his own death, because instead of
dealing with the problem at hand, he simply wasted time musing on trivial details. 31
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He used these analogies as an indirect way of mocking the government's wrong
actions.
2) A meditation teacher monk of the Mogoke tradition which makes use of
Paticca Sammupada, or Dependent Co-arising, explained the meditation technique
where the cut in the chain of dependent origination could be affected. He used the
analogy of the story in which a frog that was listening to the Buddha's teaching was
stepped on by a cowboy went directly to the Brahma world32•

· 3) When the Burmese Catholic Youth held a Parents' Day concert, they staged a
modem version of No. 540 Sama Jataka. 33 fu this one act play, a blind son looked
after his blind parents by selling lottery tickets. One day, a young female MP, who
got angry at the parliament meeting because she was criticized, drove her car and
knocked down the blind lottery seller. When she learned that this young blind man
was a good son who was looking after his blind parents, she visited the victim in
hospital. Upon her offer of help, the mother requested to be able to see her son drive
a Mercedes-Benz back home. Her request was fulfilled and the cured son went home
in a brand new Mercedes-Benz.
4) When people talk too much about a subject they do not know much about, the
Burmese use the idiom, "Himalayas' appraisal," to refer to the situation. This saying
finds its origin in the Jataka Stories where MaddI gave a long admiration of the
Himalayan forests that she had never been before.
5) Mahosadha' s law decisions are still referred to when there are important
decisions to be made.

32
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6) At some pagoda festivals,

th~re

are some processions where the people are

beautifully dressed in reminiscence of characters from the Jataka Stories. At the
famous Buddha's Tooth Pagoda festival, the procession must always include the
enactments of the Jataka Stories. In Burma the Jataka Stories are still alive and
performing a number of functions on a number of social levels.

2.1.5. More Research on the Jitaka Stories
In his book "Tales and Teachings of the Buddha: The Jlitaka Stories in

relation to the Piili Canon," John Garrett Jones34 gives a very detailed analysis of the
Jatakas including their forms, numbers, and the various roles played · by the
Bodhisatta. Jones' main discussion on the Jataka Stories is on the themes of the
stories. These themes are grouped into kamma (karma) and rebirth, ethical teaching,
sex and marriage, social teaching, doctrinal teaching and mythological elements. The
subheading of sex and marriage is particularly relevant to my research. Jones further
categorizes the themes of Jataka under the subheading "Marriage Equals Death"
(Jones, 1979, p. 81), and "Marriage Equals a Bitter Disillusionment," based on the
alleged fact that a wife is often unfaithful, lustful by nature and fickle (Jones, 1979, p.
82).

Jones groups the richly diverse sexual record of the Bodhisatta into four

categories, namely: 1) where the Bodhisatta proves to be vulnerable to sexual
temptation; 2) where the Bodhisatta seems to fall below accepted standards of sexual
propriety; 3) where Bodhisatta has a sex life which relates more or less to the
canonical norms; and 4) where the Bodhisatta obtains children by parasexual means
(Jones, 1979, p. 87). Jones also notes that the Jatakas tend to elaborate on the sinful,
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lustful and fickle nature of women (Jones, 1979, p. 94). However, Jones' outlook on
women is not all pessimistic. He points out that, "fortunately for the fair name of
womanhood and for the hopes of young lovers, there are stories, though not nearly so
numerous, in which women emerge in a very different light." (Jones, 1979, p.100)
The way Jones categorizes the Jataka Stories according to the involvement of women
sheds some light on my research. This will be demonstrated by examining a sample
group of these stories.
Based on a selection of 32 Jataka Stories in Pali and Sanskrit (Jataka and
A vadana) Professor Reiko Ohnuma35 elucidates the gift-of-the-body theme in the
Jataka tales through a close reading of the stories themselves. Using genre-based
perspective and a historical approach, Ohnuma studies the gift-of-the body stories
through plot-lines, characters (recipients and objectors of the gifts), structure, imagery
and events. She also discusses the concept of Bodhisatta's dehadiina 36 through the
conventions of rhetoric (topics on conflicts and resolution, motives and oppositions,
etc.) and the Buddhist discourse on concepts of diina (generosity) and body and lastly
on kingship, sacrifice, offering and death. I will employ Ohnuma's discussion on the
conventions of genre and rhetoric and how the fulfillment of dana paramf is depicted
in these stories as a means to analyze my selection of stories.

Furthermore, her

methodology of 'Thinking critically of the details" will be a guideline for my analysis
of the Jataka Stories where female characters are involved.
Dr. Naomi Appleton37 examines different types of stories labeled 'Jataka' and
explores their biographical content. She also studies different characters that the
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Buddha-to-be played during his long biography, including "good" characters such as
hero, savior, acquirer of perfections, and wise commentator or teacher; "evil"
characters such as villains and fools, or characters with worldly wisdom that
apparently conflicts with Buddhist ideals, and incidences where the Bodhisatta was
not even the focus of the story, or was even omitted altogether in favor of one of his
associates. She contends that individual Jataka Stories cannot be said to illustrate the
Bodhisatta's gradual path to Buddhahood.

(Appleton, 2008, pp. 32 - 33) Rather

individual Jataka Stories should be considered within the framework of the Jataka
literature as a whole.
Appleton argues that the development of the Jataka genre occurred before and
during the composition of some of the latest Buddhist texts of the Khuddaka Nikiiya namely Apadiina (Ap), Buddhavamsa (BV) and Cariyapitaka (GP). It started with the
Jataka-pali (JP) which tidied the original verses into an easily remembered format

similar to many other canonical verse collections. After this the JA (JatakaAvannana) emerged, which imposed a sense of the biographical nature of the Jatakas.

(Appleton, 2008, p. 34)
Appleton has a more philosophical angle in her examination of the Jataka
Stories as part of Buddhist practice. She includes an examination of portrayals of the
Jatakas in art, which have been widely assumed to be performing a narrative function,
and discusses other possible functions, particularly iconographic ones. The role of
Buddha-images are examined in order to ascertain the relationship between the Jataka
images, the Buddha and the Dhamma. She argues that the structure of the Jataka
genre allows the Jataka Stories to simultaneously represent the Buddha and his

Thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Oriental Studies & Wolfson College,
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Dhamma, thus working on many different levels that are tied together by the notion of

biography. (Appleton, 2008, p. 34)
Alice Collette38 analyzes the Buddhist texts that are by, about, or concerning
women and texts that comment on women. She first explores the way in which the
discussion of Buddhism and gender has been shaped by three important female
scholars, namely, Caroline Rhys Davids, Mabel Bode and !saline Blew (LB.) Homer.
According to Collette, these female scholars set up particular theoretical and
methodological approaches to the study of the textual record on women.
In her three-part article, Collette refocuses the debate to include all the

relevant texts by, about, or concerning women from ancient Indian Buddhist
literature. She posits that because of taxonomy of value, the Vinaya is seen as central,
both because it is viewed that way within the Buddhist tradition (generally speaking),
and because it is one of the core of texts posited as central in Protestant-influenced39
appraisals. The Ther'fgiithii is accepted as canonical within the Theravada tradition,
but is positioned as peripheral to the core texts. The status Westem scholarship
ascribes to the Ther'fgiithii replicates this positioning. As one of the texts to reveal
voices of women from an ancient world, for the historian, the Ther'fgiithii is a crucial
text. The Pali Apadiinas are also canonical but peripheral and problematic. She has
chosen eleven texts from the ancient Indian period that are apparently authored by,
about, or concerned in some way with women. (Collette, 2006, pp. 58 -59)
In the second part of the article, Collette discusses the work of Rhys Davids,
Bode, and Homer, outlining the ways in which their theories and methods have
shaped Orientalism, Protestant Buddhism and the Doctrinal Approach (Alice Collette,
38
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2000, pp.63- 65) in both positive and negative ways and the trajectory of the
subsequent debate. Last, she discusses the continuing debate, drawing out the implicit
and explicit effects of the factors that have shaped the debate about Buddhism and
gender. (Collette, 2000, p. 56)
According to Julianne Schober"°, religious biographies mediate between the
ideal and the real, the conceptual and the pragmatic. Individual life stories express
salient and abstract religious principles to such an extent that they become 'models of
exemplary religious practice and at the same time 'models for' religious practice.
These stories inspire others to imitate in their own lives idealized expressions of
religiosity. (Schober,1997, p. 2)
Schober presents the three phases of the studies of Buddhist sacred biography.
According to her, early Buddhist scholars such as Oldenberg and Rhys Davids tried to
reconstruct a historically accurate account of the life of the Buddha on the basis of
textual evidence. For them, mythic elements of biographical texts are irrational and
detracted from the 'original' message of 'pure' Buddhism. Their attempts to trace the
life history of the Buddha as an exemplary human being are very much like that of the
historical critical method of Western canons. (Schober, 1997, p. 3)
Schober points out that more recent scholarship departs from the confines of
rationalist, positivist reconstruction of chronological history. Instead they recognize
the interpretive value of mythic, artistic, and cultural themes as expressions of the
principal tenets underlying the tradition. In their view, "the tradition of recounting
biographical episodes is an integral part of early Buddhism. Episodic fragments,
preserved in the Pali and Chinese versions of early Buddhist literature, are embedded
in sermons attributed to the Buddha himself and illustrate points of practice of
40
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doctrine.

Such episodes are also used as narrative frames to provide a context

indicating when and where a particular discourse was taught." (Schober, 1997, p. 3)
According to Schober, the fifth-century Pali commentary, Jatakatthakatha,
which recounts 547 of the Buddha's previous lives is the most seminal development in
the biographical genre of the Theravada tradition of South and Southeast Asia. The
Jatakas appear to have been arranged according to properties of the text (e.g. length)
rather than narrative sequence of successive rebirths, They also do not present a
chronologically ordered depiction of the Buddha's path to

enlightenment

(Schober,1997, p. 4).
In the last phase of the study of Buddhist sacred biography, there is a
departure from the historicist epistemology, which studied the unique events and
circumstances of single life spans of an individual actor captured in a unilinear
history.

Now the emphasis is more on the interpretive plasticity of the Buddhist

biographical genre. The recurrent themes of sacred biography are interpreted in
relation to other religious modes and categories - doctrinal, mythic, ritual, or
cosmological - and against the shifting contexts of culrirre, society, and history.
(Schober, 1997,p.4)
In her research "A Historical and Structural Study of Pafifiiisa Jataka ",
Fickle41 first provides information on the Pafifiasa Jatak:a collections, which are fifty
extra-canonical Jatak:a Stories written by monks in Chiang Mai between the mid-15th
to mid-1 ih. century A.D. Then the researcher reviews the format of the text as a
whole and the individual stories (in four languages: Thai, Cambodian, Laotian, and
Burmese). She gives the classification of the tales by genre (1. fables, fairy tales, 2.
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moral narratives or pious tales, 3. pious legends, and 4. novels) and theme
(determined in three ways 1. according to the "occasion" for the tale as specified in
the Story of the Present; 2. on the basis of a reading of the Story of the Past; and 3. by
assigning the tale to one of the ten perfections (piiram'f)).
As case studies, Fickle presents a textual analysis of two stories
[Kanakaval).Q.araja Jataka (Jataka No.16) and Dhammasoi;i"aka Jataka (Jataka No.18)]
from the Thai text, comparing them with their Pali original and with Indian or
Ceylonese versions of the same stories. After that, an internal analysis of the Thai
Pafiiiasa Jataka is done. The research also studies the method of plot development
and characterization, and the world view reflected in these narratives. Finally, the
researcher evaluates what the Paiifiasa Jatakas contribute to Buddhist Jataka literature
and how the Pafifiasa Jataka fulfills the teaching of Buddhist values to laymen (Fickle,
1978, p. 278).
Although I will only draw upon the Jatakas of Theravada tradition, the
relevant part of this dissertation to my research is that of the literary analysis of the
Pafiiiiisa Jataka. To study plot development, Fickle uses Propp's method of outlining
the various "functions" performed by the characters and concludes that the heroes of
the legends in the Pafiiiasa Jataka desired to become Buddhas rather than to achieve
earthly rewards (Fickle, 1978, pp. 197 -201).
For characterization, Fickle continues her studies from the character types
defined according to function such as the villain, the donor, the helper, the sought-for
person, the hero, the dispatcher and the false hero, etc. Her findings are that naming
does not have an effect on the characters. However, the linking of characters of the
past and present causes difficulties because of the doctrine of no soul (Fickle,. 1978, p.
218).

38
Contrary to Fickle, whose research object is the male character, the
Bodhisatta, my study will focus more in detail on female characters and the emphasis
will be more on literary appreciation of the Jataka Stories. Rather than examining the
historical, critical aspect, I will study the roles these female characters play in either
helping or hindering the Bodhisatta on his path to perfection.
Venerable Phra Prayon Rarengying42 notes that the story of Vessantara is
widely criticized by modem people, especially those who call themselves feminists
and stress the concepts of human rights and social equality. He, however, attempts to
defend the Buddha's giving away of his children and later his wife from the point of
view of Buddhist ethics. To exp~am Vessantara's action, Phra Prayon Rarengying
utilizes the two benchmarks of Buddhist ethics, namely, "conventional truth"
(sammutisacca in Pali) and '\tltimate truth" (paramathasacca in Pali).

Buddhist

ethics in terms of conventional truth accepts the relative existence of the person, the
society, the customs, the world and so on, extending to all phenomena that are
generally agreed to 'exist'. When teaching from the perspective of conventional truth,
a moral dimension of what is right and wrong, good and bad is taken into account as it
is ultimately what leads to the happiness or suffering of each individual. (Phra Prayon
Rarengying, 2002, pp. 20- 21).
According to Phra Prayon Rarengying, the essence of any Buddhist story is
not independent from the spirit of Buddhism, that is, the cessation of suffering. The
Buddha always said that what he taught is concerned with only two things: "suffering
and the cessation of suffering". Looking from this perspective, the essence of the
story of Vessantara should be understood as following that spirit of Buddhism. That
is, 'what the Prince has done' should not be considered, but rather 'the Prince has
42
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done such a thing for what.' The attainment of Buddhahood necessarily alleviates the
great suffering of a considerable denomination of sentient beings. It could be argued
that the suffering of two children and one wife is a small price to pay for the great gift
of a Buddha in the world.
In the Jataka literature, there are a number of passages that portray women in

negative ways.

The feminist reader may totally reject these negative depictions,

arguing that they misrepresent men as superior to women. However, it is mainly
accepted among Buddhist scholars that this is an unwise reading of the Jataka Stories.
(Phra Prayon Rarengying, 2002, p. 31)
Phra Prayon Rarengying continues to argue that the basic assumption in
Buddhist ethics greatly differs from individualist ethics - that is, Buddhism gives
preference to the well-being of all sentient beings over the well-being of the
individual. Hence, there may be some cases where the harming of the individual for
the benefit of the masses is in fact justified. For example, in the Vessantara Jataka the
Buddha sacrifices his wife and children, possibly placing them in a position of danger,
for the sake of Buddhahood, which eventually serves the greater benefit to humanity.
Consequently, Phra Prayon Rarengying claims that it is not appropriate to read the
Vessantara Jataka on the grounds of individual rights. (Phra Prayon Rarengying,
2002, p.34). One must take into account the wider Buddhist philosophical perspective.
Venerable Rassagala Seewali Thero of Sri Lanka43 cites various examples
where the actions of the Bodhisatta failed to display compassion. Giving a dual
analysis on these selected stories along the lines of sympathy and hostility, altruism
and selfishness, and wisdom and cunning, Venerable Rassagala Seewali Thero
reaches the conclusion that the Bodhisatta's conduct is ethically inappropriate because
43
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the Bodhisatta is expected to behave more wisely and compassionately than ordinary
human beings. (Rassagala Seewali Thero,1999, p. Vffi.)
The "Birth Story of the Dumb Cripple" (Mugapakkha Jataka No. 538),
otherwise known by the name of its protagonist Temiya, recounts the subject of kings
renouncing the world with their subjects and is also a most explicit condemnation of
kingship. In this story, Prince Temiya recollected the memory of his past life when he
was a king and had to punish criminals and thus suffered hell and many miserable
lives. He thus pretended to be crippled throughout his life so that he could avoid
kingship. Later when he came of age and was to be executed he finally spoke out. He
then left for an ascetic life. His parents on hearing his story followed him and so did
the whole nation. The forest scene at the end of the story was the picture of a moral
commonwealth where there was no killing, stealing, sexual· misconduct or lying,
where drunkards were left out and where trees bore all necessary requisites of life.
According to Steven Collins44 , Buddhist morality can be applied on different levels:
between textual and actual, ideal and real:
"From the point of view of behavior, the five basic rules against (unlawful) killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying
and taking intoxicants - are, . . . nothing more than the
requirements, at different levels of necessity, perhaps, for any
form of social life. Transgressions of such basic rules must be
held in check somehow, by kings or others, and by self-control,
if any society is to exist and endure at all. But they can also
become, when interpreted in a strict sense, rules too severe as
to inhibit a great amount of normal human experience and
interaction, and to constitute in themselves a form of ascetic or
ascetically oriented moral heroism". (Collins, 1998, p. 426)
Likewise, the Vessantara story, according to Collins, is both realist drama and
allegory:
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through a narrative sequeRce, and textual embodiments of values, emotions ·and
aspirations.
Collins confirms that the Vessantara Jataka also highlights conflicts of value.
The narrative of his fulfillment of the Perfection of Generosity weaves its way
through two conflicts: socially, between the ascetic values of renunciation and the
mundane need for prudential government; and psychologically, between the aspiration
to mental detachment, to a love universalized and depersonalized, and the immediate
joys and ties of particular affection, filial, and marital and paternal (Collins, 1998, p.
49).
For Collins, the Vessantara Jataka is the most subtle and successful attempt in
the Pali literature to infuse ascetic values and soteriological motifs into an ideal image
of collective life in an ordinary, productive and reproductive society (Collins, 1998, p.
591).
The inescapable distance between the goals of kings and ascetics is preserved
in the Vessantara Jataka by.the sufferings of Vessantara and his family, and by the
fact that he does not and cannot here take the final step of definitively renouncing
kinship and kingship. Even if the conflict between values of renunciation and the
values of what is renounced can in the course of the story reach the level of tragedy,
the ending is nonetheless a happy one. Vessantara is reunited with his family, and
becomes king of a Moral Commonwealth where prisoners are released from jail and
the king of the gods rains jewels from the sky (Collins, 1998, p. 591 ).
Collins sees the idea of Dhamma (Dharma), "what is right," functioning on
two levels. The first level is grounded in the principle of reciprocity, which requires
and legitimates violence, when it repays the evil with evil in the form of punishment
for crime and in self-defense. On the second level, values, including that of
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nonviolence, are absolute.

In the Vessantara Jataka too this strategy can help.

However, one needs to see both that a clear interpretative decision between the first
and second levels of Dhamma is sometimes possible and useful, and also that on
many occasions it is precisely the connectional and slippage between the two senses
of the word which allows the narrative to continue with its momentum undiminished
by any simple ascription of guilt and innocence, praise and blame. Level one is the
default mode of social life; level 2 is a transcendentalist ideology produced by clerics.
In the Vessantara Jataka how far is level one Dhamma presupposed? And how far

can Vessantara's actions, clearly oriented towards level two, be said to "offend
against" it? (Collins, 1998, p. 522)
Although there is a wide range of information about Jataka Stories, most of the
scholars do not discuss the feminine aspect of the Jatakas.

2.2. An Analysis of Women in Theravada Buddhist Literature
There is a large volume of information regarding women in Buddhist
literature. However, this study will focus on academic research on historical women
in the literature of the Tharavada tradition, and more specifically in the Jataka Stories.
In this study, the images of women in Buddhist literature are categorized as negative,

neutral and positive.

2.2.1. Negative Images of Women in Buddhist Literature:
In her Master's thesis, Buddhism and Gender Bias: An Analysis of a Jiitaka

Tale, 45 Ms. Kornvipa Boonsue depicts a very negative picture of women in Buddhism.
Using expressions such as, "woman as an object under male possession", ''woman and
45
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the image of feminine morality'', "man the decision maker, woman the follower" and
so on, Boonsue argues that Buddhism itself gives rise to gender bias in Thai society.
She also remarks that the role of Buddhism in Thai history was instrumentalized to
serve political purposes more than its original function as an alternative route to
liberation from suffering for mankind (Boonsue, 1986, p. 36).
In her thesis, Boonsue asserts that MaddI, the wife of Vessantara, was seen as

an object under male possession to be given away as an ultimate donation to fulfill the
perfection of generosity. Maddi was portrayed as the image of feminine morality
when she joined her husband, taking along with her their two children.

MaddI

collected roots and fruits for the family to eat, and gave her husband more time to
meditate. But even though MaddI is the subsistence earner for the whole family and
is thus economically independent, she still subordinates herself to Vessantara's
wisdom and the power of his knowledge, which according to the story is not the
domain of women. (Boonsue, 1986, p. 44)
According to Boonsue, MaddI played a big role in Vessantara's achievement
but she did not receive any credit for her contribution. All appreciation and honor
were given to Vessantara, even for what was achieved via MaddI' s painful sacrifices,
faithfulness, and virtue, as well as the physical and mental pain inflicted on his
children. (Boonsue, 1986, p. 45)
As a conclusion to this chapter, Boonsue comments that,
"From a feminist perspective, how could one consider this kind
of merit accumulation as the ultimate step. It is in fact very
inhumane and the way in which Vessantara wanted to prove his
detachment from worldly things is very selfish. He thought only
of himself and of the benefit to himself alone. He did not
consider the feelings of his wife and his children, as he explained
to MaddI: "Both Jali and Kanhajina I let another take, And
Maddi my wife, and all for wisdom's sake. Not hateful is my
faithful wife, nor yet my children are, But perfect knowledge, to
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my mind, is something dearer far". [Cowell E. B. and Rouse W.
H. D, 1978: No 547:293]

Boonsue argues on the ideological level, however, that this is the way to
rationalize and mystify the privilege, arbitrary power, and superiority of the male sex.
As religious texts, these stories have been preserved by men and the stories are used
to project the stereotype of the ideal woman. This ideal, also influenced by Hinduism,
considered women fit for two things, namely, procreation and the kitchen. Despite the
importance of these roles, women's status was on the whole low and without honor.
Women were also portrayed as more miserly and envious, as well as more strongly
attached to worldly objects than men, and their knowledge was not considered to be
equal to that of men. (Boonsue, 1986, p. 46)
In her conclusion of the analysis of Vessantara Jataka, Boonsue affirms that

"in the p,oijtical and civil society the Jatakas reflected the operation of the gender
stereotypes where hegemony has been absorbed by the mass. Where women's
consciousness is formed under the conditions of subordination and oppression,
women will internalize a sense of inferiority as inherent in their own nature. And the
·moral value of femininity is offered as compensation for their inferiority."
(Boonsue, 1986, p. 45)
In terms of social action and everyday life in Thai society, Thai women accept

Maddi as their ideal image and they themselves submit to being passive victims of
patriarchal power. Also the concept of beauty persuades women to confine their
interest in their own physical self. (Boonsue, 1986, pp. 46-47) As can be seen by her
strong fiery language and tendency to take the most negative interpretation, Boonsue
is definitely not in favor of the traditional depictions of women in the Jataka Stories.
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Winternitz says that there are as great number of stories that deal with the
wickedness of women, a subject which is simply inexhaustible for the Indians. A
whole cycle of such stories is to be found in the Jataka Stories, such as Nos. 61 -66,
while the Kw;iala Jataka (No. 536) combines in one frame a whole collection of
stories and sayings expounding this subject. Winternitz elaborates that the greater part
of the Kw;iala Jataka (No. 536) is merely a sermon on the wickedness of woman-kind,
attributed to Buddha himself, and which also abounds in sayings against women. The
following are a few especially characteristic sayings: "Like a poisoned draught or
robber fell, crooked as horn of a stag, Like serpent evil-tongued are they, as merchant
apt to brag;"and "Murderous as a covered pit, like Hell's insatiate maw are they, As
goblin greedy or like Death that carries all away." (Wintemitz. 1933, p. 140)

With endless variety and novelty, and sometimes extremely subtle literary
devices, the Jataka Stories are attempting to prove that every woman is inclined to
conjugal infidelity provided a seducer is available. An especially subtle story is that of
the Brahman, who in order to be certain of her purity has a girl brought up in his
house from the moment of her birth, and after she has grown up and has become his
wife, he has her strictly guarded in a tower surrounded by seven ramparts. Despite
such extreme measures, she still manages to deceive him and carry out an act of
infidelity. She, however, denies her guilt and even subjects herself to an ordeal,
which she cleverly forges in her own defense. (Jataka No. 62. quoted in Winternitz,
1933, p. 140)
Basham (1967) in his "The Wonder That Was India" describes the status of a
wife in pre-Buddhist time as having little space for personal initiative. Her first duty
was to wait on her husband, fetching and carrying for him, rubbing his feet when he
was weary, rising before him, and eating and sleeping after him.
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"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.
"She should always be cheerful,
and skilful in her domestic duties,
with her household vessels well cleansed,
and her hand tight on the purse-strings.
"In season and out of season
her lord, who wed her with sacred rites,
ever gives happiness to his wife,
both here and in the other world.

'Though he be uncouth and prone to pleasure,
Though he has no good points at all,
the virtuous wife should ever worship her lord as a god"
(Manu, v, 147 ff. quoted in Basham, 1967, p. 182).
This idea of women subjected to their father, husband t,md son is pre-Buddhist, but
does this trend continue into the Buddha's time and beyond?
In her book "Buddhism After Patriarchy: A Feminist History, Analysis, and

Reconstruction of Buddhism, " Rita Gross asserts that the maleness of the Buddha was
rooted in the Jataka literature, which is often evaluated as quite misogynistic. ''Though
this literature includes many stories of previous lives of the Buddha in which he was
still an animal - a male animal - stories in which he was female are either non-existent
or extremely rare.

. .. To see more affinity between male humans and female animals

than between female and male human beings must be an extreme form of androcentric
consciousness in which, more than is usually the case even for androcentrism, women
are seen as outside the norm, as a foreign object but not a human subject." (Gross,
1995, p. 42)
Gross analyzes that there is more than one theme or motif of misogyny in
stories of attempted seduction and temptation. One cannot generalize that women are
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viewed as temptresses or that they are sexually insatiable, any more than one could
make the reverse claim, that men should be evaluated as raping aggressors insensitive
to women's autonomy.

Gross opines that many stories, narrating a complete

description of various human wants and dilemmas, make such easy stereotypes and
generalizations inaccurate. (Gross,1995, p. 46)

2.2.2. Positive Images of Women in Buddhist literature
According to Rita Gross, the most positive images of women tend to be found
in the stories in the Thengiithii, and in other records such as a long poem about the
laywoman Visakha.

This literature thus provides portraits of the two lifestyles

available to Buddhist women of this period, that of a nun or that of a lay woman. At
least some of this literature is from the women's point of view. The Thengiithii
appears to consist of records women themselves kept, which were somehow included
in the Pali Canon when men collected and edited the scriptures.(Gross, 1995, p. 48)
Visakha' s story presents two common themes in Buddhist literature - the importance
of laywomen donors to the religion and the tendency of androcentric record-keepers
to prefer such women to female world-renouncers, that is, nuns.
Gross explains that it is not hard to understand why the story of Visakha as a
lay devotee is more popular and widely accepted. It is because "the housewife did not
challenge or break stereotypes of women. Presumably happily married, she did not
threaten the monk sexually. She was modest and humble. She was honored by the
monk's presence and deferred to him.

And she always provided what the monk

needed, before he even asked and without expecting anything in return. In short, she
met men's needs without challenging androcentric creation." (Gross, 1995, p. 50)
Claiming that she will be working as a Buddhist engaged in worldconstruction, Gross attempts to revalorize Buddhism, that is, to repair the tradition, to
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bring it much more into line with its own fundamental values and vision than what
has been allowed by its patriarchal custodians. Her strategies for the revalorization
involve first studying Buddhist history and then analyzing key concepts of the
Buddhist worldview from a feminist point of view. From the results of her studies she
aims to pursue a feminist reconstruction of Buddhism. (Gross, 1995, p.3)
In the analysis of the history of Buddhism, Gross suggests that the images of

women in Buddhist literature have three levels of reasoning. "On the first level, when
Buddhists chose which documents to keep and whose experiences to preserve in their
historical records, they usually operated with an androcentric consciousness and set of
values. Stories about men and women were far more likely to be recorded than stories
about women and what women said. At the second level, when Buddhists did
preserve significant records by or about women, later Buddhist traditions tend to
ignore those stories in favor of stories about male heroes.

Third, most Western

scholarship on Buddhism is quite androcentric and often agrees with the biases of
Buddhist records, to the point of further ignoring the few records about women or
even ridiculing the women in them." (Gross, 1995, pp.17 - 18 )
In determining whether early Buddhist texts are misogynist, Gross argues that:

"Some of the literature, themes, and texts that are often presented
as evidences of misogyny are, in my view, misinterpreted as a
strange consonance in methods of interpreting texts that often
crops up between patriarchal and feminist interpreters of the
same texts. Both argue strongly that the text demands male
dominance or demonstrates low regard for women. The
patriarchal interpreters, of course, use this interpretation to argue
that male dominance is necessary if we are to be faithful to the
tradition, while feminists use the same interpretations to argue
that the tradition is quite hostile and unfair to women and should
be discarded. In my view, conceding that a text really displays
misogyny should be the interpretation of last resort. It is not
useful, when reconstructing a tradition, to be forced to conclude
that a major period of its history is unrelievedly misogynist".
(Gross, 1995, p.41).
·
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Tiris may be the reason why Gross completely ignores the story of Madcfi as
well as the whole text of Jatakas in her analysis of the women in Buddhism.
In Gross' opinion, Buddhism is reconstructable because the fundamental

teachings and symbols of Buddhism are essentially egalitarian and liberating for all,
equally relevant for and applicable to all beings. She advocates that reconstructions
relevant to Buddhism involve certain parallels both to the ''women's church" and the
"women's spirituality" movements (Gross, 1995, p.126). She asserts that as a
feminist, she does not desire techniques for avoiding female rebirth in the future from
Buddhism.

She wants techniques for developing individual liberation and self-

acceptance now and the courage an~ skill to keep up the battle, now and in the future.
(Gross, 1995, p. 170)
Thus it is no wonder that Gross advocates that the practical feminist
reconstruction of Buddhism must begin with everyday practices and institutional
reforms (Gross, 1995, p. 225). She gives two reasons for this. First, they are much
more seriously deficient than is the Buddhist theory about gender. Second, such
obvious problems are more easily noticed than the subtle omissions to Buddhist
doctrines that result from androcentrism. Therefore, any androgynous adjustments or
additions to the Buddhist teachings would suggest themselves only after or in
conjunction with serious changes in the institutional format. (Gross, 1995, p.225)
Accepting Gilligan's feminist view of relational care that "Men achieve
identity through separation and women through relationship", and that there are real
and profound differences between men's and women's cultures, Gross proposes an
androgynous reconceptualization of Buddhism. Reasoning that "the Buddha did not
send his world-renouncer monks into solitary retreat to work out their spiritual
attainments utterly alone, instead he established a monastic, communal order"
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suggests that he really thought the Sangha as companionship on the spiritual path is
vital. (Gross, 1995, p.266) Thus when the Sangha really function as people working
'alone together', rather than fundamentally alone, then people can study and practice
Buddhism far more effectively. (Gross, 1995, p.267)
l.B. Homer, in her lecture ''Women in Early Buddhist Literature" to the AllCeylon Buddhist Women's Association held in Colombo in 1961, enumerated the
prominent women in Buddhist literature as seventy-three women who became Theris
or Elder nuns, in the Therfglithii. Ten of these women Elders appear again in the
BhikkhunI-samyutta in the Samyutta-nik:aya and biographies in verse of forty nuns
said to have been contemporary with the Buddha appear in the Apadana. (Homer,
1930, p. 2) Moreover, long conversations held between the Buddha and female layfollowers are scattered throughout the Sutta-pitaka. These ladies include Visiikha, the
most eminent aild generous benefactor and supporter of the Order of monks and nuns;
(A.i. 2) Queen Mallik:a, the chief consort of King Pasenadi of Kosala, with whom the
Buddha converses now and again; and Nakulamata, the pious and devoted wife of
Nakulapita.

Bhadda Kundalakesin, a female wandering ascetic and free-lance

debater, was initiated to Buddhism after her classic debate with Sariputta. Bhadda
Kapilana (Thig, p. 63 ff) went forth into homelessness at the same time as her
husband (Thig, p. 1051 ff.). Taking into account these various examples, Homer
concluded that in the Buddha's times women were not despised and looked down on.
On the contrary, they were respected and had a place of honor in the home. At the
higher, more spiritual level, however, they had the great advantage and great joy of
entering the Order of Nuns either because they wanted to become free of worldly
suffering or more positively, and above everything else, because they wanted to find
the way to the peace and bliss of Nibbana (Nirvana). All these women have made an

•
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immeasurable contribution to the strength, vitality, expansion and longevity of the
Nuns' Order. (Homer, 1931, p. 2)

2.2.3. Moderate Attitudes towards Women in Buddhist literature
In her article, "Moral Dilemma in the Bodhisatta Ideal:

Vessantara Jiitaka, Tale". Dr. Suwanna Satha-Asna offers

an

A Rereading of

analysis of various

situations of moral dilemma generated by the Bodhisatta ideal of extreme selfsacrifice, with special reference to the career of Vessantara. The analysis focuses on
the dilemma resulting from his marvelous giving of gifts (dana), as a prince of the
kingdom, as a royal son to his parents, as a husband and as a father. (Suwanna, 2004,
pp. 86-89)
Suwanna argues that if we just rely on the text itself, Maddi is the only one in
the entire story who "shares" the hope of Vessantara's future enlightenment. "In this
sense, Maddi's acceptance and understanding of Vessantara's great giving offers his
giving the possibility of justification and perhaps reconciliation from within the story
itself.

Her total devotion to her husband thus creates the possibility of moral

justification within the time frame of the text itself." This is different from other
possibilities of reconciliation which need to take into account the future of
Vessantara, and use that future time frame to re-work moral consideration back into
the narrative. (Suwanna, 2004, p. 103)
Suwanna suggests that one possible approach to understand the controversial
idea of Vessantara's 'generosity' is the adoption of a "Challenge with respect" attitude
which does not belittle or bedevil a text and its tradition, and yet does not rest content
with conservative transmission of the message. As a result, the rich cultural and
religious tradition existing in the Vessantara Jataka can live on and provide a
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meaningful cultural cosmos for people in Thai society who are now braving the
future. (Suwanna, 2004, p. 104)
Alan Sponberg mentions in his article "Attitude toward Women and Feminine
in Early Buddhism, "46 that Buddhist attitudes toward women were shaped, in part at
least, in response to the social circumstances of the day that comprised of the
relative! y rapid urbanization of the eastern Ganges Valley and the emergence of a new
sense of self-consciousness or individuality, especially among those who were on the
margins, socially or spiritually, of the prevailing Brahmanic culture.

(Sponberg,

1992, p. 4) Citing the stories of Khema, Patacara, Sona, and Dhammadinna, Sponberg
confirmed the soteriological inclusiveness of women in early Buddhist literature. He
used the ordination of Mahapajapati to draw the conclusion of a reconciliation of
mythologized expression of a compromise negotiated between several factions of the
order, including the nuns and their male supporters rather than institutional
androcentrism. (Sponberg, 1992, p.15) As for misogynist sentiments or anti-feminine
depictions, Sponberg draws upon the view of cosmogonic myths that this world has
evolved (or devolved, rather) from a pure realm of formless, asexual beings.
Embodiment and sexual differentiation are seen as the manifestation of a lower state
of existence, one bound by attachment to the earth and brought on by eating and by
sexual activity. (Sponberg. 1992, p. 19) For him ''the psychological demands of
ascetic celibacy are more central to understanding this attitude than the legacy of
cosmogonic assumptions." (Sponberg, 1992,p.20).
Robert E. Florida, in his book "Human Rights and the World's Major
Religions Vol. 5: The Buddhist Tradition, "47 points out that there are many anti-
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female passages in Buddhist scriptures, especially in the Jataka tales. He gives the
example of Jataka No. 536, commenting that it "is a collection of rather nasty lessons
about the untrustworthy nature of women." (Florida, 2005, p. 223) He argues that
although the majority of the Jataka teachings about women are unflattering, with
some showing real hatred of women, there are also a number of stories in the Jatakas
that praise virtuous women.
Florida recounts an episode where the Buddha replied to the question of how
to avoid being misled by the nature of women's treachery, "Your majesty should first
know a man's faults. Then he'll have insight into those of a woman." The first fault
of men as he explained is "they are addicted to desire, insatiably looking at women for
their own self-indulgence." 48 The second fault is that men, addicted to the love of
women, squander their parents' wealth and betray their filial duties. The third fault is
that some men are misled by false views: "Men who do not know that their bodies
are soon extinguished" (Florida, 2005, p. 37) waste their time seeking sensual
pleasures that lead to the worst of fates. (Florida, 2005, p. 159)
Florida further draws on evidence from the Questions of King Milinda where
the King Milinda asked for an explanation about the contradictions in the teachings
about women in the Jatakas: in one passage that any woman will take the opportunity
to go astray sexually if the right man comes along and if she will not be found out
(Cowell, The Jataka, Jataka 536, Vol. V, pp. 219 -245), yet another tale praised a wife
who remained faithful under great temptation while her husband was away traveling.
(Cowell, The Jataka, Jataka 62, Vol. I, pp.51-155) He then made the following
challenging statement, "Now if the first of these passages be correct, the second must

Tradition.
48

[quoted in Diana Y. Paui.(1979). Women in Buddhism: Images of the Feminine in Mahayana
Tradition. Berkeley, CA: Asian Humanities Press. pp. 27-29]
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be wrong; and if the second be right, the first must be wrong. This too is a double-

edged problem now put to you, and you have to solve it." [(T.W. Rhys Davids, The
Questions of King Milinda (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1890, 1894; reprint,
New York: Dover, 1963) Vol. I, p. 294].
The monk's answer was that the ostensibly virtuous woman was not really
virtuous. Her restraint was not from lack of desire, but from fear of consequences and
lack of an attractive sexual partner.

Furthermore, she knew that secrecy was

impossible. Finally, since her husband was the paragon of good qualities, no suitor
was "right".
According to Florida, this answer really does not resolve the contradiction
because:
''The first misogynist Jataka tale tars all women as insatiably
unfaithful, incapable of truly virtuous behavior. The second
story praises a virtuous woman, and the monk's answer in effect
confirms her exemplary character. In his reinterpretation, she
intelligently applies the principles of Buddhist moral reasoning.
She affirms the laws of karma and the force of conscience and
recognized the virtues of her husband. Rather than resolving the
contradiction, the monk's reply seems to deepen it, and one is
rather surprised that King Milinda, a very sharp critic, so readily
accepted this piece of casuistry. At least the dialogue does not
repeat or justify the stories in the Jatakas that denigrated
women". (Florida, 2005, p. 160)
Basham49 observes that stories of obedient and faithful wives are numerous in
the literature of a religious and semi-religious type. The great models of Indian
womanhood are Sita, who faithfully accompanied her husband Rama into exile and
endured great hardships and temptations for his sake; and Savitri, who like the Greek
Alcestis, followed her husband Satyavant when he was being carried away by the
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death-god Yama, and so impressed the god with her loyalty that he released her lord
(Basham, 1967, p. 414). However, Basham sees some balance in the depiction of
women as he mentions that although the early Indian mind, prone to exaggeration,
perhaps overdid the necessity of wifely obedience, her status was not without honor.
''The wife is half the man,
the best of friends,
the root of the three ends of life,
and of all that will help him in the other world.
With a wife a man does mighty deeds ...
With a wife a man finds courage.
A wife is the safest refuge....
A man aflame with sorrow in his soul,
or sick with disease, finds comfort in his wife,
as a man parched w.ith heat
finds relief in water.
Even a man in the·gnp of rage
will not be harsh lQ a woman,
remembering that on her depend
the joys oflove, happiness, and virtue ....
For woman is the everlasting field,
in which the Self is born" .
[(Mahabharata. (Bombay ed., i, 74, 40 ff. The verses
are somewhat rearranged in the Poona ed. {i., 68, 40
ff.) (quoted in Basham, p. 183)]

According to Basham, passages like these, showing the honor and esteem in
which women were held, are just as numerous as those which stress their
subservience.

Everywhere it is stated that a woman should be lovingly cherished,

well fed and cared for, and provided with jewelry and other luxuries to the limits of
her husband's means. She should never be upbraided too severely, for the gods will
not accept the sacrifice of the man who beats his wife. The ancient Indian attitude to
women was in fact ambivalent. She was at once a goddess and a slave, a saint and a
strumpet. The latter aspect of her character is frequently brought out in semi-religious
and gnomic literature. The allegation that women's lust knows no bounds is here
demonstrated clearly, "The fire has never too many logs, the ocean never too many
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rivers, death never too many living souls, and fair-eyed woman never too many men".
(Mbh., v, 30, 6. quoted in Basham, p. 183)

Basham explains that in pre-Buddhist Indian thought "no one man can satisfy
a libidinous woman's craving; unless constantly watched she will consort with every
stranger, even with a hunchback, a dwarf or a cripple, and in the last resort will have
recourse to lesbian practices with members of her own sex. Her deception is as allembracing as her lust, and she is incorrigibly fickle.

Moreover, women are

.quarrelsome and given to pique. They quarrel with one another, with their parents,
and with their husbands. The henpecked husband was well-known in ancient India.
Many verses in medieval anthologies depict the emotion of miina, an untranslatable
word implying a mixture of anger, wounded pride and jealousy. (Basham, 1967, p.
184)
Having described a range of views on the attitudes towards women in Jataka
Stories presented by various scholars, the next chapter will present a general
discussion of my analysis of the Jataka Stories where female characters are involved.
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CHAPTER ID
FEMALECHARACTERSINTHEJATAKASTORIES
The aim of this chapter is to assert that there exists intense feminine power in
the Jataka Stories. This will be done through categorizing and analyzing the female
characters in the Jatakas.

By doing so, the construction of important female

characters, both human and non-human, will also be studied.

Female human

characters appear as queens, princesses or lay persons, spanning all walks of life.
Non-human female characters also include all forms of creatures, including birds,
elephants, cats and other supernatural beings such as nymphs and celestial beings.
The constructions of feminine power will generally be categorized into three
groups, namely, destructive, neutral and constructive.

3.1. The Jataka Stories of Female Characters as Destructive Forces
From a total of 547 stories in the Jatakas, there are more than one hundred
stories in which female characters play some important roles. This study will draw
upon 78 of these stories. The majority of these involve female characters as
destructive forces. Whether it is a doe causing a mountain-stag to fall prey to a hunter
as in Jataka No.13 Kandina Jataka or stories of a woman's deceitfulness, ingratitude
and immorality as related by Km;iala, king of birds as in Jataka No. 536 KuQ.ala
Jataka, there are many instances of females who cause destruction of one kind or
another to their companions or someone in relation. I will try to analyze such stories
in terms of the types of destruction the females cause, the reasons for their
destructiveness and the objects of their destructive power whether they are the monks
in the present stories or to the Bodhisatta in the past stories.
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In these stories, the women are destructive in the sense that they cause

disturbances in the path of the men (mostly their husbands) who enter the monkhood
in the present stories. In the corresponding past stories, these female characters,
whether in human or animal form, in some way bring about the death, downfall or
shame of their counterparts, be they husbands, mates or partners. The causes of such
destruction range from revenge to jealousy, stupidity, adultery, wickedness and so on.
In their extreme forms the stories end up with the death of the protagonists, thus

putting the female into the position of vicious villain. These stories are the most
misogynistic, propounding notorious criticisms of females. They therefore lay the
foundations for a deep set negativ~ Outlook on females in general. Jatakas No. 13, 61,
63, 96, 145, 147, 193, 198, 318; -374; 416, 472 and 514 fall into this group.

Jataka

No. 198 Radha Jataka clearly illustrates this trend. In this tale the younger brother
parrot Potthaopada was killed by a Brahmin's vicious wife, because he attempted to
persuade her from committing adultery. In Jataka No.472 Maha-Paduma Jataka, the
queen, the step-mother of prince Paduma-Kumara, tried to lure her step-son and when
he refused she accused him of seducing her. Believing his queen, the king punished
prince Paduma by ordering .him to be thrown over the thieves' cliff. The prince
Paduma was saved by a deity and a serpent king and he thereupon decided to live an
ascetic life in the Himalayas. When the king heard of his son's survival, he went
there to ask for forgiveness . The Bodhisatta extorted the king to rule the country
righteously.

On his way back, the king punished the queen by casting her into the

thieves' cliff and later ruled the country righteously.
There are some other Jataka Stories where the destruction caused by female
characters is not as severe as death, but they still cause the monks to be "passiontossed" (to use John Garrett Jones' term, 1979, p. 81) in the present stories, or to
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cause the downfall of the ascetic, the Bodhisatta, in the previous lives.

Such

incidences can be witnessed in Jatakas No. 62, 64, 65, 120, 148, 159, 167, 196, 199,
251,263,327,348,360,383,408,423,425,431,436,443,477,488,491,507,523,
526, 527 and 531. In Jataka No. 523 Alambusa Jataka, Sakka, fearing he may lose his
position as king of the gods, plots the downfall of the holy ascetic who threatens his
supremacy by ordering the nymph Alambusa to use her beauty to lure him from the
holy life. In No. 526 Na.Jinika Jataka, the story is more twisted in that Sakka, again
out of fear of losing his position, created drought in the country and later advised the
king to send his daughter to destroy the power of the ascetic. The princess, in order to
save her country and to be a good daughter who listened to her father, had to carry out
this mission. The scenes where these female characters were luring the ascetic are
humorous, provocative and very vivid. Although the real culprit was Sakka with his
anxiety of losing his position, the two female characters are unfairly portrayed as the
villains.
In other Jatak:a Stories where the feminine destructive force is not aimed at the

Bodhisatta, but to the others who are related to the female characters. These stories
elaborate the kinds of destruction that can be caused by females. Jatakas No. 30, 45,
85, 136, 146, 286, 402, 419, 433, 446, 472, 481, 491, 497 and 536 can be grouped in
this category. For instance, in No.136 Suvannahamsa Jatak:a, the greed of the women
characters, namely, the mother and her daughters, causes them to lose their own
interest in the golden feather.
There are also Jataka Stories where the female characters highlight the follies
of life causing subtle humor to their readers. The stories that fall into this group are
JatakasNo.66, 106, 130, 171, 191,207,212,216,262,297,310,320,328,344,380,
386 and 435. These stories reveal the lighter aspects of women and thus suggest that
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they are not really destructive. For example, in No. 66 Mudulakkhana Jataka, the
queen Gentle Heart of Brahm.adatta tried to cure the lust of the Bodhisatta. It so
happened that when the king was away the Bodhisatta, who was the king's ascetic
teacher, accidentally saw the queen's beauty and fell in love with her. To teach the
Bodhisatta about the mundane life and thus come back to his senses, the queen asked
the disgraced ascetic to request for a house from the king, to mend and clean the
house, to fetch water, cow dung, household utensils and to run the errands. After all
these household chores, the queen asked the ascetic whether he had forgotten that he
was a holy man.

Th~

ascetic felt so ashamed that he came back to his senses and

gained back his lost power of insight. A similar storyline occurs in No.106 Udancani
Jataka where a young hermit was lured by a young woman who later asked him to
hurry to perform her errands, to fetch meat, fish, ghee, salt or rice, or any such thing.
Consequently, this made the young hermit run away back to his father and his ascetic
life.

3.1. 1. An Example of a Female Non-human Character as Destructive force
(No. 514 Chaddanta-Jitaka)

There are two stories that illustrate the destructive power of female characters in
non-human form, namely, No. 514 Chaddanta Jatak:a (where a she elephant revenges
her former husband out of jealousy) and No. 63 Takka Jataka (where a princess
seduces a hermit). The synopses of the stories are as follows.
Once upon a time the Bodhisatta was the royal elephant king Chaddanta, who
dwelt with eight thousand elephants on the Lake Chaddanta on the Himalayas. He
had two head queens, Cullasubhadda and Mahasubhadda.

One day, while the

elephant king was trying to shake off some flowers for his queens, some ants fell on
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Cullasubhadda whereas nectar and pollen fell on Mahasubhadda. The former thought
it was done intentionally and formed a grudge against her husband. Another time
Cullasubhadda saw the royal elephant giving his chief wife lotus flowers, which
caused her to become even more jealous. After offering fruits and flowers to the
monks, she prayed that in the next life she be born as queen to the king of Benares
and have a chance to kill her former husband Chaddanta. She resolved not to take any
food and thus died and was reborn according to her wish. She was reborn as the
daughter of the queen consort to the Madda kingdom, and was named Subhadda.
When Subhadda came of age, she was married to the king of Benares. Once she
found favor with the king, she considered that it was the right time to take revenge on
her former husband Chaddanta. She pretended to be sick and asked for the tusks of
the royal elephant. Among the hunters summoned, Son-qttara, who had once been an
enemy of the royal elephant, was chosen to carry out the job. He was given money,
weapons, and necessities to set forth on a long journey to reach the royal elephant. It
took seven years, to cross seven mountain ranges and reach the elephants' dwelling
place. The hunter dug a pit, disguised himself as a monk, took the bow and poisoned
arrows in his hands, and waited for the royal elephant. When Chaddanta, the royal
elephant passed through the pit on his way to the stream, the hunter shot the
poisonous arrow and thus wounded the royal elephant. When the elephant roared
with pain, other elephants ran away in panic. Upon seeing the hunter in yellow robes,
the royal elephant hesitated to crush him. Instead he asked the hunter why he did
such a thing. The hunter replied that the queen Subhadda assigned him to fetch the
tusks. The royal elephant understood that his former wife wished to kill him. He
uttered a final stanza, '"Tis at my life the wretch doth aim .... Rise, hunter, and or ere
I die, Saw off these tusks of ivory: Go bid the shrew be of good cheer, The beast is
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slain; his tusks are here"'(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V &VI, p. 28) and allowed the
hunter to saw off his tusks.
When the hunter did not have enough strength to cut off the tusks, the royal
elephant helped him by sawing them off by himself. After offering the tusks to the
hunter, the royal elephant uttered that he performed this meritorious act in order to
attain Enlightenment and fell dead. The hunter, using the power of the tusks, returned
to Subhadda, the royal queen, in seven days. When the tusks were presented to the
queen, she was filled with great sorrow, remembering that these were her former
husband's and that he was dead. As her heart could no longer endure the remorse, she
fell dead on the spot with a broken heart.

3.1.2. An Example of a Female Human Character as a Destructive Force
(No. 63 Takka Jitaka)
Once upon a time, the Bodhisatta was a hermit who lived by the banks of the
Ganges. He realized Higher Knowledge and so dwelt in the bliss of Insight. At that
time, the daughter of the Treasurer in Benares was cruel to her servants and was thus
known as Lady Wicked. One day when she was taking a bath in the river, a big storm
came and the servants took the chance to leave her to drown in the river. Although
her family searched for her, it was in vain. She was drifted away by the current until
she reached the place near the hermitage of the Bodhisatta. The sage heard her
screams and saved her life. When the hermit asked her to leave after her recovery,
she refused to go. Instead, she waited on him and seduced the saint until he fell in
love with her. The hermit lost his Insight but continued living in the forest. Lady
Wicked did not enjoy living in such solitude and wanted to be among people. So, the
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hermit, yielding to her wishes, took her to a border village, where he sold dates for
their living, and was thus known as Date Sage.
One day, robbers came and looted the village and bewitched by Lady Wicked
took her to be the wife of the robber chieftain. When the Date Sage learned of this, he
was sure she would come back to him.

Meanwhile, Lady Wicked was with the

robbers and only feared that the Date Sage would come and fetch her. She plotted to
murder the Date Sage so that she would not need to go back to him. She therefore
sent a messenger telling the Date Sage that she was unhappy and wanted him to come
and save her.
Falling prey to her artifice, the Date Sage came to rescue her. Lady Wicked
pleaded him to wait until night came so that they might be safer and locked him in a
room. When the chief robber came, Lady Wicked asked him what he would do if his
rival was in his power and in the next room. The robber rushed to see the Date Sage
and beat him. The Date Sage made no reply but just murmured "cruel ingrates!" In
the morning when the robber chief continued to beat the Date Sage, he murmured
similar words. The robber became curious and asked him why he kept saying this.
The Date Sage explained that once he was a hermit living in the solitude of the forest
and there he had won his Insight. He had rescued this woman, left the forest and lived
near the village to support her. She was taken by the robbers and she had sent a
message that she was unhappy and asked him to rescue her. Now she had handed him
over into the robber's hands.
This explanation caused the robber to think again. He considered that if she
could feel so little for one who had treated her so well and had done so much for her,
what injury would she not do to him? So the robber decided to kill Lady Wicked.
Pretending to kill the Date sage, when he was handed the grid of the sword, the robber
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chopped her into two. The robber spared the life of the Date Sage and offered him
some food. After a few days, the robber asked the sage where he would go. The
ascetic answered that the world had no pleasures for him. He would become a hermit
again and dwell in his former tent in the forest. The robber also decided to be a
hermit and both attained higher knowledge.

3.1.3. Discussion
In these stories there emerges a portrait of the wickedness of womenfolk, both

in allegorical animal forms and in the human form. They plot to kill their husbands
out of jealousy in the first case and out of lust in the latter. However, by thoroughly
contemplating the endings of these stories, one would think to ask why and how did
the envious Subhadcta and the lustful Lady Wicked die. In the first case, Subhadcta
died of a broken heart when ·she heard the news that her revenge had caused her
loved one's death. In the second case, Lady Wicked was chopped into two by her
dacoit husband.

As for the male counterpart, the Bodhisatta in the first case,

Chaddanta, the king elephant died of his own will and used the opportunity to pray
for the enlightenment. In the second case, both husbands of Lady Wicked made the
decision to lead ascetic lives and gained higher knowledge. So even in their wicked
and lustful acts, were these female characters helping their partner, the Bodhisatta, to
fulfill his perfections and come closer to his ultimate goal of enlightenment? If such
is the case, why were the female characters not pardoned or forgiven?
The scholars who focus only on the negative aspects of the portrayal of
women in the Jataka tales will cite the above mentioned stories arguing for the case of
women. For them the stories are diminished into a rich source to highlight the
negative attitudes of Buddhists towards women. And since the women in these stories
were not forgiven, there is no possibility of reconciliation. On the other hand, those
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who focus on positive portrayals of women just simply ignore these stories,
proclaiming that they will only draw upon the 'usable past,' just as Rita Gross has
done. Such rejection of extant textual material is one-sided and extreme. It would
seem unscholarly to just ignore what is not useful to one's argument or perspective.
These stories really exist in the Buddhist scriptures.

Then how can a moderate

perspective be formed, which reconciles the stories of female characters of destructive
forces to be understood and accepted by both groups?
The best way may be to return to the primary goal of telling birth stories. Why
\\'.'Ould the Buddha tell all these nasty stories about women?

We see in the

Paccuppannavathu, the "story of the present time", that it is for the sake of the
monks, so that they will not get bored and long to go back to lay life and to their
wives. As a result, women must play the role of villain and never be forgiven. This
is also in line with the discussion in the section regarding the Pattern of the
Dispensation in The Guide: Netti-Pakaranam, which explains the reasons why the
Buddha gave different teachings:

the type of thread dealing with corruption by

craving and by misconduct, with cleansing from craving and with cleansing from
misconduct. So for didactic and cleansing purposes it is impossible for the wicked
female to be forgiven in the stories. Otherwise how could the Buddha frighten the
monks into continued diligence, thereby saving them from the torment of worldly
life?

3.2. The Jataka Stories of Female Characters as Neutral Forces
There are a few stories where the female characters tum out to be neutral
forces because they are neither destructive nor troublesome in the stories. Still, they
play an important role, but they do not depict any outstandingly good or bad traits.
Jatakas No. 32, 49, 67, 100, 200, 201, 222, 232, 266, 269, 281, 285, 292, 306,
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344,387, 392, 399,414, 417, 434, 437, 442, 443, 455, 504 and 534 can be said to
belong to this group.

3.2.1. An Example of a Female Non-human Character as a Neutral Force (No. 437
Piitimamsa Jataka)
This is a story of how a wise she-goat outwitted the jackal that was plotting to kill
her. Once upon a time in the reign of Brahmadatta, the king of Benares, there were
many wild goats living in a mountain-cave in a wooded land on the slopes of the
Himalayas. Not far from their place lived a jackal called Piitimaiilsa with his wife
Ve¢. They caught the goats and ate them. In this way, the population of goats was
steadily diminishing. But there was a wise she-goat called MeJamata. The pair of
jackals could not succeed in killing her, so one day they contrived a plan to catch this
goat. Piitilhansa suggested that his wife Ver:iI pretend to make friends with Me!amata.
Once the goat trusted Ve¢, Piitimansa would pretend to be dead and Vei;ii would
moan for her husband. She would ask for help from MeJamata for her husband's
burial and when they approached the motionless jackal, he would pound on her.
According to the plan, Ve¢ asked Me!amatii to help her bury her dead husband. The
goat replied that her relatives had been eaten by him and she was afraid. However,
finally the she goat agreed to help. When they approached the jackal, he lifted his
head to see and the she-goat immediately turned around and fled. (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. ill & IV, p. 317)
When the she-jackal asked why she ran away, the goat said PiitiDansa stared
at her and she thought she should run for her life. When the she-jackal failed to stop

67
the goat, she then blamed her husband for his carelessness. Both husband and wife
blamed each other as follows:
"Vetfi, my wife, seems dull of wit,
To boast of friends that she has made;

You too, my lord, were hardly wise,
And, foolish creature, raised your head,
Staring so with open eyes,
Though feigning to be dead ... (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. ill, p. 318)
Both jackals blamed each other for their failure to catch the she-goat and then planned
another trick. But the goat managed to gather her friends and threatened to attack the
jackals. The story ended with the jackals running away for their lives. (Cowell, The
Jataka. Vol. ID, p. 318) This story was recounted to the monks in order to impress on
them the necessity for keeping guard over their senses. (Dictionary of Pali Proper
Names, Vol. Il, p. 242)

3.2.2. An Example of a Female' human Character as a Neutral force (No. 281
Abbhantara Jataka)
Once upon a time, when Brahmadatta was reigning in Benares, the Bodhisatta
was born in a Brahmin family living in the village of Kasi. When he grew up, he was
educated at Takkasila, settled down into family life, and on the death of his parents
embraced the religious life. After that he remained in the region of the Himalayas,
cultivating the Faculties and the Attainments. A body of sages gathered round him,
and he became their teacher.
After a long time he came down from the hills to get salt and seasoning, and in
the course of his wanderings arrived at Benares, where he took up his abode in a park.
The gathering of the holy men made the palace of Sakka shake. Sakka reflected and
knew the reason and plotted: "I will suggest to the chief queen that if she eats a
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midmost mango, she will conceive a son who shall become a universal monarch. She
will tell the king, and he will send out orders to bring a mango fruit from the orchard:
I (Sakka) will cause all the fruit to disappear. When the king finds out that there is no
fruit he will ask who has eaten it, they will say 'the ascetics' and the king will drive
them off'. Thus thinking, Sakka' s plan was successfully brought to fruition and the
ascetics were driven out. However, the queen's craving for mangoes did not subside
and the royal parrot was sent off to fetch the fruit from the middle country. However,
on the way the parrot was caught by a goblin. When interrogated, the parrot replied
that he was sent by the king of Benares and he was ready to die while serving his
master. The goblins were pleased with his answer and let him go back with the
mango. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. II, p. 272)

3.2.3. Discussion

In No. 437 Putimansa Jataka,

Ve~I,

the she jackal is used by her mate in his

scheme to trap the goat, but in the end his own carelessness causes the failure of the
plan. In No. 281 Abbhantara Jataka, the chief queen of Benares is employed by Sakka
as an instrument to cause the ascetics to be driven from the royal park in the past
story. In the present story, it is Rahula's mother herself who needed to consume
mango syrup for her flatulence. Thus it can be seen that in some Jataka Stories the
female characters are simply present, but do not have any noticeable good or bad
effect on the protagonists.

However, this neutrality does not spare them being

employed by their male partner or male counterpart for the latter's advantage.
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3.3.

The Jataka Stories of Female Characters as Constructive Forces
In many a Jataka story, there are females, either in animal or human form, who

are portrayed as good characters. They bring benefit to either to their partners or to
other characters in the story. The female characters in these stories can thus be
classified as constructive forces. Examples of such stories include Jataka No. 12, 29,
102, 108,217,223,234,254,267,320,359,382,408,409,415,417,419,458,485,
486, 489, 519. In the more ideal instances, the female characters save the lives of
the protagonists, look after their well-being and raise their morale. For example, in
No. 267 Kakata Jataka, the present story tells that the devoted wife saved her
husband's life from the robbers by swearing that she would take the poison if the
robber chief would kill her husband for want of her. In the past story, the Bodhisatta
in the elephant form could crush a huge golden crab which had seized him with the
encouragement of his elephant mate who ·would not leave him

m his

danger. A

similar case is found in No. 359 Suvannamiga Jataka, where in the present story a
maiden of Jetavana converted her husband and in-laws to Buddhism with her gentle
and due services, and in the past story where a stag caught in a snare was released
from death by the devotion of his doe mate. Even in less ideal storylines, we still see
female characters portrayed in a positive light. In No. 419, Sulasa Jataka, Sulasa, the
city courtesan, was able to successfully fight against her husband who was planning
to kill her and make off with her belongings. When she managed to push him down
the hill, thus causing his death, the mountain deity, the Bodhisatta, remarked:
"Wisdom at times is not confined to men: A woman can show wisdom now and
then. Wisdom at times is not confined to men: Women are quick in counsel now and
then." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. ill&IV, pp. 262-263)
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In the last ten Jataka Stories where female characters participate, namely No.

538, 539, 542, 544, 546 and 547, they all emerge as constructive forces . These
female characters take on roles as mothers in 538 and 539, as a daughter in 544, and
as wives in 539, 542, 546 and 547. The two stories chosen for a longer discussion are
No. 485 Canda-Kinnara Jatak:a and No. 519 Sambula Jatak:a.

3.3.1. An Example of a Female Non~human character as a Constructive Force
(No. 485 Candi-Kinnara Jitaka)

This is a story of two fairies that dwelt on a beautiful hill. When the husband
was wounded, the wife lamented until Sak:ka came to the rescue.
Once upon a time when Bratimadatta was king of Benares, the Bodhisatta was
born in the region of the Himalayas as a fairy (Kinnara). His wife was named Canda.
These two dwelt together on· ·a silver mountain named Canda-pabbata, or the
Mountain of the Moon. At that time the king of Benares, who was fond of hunting
and eating meat, committed his government to his ministers, and all alone dressed in
two yellow robes, and armed with five weapons he proceeded to the Himalayas.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. IV, p. 180)
He came upon the fairies, Canda and Canda, enjoying themselves, eating,
singing and dancing. The king heard the sweet voice of the female fairy, and when he
saw her, he fell in love with her at first sight. The king desired her as his wife so he
shot the fairy Canda, who fell down unconscious. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. IV, p.
180)
As Canda examined her wounded husband, she saw blood coming out from
the wound and being unable to bear the great pain of sorrow for her beloved husband,
she cried out with a loud voice. Thinking the fairy was dead, the king came out.
When Canda saw the king, she was frightened and flew away to the hill-top where she
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stood moaning and denouncing the king. The king comforted her saying he would
make her his queen. The fairy got very angry and said: "No! I will surely slay myself!
Tirine I will never be, Who slew my husband innocent and all for lust for me."
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. N, p. 180)
When the king heard this, his passion left him, and he spared her to live in the
hills of the Himalayas. When the king was gone, Canela embraced the Bodhisatta
took him up to the hill-top where she laid him on the flat ground, placing his head on
her lap.
As she sat crying, she felt that there was still some warmth in the heart of her
husband. So she pleaded to the gods for help. By the power of her pain, Sakka's
throne became hot. As he realized the cause, Sakka came down as a Brahmin and
sprinkled the Bodhisatta with water from a water-pot. On the instant the poison
ceased to act, his color returned and he knew not so much as the place where the
wound had been. He stood up completely healed. Canda, seeing her that her beloved
husband had been cured, fell in joy at the feet of Sakka and sang his praise. Sakka
gave the advice not to go down from the Mountain of the Moon to the path of the
men. And Canela said to her husband, "To the mountain let us go, Where the lovely
rivers flow, Rivers all o'er grown with flowers: Thee forever, while the breeze
Whispers in a thousand trees, Charm with talk the happy hours." (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. N, p. 182)

3.3.2. An Example of a Female Human Character as a Constructive Force
(No. 519 Sambula Jitaka ) .
Once upon a time King Brahmadatta had a son named Sitthisena, and when he
grew up he was appointed as viceroy.

The prince's chief consort, Sambula was

Ili.E AS:.:;U:MPTlON UN1V.EHS1TY L.Wlw-u

72
extremely beautiful and kind. Later Sitthisena got leprosy and the physicians failed to
cure it. When the sores began to exude discharges, he became so loathsome that in
his depression he decided to leave the kingdom and die in the wilderness. Sambula
vowed to follow him and though he made many attempts to stop her, she refused to
return, saying, "I will watch over you, my lord, in the forest." On entering the forest,
Sambula did all daily chores and took care of the prince's disea8e. Then she went into
the forest to gather wild fruit. When she returned, she fetched water, washed her
husband, fed him and rested for the night.
One day, as she was bringing fruit from the forest, she saw a cave and took a
bath there. When she came up, a goblin saw her and fell in love. He threatened her
with the choice either to wed him or else be prey for him. So Sfilnbula replied,
"Prince Sotthisena, know full well, is heir to Kasi throne,
And I, this prince's wedded wife, as Sambula am known.
Videha's royal son is sick and in the forest lies;
Alone I tend him, mad with pain, or else he surely dies.
This savory bit of venison I picked up in the wood,
And bear it.to my lord to-day, now faint for want of food".
·
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V, pp. 49 -50)

The goblin tried to woo her by deriding her task of tending to her sick
husband. Although he had four hundred wives at his place, he would let her be his
dear wife and all her wishes would be fulfilled. But if she did not agree she would
become his prey and he would eat her. However, Sambula was not disheartened.
Instead she lamented and prayed to all gods for her righteousness: ''No grief to me
that I should be this hateful ogre's prey, But that the love of my dear lord from me
should fall away." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V, p. 50)
Meanwhile, Sakka, shaken by the strength of her virtue, took his thunderbolt
and speedily came to her aid. Standing above the goblin, Sakka praised the virtue of
Sambula with the following verse,
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" 'Mongst women folk the chief in fame,
She's wise and perfect, bright as flame,
0 goblin, into fragments seven.
So harm her not; let her go free,
For a devoted wife is she". (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V, p. 50)

On hearing this, the goblin released Sambula. When Sambula reached her hut,
she cried to her husband explaining what happened on the way home. However,
Sitthisena thought, "She is overdoing her lamentation: I do not quite know what it all
means. If she were acting thus for love of me, her heart would be broken. I will put
her to the test." With this thought in mind, he asked her why she returned later that
evening. When she explained the rest of the story, Sitthisena replied, "Well, lady, it
may be so. With womankind it is hard to discover the truth. In the Himalaya region
dwell many foresters, ascetics and magicians. Who shall believe you?"
On hearing his words, she said: "My lord, though you do not believe me, by
virtue of the truth I speak, I will heal you." So, filling a pot of water and performing
an Act of Truth, she poured the water on his head and spoke this stanza: " May Truth
for aye my shelter be, As I love no man more than thee, And by this Act of Truth, I
pray, May thy disease be healed today." (Cowell, The Jataka Vol. V, p. 52)
When she had performed the Act of Truth and sprinkled the water over her
husband, his leprosy disappeared immediately and they therefore returned to their
country.

When Sitthisena became the king of Benares, he merely conferred on

Sambula the rank of chief consort but no honor was paid her, and he ignored her very
existence and took his pleasure with other women. Sambula, through jealousy of her
rivals, grew thin and pale of countenance and her veins stood out upon her body. On
seeing her in this condition, her father-in-law asked for the reasons. Sambula replied
that his son, her husband, caused her the pain, saying,
"A woman may in softest robes be drest,
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And be with food in rich abundance blest,
Fair though she be, yet if an unloved wife,
Best fix a rope and put an end to life.
Yea.the poor wretch on bed of straw that lies,
If she find favor in her husband's eyes,
Enjoys a happiness unknown to one,
Rich in all else, but poor in love alone."
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V, pp. 52 -53)

When the father-in-law knew the story, he confronted his son immediately and
exhorted him thus, "Dear Sitthisena, when you were crushed by the disease of leprosy
and hid yourself in the forest, she went with you and ministered to your wants, and by
the power of truth healed your sickness, and now after she has been the means of your
being established on the throne, you do not even know where she sits or when she
rises. This is very wrong of you. An act of treachery to a friend like this is a sin."
And reproving his son, he repeated: "A loving wife is ever hard to find, As is a man
that to his wife is kind: Thy wife was virtuous and loving too; Do thou, 0 king, to
Sambula be true" (Cowell, The Jatak:a. Vol. V, p. 53).
Sitthisena repented and asked for forgiveness from his wife and conferred
power on her saying he and bis maidens would be obedient to her command.
Thenceforth the pair lived happily together. (Cowell, The Jatak:a. Vol. V, p.53)

3.3.3. Discussion
In these two Jatak:a Stories, Canda the fairy and Sambula were graciously
faithful to their spouses even at the risk of their own lives. They endured hardship
with their love and tolerated the ups and downs of life. At the end of the story they
enjoyed the fruits of their virtue. Though Jatak:a Stories are supposed to be male
dominated as they are the birth stories of the former lives of the Buddha, there are
many instances where the female characters play the central roles to pave the way for
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the Bodhisatta to reach his perfection.

Was it just blind love that caused them to

follow their lords? Indeed, Sambula even refused to return despite her husband's
many attempts to stop her. Once again, when Sambula was neglected by her husband
it was her father-in-law who reprimanded his son and restored her honor back to her.
Presented with such a striking model of female virtue, how can we accept that there
are only misogynistic attitudes towards women in the Jataka Stories?
The same is true of No. 485. Canda-Kinnara Jataka. It was Canda, the female
fairy who cursed the king for killing her husband and swore to commit suicide if she
were to be taken by him. Tb.is made the king come back to his senses and thus respect
her for her love to her spouse.

In fact, in such stories it seems that the Buddha was

attempting to raise the social status of women and give them due honor.

3.4.- The Present Stories of the Jitaka where Female Characters are Important
The importance of female characters is not confined to the past stories of the
Jatakas. Sometimes, in the present stories, the situations stimulate the Buddha to
recount the stories of his past lives, there are some females who play the central roles.
It is also worthwhile to study them as there are diverse themes in these stories. These

include Jatakas No. 12, 49, 100, 102, 108, 130, 167, 171, 269, 285 and 472.

3.4.1. An Example of a Non-human Character as a Destructive Force where the
Present Story is Important (No. 167 Samiddhi Jataka)
Once an ascetic named Good Luck was taking a bath. A daughter of the gods,
seeing his beauty, fell in love with him, and addressed him thus, "You are young,
Brother, and fresh, a mere stripling, with black hair, bless you! You have youth, you
are lovely and pleasant to the eyes. Why should a man like you tum religious without
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a little enjoyment? Talce your pleasure first, and then you shall become religious and
do what the hermits do!" He replied, "Nymph, at some time or other I must die, and
the time of my death I know not; that time is hidden from me. Therefore in the
freshness of my youth I will follow the solitary life, and malce an end of suffering."
Receiving no encouragement, the deity at once vanished. The ascetic went and
recounted the event to his Master. The Master replied that, "Not now alone, Good
Luck, are you tempted by a nymph. In the olden days, as now, nymphs tempted
ascetics." And then at his request the Master told an old-world tale. (Cowell,The
Jatalca. Vol. II, p.39)

3.4.2. An Example of a Human Character as Destructive Force where the
Present Story is Important (No. 472 Maha-Paduma Jataka)
The present story is about the ascetic Cincamanavika. When the Buddha was
enlightened, the ascetics of other sects who had previously enjoyed gifts and honors
from the lay people were deprived of their wealth. Thus they became jealous of the
Buddha and planned to bring about his disgrace. (Cowell, The Jatalca. Vol. IV, p. 116)
At that time in Savatthi there was a beautiful female ascetic named
Cincamanavika. The ascetics of other sects decided that with the help of
Cincamanavika they would destroy the reputation of the Buddha and put an end to his
honor and the stream of gifts he received.
Cincamanavika employed all her womanly artifice in order to defame the
Buddha. When the people of Savatthi were coming back from Jetavana after listening
to the Buddha's sermons, she would walk towards Jetavana, clad in a robe dyed with
cochineal, and with fragrant garlands in her hands. When anyone asked her where she
was going at such an hour she would reply, "What have you to do with my goings and
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comings?" She spent the night in ascetics monastery close by and early in the
morning, when the lay people came from the city to pay their morning salutation, she
would meet them as though she had spent the night in Jetavana and was returning to
the city. If anyone asked where she had stayed, she would answer, ''What are my
stays and lodging for you?" But after some six weeks, she replied, "I spent the night
in Jetavana with Gautama, the ascetic (the Buddha), in one fragrant cell."

The

unconverted began to have their doubts about whether this was true or not. After
three or four months, she bound bandages about her belly making it appear as though
she were with child. Then she declared that she was pregnant with the child of the
Buddha. Those who were lacking in faith believed in her false claims. After eight or
nine months, she fastened about her pieces of wood in a bundle, and covered her body
with a red robe. She beat her feet with the jawbone of an ox so as to produce
swellings and pretended to be fatigued and weary. One evening, when the Buddha
was sitting on the splendid seat of preaching expounding the Dhamma, she went
among the congregation, and standing in front of the Buddha, accused him thus, "O
great ascetic! You preach indeed to great multitudes; sweet is your voice, and soft are
the lips that cover your teeth, but you have got me with child, and my time is near yet
you assign me no chamber for the childbirth, you give me neither ghee nor oil. What
you will not do yourself, you do not ask another of the lay associates to do, such as
the king of Kosala, or Anathapindika, or Visakha, the great lay Sister. Why do you
not tell one of them to do what is to be done for me? You know how to take your
pleasure, but you do not know how to care for that which shall be born!" Thus she
reviled the Buddha in the midst of the congregation, as one might try to besmirch the
moon's face with a handful of filth. The Buddha stopped his discourse, and roaring
like a lion in clarion tones he said, "Sister, whether that which you have said is true or
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false, only you and I know." "Yes, truly," said she, "this happened through something
that you and I only know of." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. IV, p. 117)
Just at that moment, Sakka's throne became hot. Reflecting, he perceived the
reason: "Cincamanavika is accusing the Buddha of what is not true." Determined to
clear up this matter, he came thither with four gods in his company. The Gods took
with them the shape of mice, and all at once gnawed through the cords that bound the
bundle of wood. A puff of wind blew up the robe she wore, and the bundle of wood
was disclosed and fell at her feet and toes of both her feet were cut off. The people
cried out, "A witch is accusing the Supreme Buddha!" They spat on her head, and
drove her forth from Jetavana with staves and cods in their hands. As she passed
beyond the range of the Buddha's vision, the great earth yawned and showed a huge
cleft, the flames of hell shot up and she was swallowed by the .earth to be born again
into the lowest realm of hell. The honor and gifts bestowed on the other ascetics
ceased, while those of the Buddha grew even more abundantly. (Cowell, The Jataka
Vol. IV, p. 117)

3.4.3. An Example of a Human Character as a Neutral Force where the Present
Story is Important (No. 269 Sujata Jitaka)50
In the present story in this Jataka, Sujata, the daughter-in-law of Anathapindika,
daughter of the great merchant Dhanafijaya, and youngest sister of Visakha is asked
about seven kinds of wife and consequently humbled by the Buddha. Sujata entered
the house of Anathapindika full of haughtiness, thinking how great a family she had
50

No. 269 Sujiita Jiitaka. The Bodhisatta was once king ofBenares. His mother was a passionate
woman, harsh and ill-tongued, and the Bodhisatta waited for an opportunity of admonishing her.
One day, as he accompanied her to the park, a blue jay screeched, and the courtiers stopped their
ears, saying: "What a scream! Stop it!" On another day they heard a cuckoo singing and stood
listening eagerly. The Bodhisatta pointed this to his mother and left her to draw her own inference.
She understood and reformed herself. (Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, Vol. II, pp. 1184-1185)
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come from. She was obstinate, violent, passionate, and cruel. She refused to do her
duty towards her new father and mother, or her husband, and went about the house
with harsh words and hard blows for everyone.
One day, the Buddha and five hundred monks were visiting Anathapindika's
house. The great merchant sat beside the Buddha listening to his discourse. At the
same time, Sujata happened to be scolding the servants.
The Buddha stopped and asked about the racket. Anathapindika explained
that it was his rude daughter-in-law, who did not behave properly towards her
husband or his parents, gave no alms, and had no good points.

Faithless and

unbelieving, she went about the house scolding day and night.
The Buddha thus sent for Sujata. When she entered, he asked: "Sujata, there
are seven kinds of wife a man inay have, of which sort. are you?" She replied, "Sir,
you speak too short for me to understand, please explain." "Well," said the Buddha,
"listen attentively," and he uttered the following stanzas,
"One is bad-hearted, nor compassionate
The good; loves others, but her lord she hates.
Destroying all that her lord's wealth obtains,
This wife the title of Destroyer gains ....
"Whate'er the husband gets for her by trade,
Or skilled profession, or the fanner's spade,
[348] She tries to filch a little out of it.
For such a wife the title Thief is fit.
"Careless of duty, lazy, passionate,
Greedy, foul-mouthed, and full of wrath and hate,
Tyrannical to all her underlings
All this the title High and Mighty brings.
"Who evermore compassionates the good,
Cares for her husband as a mother would,
Guards all the wealth her husband may obtain-This wife the title Motherly will gain.
"She who respects her husband in the way
Young sisters reverence to elders pay,
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Modest, obedient to her husband's will,
The Sisterly is this wife's title still.
"She whom her husband's sight will always please
As friend that friend after long absence sees,
High-bred and virtuous, giving up her life
To him--this one is called the Friendly wife.
"Calm when abused, afraid of violence,
No passion, full of dogged patience,
True-hearted, bending to her husband's will,
Slave is the title given to her still" . (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. II, p. 240).
"These, Sujata, are the seven wives a man may have. Three of these, the Destructive
wife, the Dishonest wife, and Madam High and Mighty are reborn in hell; the other
four in the Fifth Heaven.

"They who are called Destroyer in this life,
The High and Mighty, or the Thievish wife,
Being angry, wicked, disrespectful, go
Out of the body into hell below.
"They who are called the Friendly in this life,
Motherly, Sisterly, or Slavish wife,
By virtue and their long self-mastery
Pass into heaven when their bodies die"
(Cowell.The Jataka. Vol. II, p.240)

Whilst the Buddha was explaining these seven kinds of wives, Sujata attained
to the Fruit of the First Path; and when the Master asked to which class she belonged,
she answered, "I am a slave, Sir!" and respectfully saluted the Buddha and gained his
pardon.

3.4.4. An Example of a Female Human Character as a Constructive Force
where the Present Story is Important (No. 171 Kayana-Dhamma JAtaka)
This is the story of a deaf mother-in-law who turned her son-in-law into a
hermit. It is said that there was a squire in Savatthi, one of faith, a true believer, who
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had fled to the Three Refuges, and was endowed with the Five Virtues. One day he set
out, carrying all kinds of good food to offer, to listen to the Buddha at Jetavana.
At the same time, his wife's mother started to visit her daughter, and brought a
present of solid food and gruel. She was a little hard of hearing. After dinner, she fell
sleepy and talked to keep herself awake--"Well, and does your husband live happily
with you? Do you agree together?" "Why, mother, what a thing to ask! You could
hardly find a holy hermit who is so good and virtuous as he!" The good woman could
not understand well what her daughter said, but she caught the word "Hermit" and
cried, "Odear, why has your husband turned into a hermit!" Everybody who lived in
that house heard it, and cried, "The squire has turned hermit!" People heard the noise,
and a crowd gathered at the door to find out what was happening. "The squire who
lives here has turned hermit!" was all they heard.
The squire listened to the Buddha's sermon, and then left the monastery to
return to the city. Midway he met a man who cried, "Why, master, they do say you've
turned into hermit, and all your family and servants are crying at home!" Then these
thoughts passed through his mind. "People say I have turned a hermit when I have
done nothing of the kind. A lucky speech must not be neglected; this day a hermit I
must be." Then and there he turned right round, and went back to the Buddha. "You
paid your visit to me," the Buddha said, "and went away. What brings you back here
again?" The squire related the story, adding that, "A lucky speech, Sir, must not be
neglected. So here I am, and I wish to become a hermit." Then he received the lesser
and the greater orders, and lived a good life, and very soon he attained sainthood.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. II, p. 45)
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3.4.5. Discussion

In these four Jatakas, even in the present stories, the female characters play

important roles. The Buddha teaches the duties and responsibilities of a good wife
through Sujata. He shows the direction of those who defame him with the actions of
Cincamanavika.

He also implies that a man can obtain a monkhood through the

unintended goodwill of a female. Finally, even seduction of a nymph can bring forth
the positive effect of encouraging an ascetic to be earnest and strive for the goal.
Therefore, it is clear that there are not just misogynistic attitudes in the Jataka Stories.
On the contrary, with an open mind one will observe quite a balanced outlook on
females in the Jatakas.

3.5. A Comparison of Two Jitaka Stories
When reading the Jataka Stories, people generally tend to focus on what
happened to the Bodhisatta, but they seldom consider what happened to his
counterparts, the female characters. As female characters were involved in many of
the Jatakas, it is interesting to note the roles they play and how they have been
constructed in these stories.

I will conclude this chapter with a comparison of two

Jatakas, No. 536 and No. 546, where two extremes of totally negative and wholly
positive female characters will be compared.

3.5.1. No. 536 Kw;iila Jataka
In No. 536 Km:1fila Jataka, the stories of women's vices are narrated by the

Buddha through the voice of a bird named Kul).ala, " ... even when I was in an animal
form, I knew well the ingratitude, the wiles, the wickedness and immorality of
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women-folk, and at that time so far from being in their power I kept them under my
control." (Cowell,The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 223)
In this story, three birds, namely the bird KUQ.ala, the royal cuckoo
PUJ}l).amukha, and Ananda, the king of the vultures, and one ascetic, Narada (as
audience) tell stories of women's sexual misconducts. The bird KUQ.ala starts with
five stories.
"(Story 1) The bird KUQ.fila thus addressed ... "I have seen KUQ.fila,
her that had a double parentage and five husbands, and
whose affection was set upon a sixth man, a headless,
crippled draft."
In ancient story Ka.I).ha, it is said,
A single maid to princes five was wed,
Insatiate still she lusted for yet more
And with a hump-back dwarf she played the whore.
(Cowell,Tthe Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 225)
(Story 2) "I have seen ... the case of a female ascetic named
Saccatapavi, who dwelt in a cemetery and gave away even a
fourth meal. She sinned with a goldsmith.
(Cowell.The Jataka: Vol. V & VI. p. 225)

(Story 3) I witnessed too the case of Kakati, the wife of Venateyya,
who dwelt in the midst of the sea and yet sinned with
Natakuvera.
(Cowell,The Jataka.Vol.V & VI, p. 225)
(Story 4) I have seen the fair-haired Kurruigavi, how though in love
with Elakamara wined with Chajaiigakumara and
DhanantevasI.
(Cowell,The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 225)
(Story 5) This too was known to me, how the mother of Brahmadatta,
forsaking the king of Kosala, sinned with Paficalaca.I).9a.
(Cowell,The Jataka. Vol. V & VI. p. 225)
These and other women went wrong, and one should not put trust in
women nor praise them. As the earth is impartially affectionate
towards all the world, bearing wealth for all, a home for all sorts and
conditions of men (good and bad alike), all-enduring, unshaken,
immovable, so also is it with women (in a bad sense). A man should
not trust them." (Cowell,The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 225)
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After narrating these stories, the bird KUI).iila criticized women with the
following remarks, 'Like poisoned draught or robber fell, crooked as horn of stag,
Like serpent evil-tongued are they, as merchant apt to brag, Murderous as covered pit,
like Hell's insatiate maw are they, As goblin greed or like Death that carries all
away ... " (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p.226)
In the five stories about the misconduct of women there are no conclusive
endings or descriptions of what happened to them. The stories end abmptly as will be
here demonstrated,
"(Story 1) ... they all lost their passionate love for her. "Ah! Surely,"
they said, "Womankind is evil and vicious. Leaving men like
us, nobly born and blest by fortune, she goes wrong with a
disgusting, loathsome, hump-backed fellow like this. Who
that is wise will find any pleasure in consorting with women
so shameless and wicked as this?" ... we have had enough of
married life, and retired into the Himalayas ... at the end of
their life they fared according to their deeds.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 228)
(Story 2) ... he brought her into the city and cohabited with her. And
going to the drinking booth with her he himself took strong
drink and handed her over to his friends the worse for liquor.
She that other fellow lost his wager of a thousand crowns, she
was blest with numerous sons and daughters by the
goldsmith.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 229)
(Story 3) (see Jataka No. 327) ... When Na!akuvera, the minstrel took
his lute and going up the gaming board, and sang a song of
his story of reaching the island and falling in love with the
queen, the Garm;la king was ashamed and brought the queen
and gave her back to the king of Benares and left.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. ill & IV, p. 61)
(Story 4) E!akamara set off with Kurailgavi, and was established on
the throne of Kosala. A teacher sent by his father was
appointed as commander-in-chief, Chajaiigakumara.
Kurailgavi misconducted herself with him. The
commander-in chief had an attendant named
Dhanantevsi, and she went wrong with him too .....
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V &VI, p. 230)
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(Story 5) The mother saying she longed to see her son took leave of
the king of Kosala and set out for Benares. On her way, she
fell in love and misconducted with a certain handsome
Brahmin youth named Paficalac~<;ta. Very soon after this,
giving this or that reason for visiting her son, she took leave
of the king and in going and returning stayed a fortnight in
the same town, misconducting herself with her lover. So
wicked and false ... are women".
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V &VI, p. 231)
Then the bird Km;ifila told his friends that they should not keep four things in
their neighbour's household - an ox, a cow, a chariot and a wife,
"Ox, cow, nor car to neighbors lend,
Nor trust a wife to house of friend:
The car they break through want of skill,
The ox by over-driving kill.
The cow is over-milked ere long,
The wife in kinsman's house goes wrong".
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 232)
Furthermore, a number of stereotyped, highly negative conceptions of women are
recounted in this Jataka as follows,
''There are six things, . . . which under certain circumstances prove
injurious - a bow lacking its string, a wife living in a kinsman's
family, a ship, a car with a broken axle, an absent friend, and a wicked
comrade, under certain circumstances , prove injurious.
Verily on eight grounds, ... a woman despises her husband: for poverty,
for sickness, for old age, for drunkenness, for stupidity, for
carelessness, for attending to every kind of business, for neglecting
every duty towards her,- verily, on these eight grounds a woman
despises her lord. . ..
Verily on nine grounds does a woman incur blame: ...
Verily ... in forty different ways a woman makes up to a man. She
draws herself up, she bends down, she frisks about, she looks coy, she
presses together her finger tips, she plants one foot on the other, she
scratches the ground with a stick, she dances her boy up and down, she
plays and makes the boy play, she kisses and makes him kiss her, she
eats and gives him to eat, she either gives or begs something, whatever
is done she mimics, she speaks in a high or low tone, she speaks now
indistinctly, now distinctly, ...
Verily in these twenty-five ways .. .is a wicked woman to be known.
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Her husband's absence she approves, nor grieves should he depart, ...
Women that serve for man's delight let everyone distrust,
Fickle in heart they ever are and unrestrained in lust.
Ladies of pleasure fitly called , the basest of the base,
To all men such a common are as any bathing place".
(Cowell, the Jataka. Vol. V & VI, pp. 232-234)
Next, the bird Km;1ala recounts another three stories of queen KiQI.tara, the wife
of the king Benares who sinned with a loathsome, misshapen cripple (pp. 234-236),
Paii.capapa (Five Defects) who married two kings and sinned with a boatman (p. 237)
and the story of the wife of Brahmadatta, Piilgiyani who misconducted herself with a
royal horse attendant. At the end of these stories, the bird Km;iala enumerated the bad
qualities of women in the followmg way,
"Poor fickle creatures women are, ungrateful, treacherous they,
No man if not p<>_ssessed would design to credit aught they say.
Little reckon they of duty's call or plea of gratitude,
Insensible to parents' love and ties of brotherhood,
Transgressing every law of right, they play a shameless part,
In all their acts obedient to the wish of their own heart....
However long they dwell with him, though kind and loving he,
Tender of heart and dear to them as life itself may be,
In times of trouble and distress, leave him they will and must,
I for my part in womenfolk can never put my trust ....
Women are pleasure-seekers all and unrestrained in lust,
Transgressors of the moral law: in such put not your trust.
A wife may feign unbounded love before her husband's face;
Distrust her: women common are as any landing place." ...
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, pp. 240-241)
On hearing these words, Ananda, the vulture king, boasted that he too by his
own powers of knowledge would tell of women's faults as appear in the following
verses:
"Although a man with all this world contains of golden gear
Should hee'er endow of womenkind his heart may count most dear,
Yet, if occasion serves, she will dishonour him withalBeware lest thou into the hands of such vile wretches fall.
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Women are pleasure-seekers all and unrestrained in lust,
Transgressors of the moral law: in such put not your trust.
A wife may feign unbounded love before her husband,s face;
distrust her: women common are as any landing place....,,
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 241-242)
Narada the ascetic also spoke of women,s bad qualities and the destruction
they can cause for men,
"Women like flames devour their prey,
Women like floods sweep all away,
Women are pests, like thorns are they,
Women for gold oft go astray....
That man with net might catch the breeze,
Or single-handed able out seas,
Clap with one hand, who once should dare
His thoughts let range on woman fair.
A man may very famous be and wise,
Revered and honored in all people,s eyes,
Yet fall'n 'neath woman,s sway no more will shine
That moon eclipsed by Rahu's power malign.... "
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, pp. 242 -244)

3.5.2.

No. 546 The Mahaummagga Jitaka
Contrary to the K~ala Jataka, in No. 546 Maha-ummagga Jataka, the story of

a wise sage, Mahosadha, all the women are depicted in a virtuous light. First, there is
Udumbara or Queen Fig, who acted as the adopted sister of Mahosadha and looked
after his well-being. Then we see the lady Amara, a beautiful and wise girl, with all
the marks of good luck, who Mahosadha fell in love with at first sight and wedded.
Both of these women helped Mahosadha out in time of need, consoled and advised
him in time of trouble. Later in the story, when Mahosadha was planning to occupy
the enemy country, the rival king's mother, Queen Talata, the wife and consort,
Queen Nanda, and the daughter, Pancalacandi, did not do any harm to Mahosadha.
They even became loyal to him and thus strengthened the friendship between the two
countries.
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3.5.3. Discussion
An interesting point to note is that in these two stories is that when the

negative aspects of women are expounded, they are expressed through the words of a
third party, that is, through the mouths of the male birds. However, the good women
were portrayed through their deeds. Since all of the birds' narration of the misconduct
and misdeeds of women is all second-hand information, one must question how much
it can be trusted. 1brough the actions of constructive female forces, the Buddha
reinforced the attributes of good women.

Which are more convincing: words or

deeds? It is up to the reader to decide.

3.6. Women in the last ten Jataka Stories
Dr. Naomi Appleton· has pointed out that the names of the last ten Jataka tales
changed in different traditions. She also classified the kind of perfection sought after
in these ten stories (see Table 2). Based on this table I would like to add an extra
category including the important female characters and the role they played in helping
their companion, the Bodhisatta, in his attempt to attain these perfections.

(Table 1: Different names of the last ten Jatakas: from Appleton, 2008, p.153)
Fausboll'sedition

Burmese tradition

Thai Tradition

Mugapakkha
Mahajanaka
Sama
Nimi
Khandahala
Bhuridatta
Mahanaradakassapa
Vidhurapandita
Mahaummagga
Vessantara

Temiya
Janaka
Sama
Nemi
Mahosadha
Candakumara
Bhuridatta
Narada
Vidhura
Vessantara

Temiya
Janaka
Suvannasama
Nemi
Mahosadha
Bhuridatta
Candakumara
Narada
Vidhura
Vessantara

89
(Table 2: The perfections associated with the Mahaniata Jatakas: from Appleton, 2010, p. 75)

Thai
Associated
Perfections

Mahanipata
Order
(Thai trad.)
Temiya

nekkhamma

JAst
Reason for Story
about the great

NK:ii
Associated
Perfections
adhitthiina

(..;P";J

Associated
Perfections
adhittnana

nekkhamma

Janak.a

viriya

About the great

viriya

nekkhamma

Suvannasama

metta

about supporting
one's parents

Nemi

adhitthiina

abouta smile (but
ref. also to

IMetta

diina

Dana

nekkhamma)

Mahosadha

panfiii

about panfiii
perfection

pafifiii

Bhuridatta

sfla

sila

:li

Candakumara

khanti

about keeping the
uposatha
about Devadatta

diina

Dana

Narada

upekkha

about the
conversion of
Uruvela-Kassapa

Vidhura

sacca

about panfiii
perfection

Vessantara

diina

about a shower of diina
rain

51

IA= Jiitakatthavannana

52

NK = Nidiinakathii

51

CP = Canyapita
. - . ka

Pafifiii
Dana
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(Table 3: Researcher's addition of female characters and their contributions to the Bodbisatta)

Mahanipata
order
(Burmese
Translation)
Temiya

Janaka

Suvannasama

Nemi

Cowell, The
Jataka. Vol.
VI

Bunneft
associated
Perfections

No. 538
Muga-pakkha
Jataka,

nekkhomma

No. 539
Mahajanaka
Jataka

viriya

No. 540
Sama
Jataka

mettii

No. 541
Nemi
Jataka

adhitthiina

JA
reason for
story
about the
great
nekkhamma

about the
great
nekkhamma

Important
female
characters

Their contributions

l)White
Umbrella
celestial
(former
mother)
2) mother

adhitthana

1) mother

2) wife

(suggestion to
pretend to be deaf
and dumb)
(request kingship for
her son)
viriya (ran away to
raise the child)
(followed her
husband to the
forest)

about
supporting
one's parents

1) mother

About a
smile (but
ref. also to

1) celestial
beings

(recounted their
stories, their
offerings and gained
the present status)

Sacca

(said an oath to
regain her son's
eyesight and life)

nekkhamma)

Mahosadha

No. 546 The
Mahaummagga
Jataka

panfiii

about pafifiii
perfection

l)Amara
(wife)
2) UdumbaradevI
(sister)
3)BherI
(teacher)

(be a good, wise and
helpful wife)
(helped Mahosadha
in time of crisis)
(highlighted the
wisdom of
Mahosadha)

Bhuridatta

No. 543
Bhuridatta
Jataka

slla

about
keeping the

1) niga
queen

(Invited the
Bodhisatta to preach
in the niga world)

Candakumara

No. 542
the Khandahala
Jataka

khan ti

About
devadatta

1) Candi
(wife)

( asked to sacrifice
her life instead of her
husband)

Narada

No. 544
Mahanaradakas
sapa Jataka

upekkha

1) Ruja
about the
conversion of (daughter)
UruvelaKassapa

uposatha

(preached the right
kind of dhamma, and
her 7 former lives)

91
Vidhura

No. 545

sacca

Vidhura

Jataka

about paiiiiii 1) Naga
perfection
queen
Vimala
2) naga
princess

Vesslpltara

No. 547
Vessantara
Jataka

diina

About a
shower of
rain

1) queen
PhusstT
(mother)
2) Maddi
(wife)

(to hear the teaching
of the Bodhisatta,
she pretended to
long for the
Vidhura's heart)
(to lure the demon
Pulµ}.aka to fetch
Vidhura to the naga
world)
(helped every way to
her son)
(followed her
vanished husband
with two children
and served and
allowed him to offer
her)

3.7. Conclusion
By recounting the stories of so-called wicked women, the Buddha's intention
was to bring the straying monks back to theif senses. He did not have any direct
intention to hurt the women or fortify them into a historically inferior position. The
Buddha simply carried out his duty of harnessing the monks in order to establish a
stable religious institution.

By closely reading the endings of these stories, both

present and past, one will discover that as a result of this so-called 'wickedness' the
monks actually reach the restoration of the monkhood in the present stories and the
realization or understanding of their faults. If the ends justify the means, then the
assumption can be made that female characters are not as destructive as they might
appear at first glance. Moreover, in some cases the women are portrayed as so
virtuous that their male counterparts fall into shame in comparison. It is interesting to
note, however, that these negative portrayals of males have not led to a culture of
antagonism towards males.
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CHAPTER IV
WOMEN'S CONTRIBUTIONS TO BUDDIIlSM IN THE PAST AND THE
APPLICATION TO THE PRESENT SOCIETY
4.1. Different Roles Played by Female Characters in the Jataka Stories
Having already examined diverse portrayals of female characters in the Jataka
Stories in Chapter Three, this chapter will focus on categorizing the different roles
they played in these stories according to popular archetypes. Most of the prominent
female characters in the Jataka Stories play the role of wife to the protagonist, namely,
the Bodhisatta. However, there are also other important roles they occupy, either as
constructive or destructive forces, including mothers, daughters, sisters and other
beings such as celestial nymphs; she-demons, naga princesses and animals, such as
elephants, quails and insects to mention only a few.

4.1.1. Mothers
In the Buddha's former lives as the Bodhisatta, mothers played a prominent
role in supporting his well-being thus enabling his fulfillment of perfections . . These
mothers take many different forms ranging from tiny creatures like birds, to fierce
creatures like demons, to the noblest of human beings like the mother of Temiya.
Nevertheless, there is one feature common to all these mothers, namely their desire to
help their son achieve his aim in life.
Here the story of the she-demon in Jataka No. 432 Padakusalama.Qava Jataka
will be used as an opening to this topic. In this story a handsome young Brahmin was
seized by a she-demon who carried him to her cave. Experiencing the touch of the
Brahm.in she fell in love with him and instead of eating him, she married him.
Whenever she went anywhere, the she-demon would block the mouth of the cave with
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a large boulder for fear that her husband might escape. The pair lived together
happily and in due course gave birth to a son, the Bodhisatta. When the boy grew up,
the she-demon also put him under confinement together with his father. The boy
vowed to escape and return to the human world. The next day when they attempted to
run away, the she-demon caught them easily, but she forgave the pair out of love for
her son.
The boy considered that his mother must have a particular territory in which
to catch and eat humans. In order to successfully escape he must get beyond that
boundary. He told his mother that as her heir, he should know the extent of her
territory, and consequently she showed him the demarcated area. After a few days,
the father and the son fled again, this time making it past the river that bordered the
demon's territory.

The she-demon, upon learning that they had escaped again,

followed them to the river. When she met them she begged them to come back. The
boy explained that she was a demon and they were human, so they could not always
live together. When she realized that her child would leave her, the demon mother
taught him 'an invaluable charm' which would enable him to follow in the footsteps
of humans so that he could earn a living in the human world. The boy took the charm
and bid farewell to his mother. With a broken heart she fell down dead on the spot.
The Bodhisatta and his father made a funeral pile and burned her body. After
extinguishing the flames, they made offerings of various colored flowers, and with
weeping and lamentation returned to Benares. The story continues with their lives in
the human world.
In No. 538 Muga-Pakkha Jataka, the chief queen Candidevi, mother of

Temiya, failed in her efforts to make her son act so that he would not be determined a
cripple. Thus at the age of 16, Temiya was sentenced to be executed so that the
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kingdom would not fall into disaster. Hearing this news, the queen asked for her
son's pardon referring to the boon she was offered at childbirth. She negotiated until
her son was allowed seven days of kingship (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, pp. 7-8).
After the prince Temiya was allowed to rule the country for seven days, he was taken
to the charnel ground to be put to death. At last, as he was about to be killed, he

opened his mouth and discoursed on religion to the charioteer. However, the mother,
unaware of this fact, wallowed in sorrow when she saw the charioteer returning from
the charnel-ground: " ... my son is slain; yonder he lies ... Dumb, crippled- say, could
he not give one cry. As on the ground he struggled helplessly." (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. VI, p. 12) This display of sorrow and lamentation reveals a mother's heart
rending love for her child and rationalizes the pains she took to nurture her crippled
son.

In No. 539 Mahajanaka Jataka, a mal-intentioned prince rebelled against his
brother, the king, and killed him in order to usurp the throne. The king's chief queen
being with child fled from the city. Her son, the prince Mahajanaka, was brought up
without knowledge of his father, and when he came of age he demanded to go on a
trading voyage. His mother beseeched her son with the words, "Son, I did not come
empty-handed, I have a store of pearls and jewels and diamonds sufficient for gaining
the kingdom - take them and seize the throne; do not carry on trade." When the son
refused and requested half of the wealth for trading, the mother insisted, "My son ...
the sea has few chances of success and many dangers, - do not go, - you have ample
money for seizing the kingdom." (Cowell, the Jataka Vol. VI. P. 22). Here the
limitless love and care of the mother-figure, who always searches for the benefit and
safety of her child, is made obvious. In the end Mahajanaka is ship wrecked, and a
goddess brings him to his father's kingdom, where after answering some difficult
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questions, he marries the daughter of the usurper. By and by, he becomes an ascetic,
and is followed by his wife. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p.v)
In No. 540 Sama Jataka54, when Sama was shot by the king's poisoned arrow

and lay unconscious, everybody thought he was dead. Sama's parents, both blind,
were led to the scene by the king. Parika, mother of Sama, after a long lamentation,
decided to perform an Act of Truth to remove the poison:
"If it be true that in old days Sama lived always virtuously,
Then may this poison in his veins lose its full force and harmless be.
If in the old days he spoke the truth and nursed his parents night and day,
Then may this poison in his veins be overpowered and ebb away.
Whatever merit we have gained in former days, his sire and I,
May it overpower the poison's strength and may our darling son not die."
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 51)

At the end of her oath, Sama came back to his senses and they returned to the
hermitage. This story demonstrates how a mother can .save her dying son with the
power of truth and the merit she has accumulated.
In No. 547 Vessantara Jataka, Maddi grieved for the disappearance of her

children. When she came back from food gathering, their dwelling was abnormally
quiet and her daughter and son did not come forth to greet her as usual. Although she
asked the Bodhisatta the whereabouts of the children, the ascetic did not say a word
for fear of distressing her. Thus, MaddI went three times around their living area,
calling out and lamenting of their playful actions and her love for them. However, in
the end she was able to accept the loss when she realized it was for the sake of her
husband's greater goal of Buddhahood.

54

No. 540. Sama Jataka. A hunter's son marries a hunter's daughter, and both become ascetics. The
wife becomes pregnant without human intercourse, and bears a son. The parents are both blinded by a
snake, and the son attends upon them. A king, coming out to hunt sees the lad and shoots him with an
arrow; but on learning of his dutiful affection he repents, and attends upon the parents himself. The
boy is miraculously cured and the parents recover their sight. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p.v)
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In No. 417 Kaccani Jataka, both the stories of present and past were about a

son who took care of his mother. Initially, the son's wife got along well with his
mother-in-law but later changed her actions thinking she had won his favor. In the
present story the son is looked after by his mother after the death of the father. The
mo~her

insisted that her son should get married and found a wife for him. The wife

observed her husband taking great care of his mother and so followed her husband's
example.

Later, the son noticed that his wife attended on his mother, and thus

bestowed favor on his wife. The wife became complacent that her husband was now
devoted to her and began to pay less and less respect to the mother-in-law. The
husband got angry and asked his wife to leave so that he could take care of his
mother. The wife was shocked and repented for her wrong doing. The story ends up
with the daughter-in-law again taking good care of the mother. When this story was
narrated to the Buddha, the Lord revealed the past story where the son asked the
mother to leave the house as he believed his wife. Later when the daughter-in-law
'

·

conceived a baby and when the child was born, the wife confirmed that the mother-inlaw was such an evil witch that while staying with them they could not have children.
The old woman heard that the son's birth was thought to be due to her leaving the
house and she thought, "Surely Right must be dead in the world: if it were not so,
these people would not have got a son and a comfortable life after beating and casting
out their mother: I will make an offering for the dead Right."

When she was

performing the ritual of the death of Right, the Bodhisatta as Sakka, king of heaven,
came down disguised as a Brahmin and asked the woman what was the matter.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. ID, p. 255) When Sakka threatened that he would take the
son and his family away, the mother got worried and asked him to spare them. Then,
Sakka told the old lady not to be afraid. With his power, the son and daughter-in-law
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would come for forgiveness and take her back with them. The family thus asked and
obtained her pardon for their offenses. She in return welcomed her grandson and they
all went home in delight and thenceforth dwelt together happily.

(Cowell, The

Jataka. Vol. ID, p. 256).
In No.408 Kumbhakara Jataka, the Bodhisatta supported his wife and children

by his potter's handicraft. One day, after listening to the discourses given by four
Pacceka Buddhas, he became disinclined to the householder's life. He told his wife
to look after the children as he would live a religious life. The wife, however, also
wanted to do so. Thus, she said she would fetch water first while her husband was
attending the children. She went away to see the ascetics outside the town and was
ordained by them. The Bodhisatta finding that his wife did not return had to raise the
children himself until they could fend for themselves.

Then he set out for an

ordained life. One day he bumped into his wife, who saluted him and asked whether
he had killed the children. The Bodhisatta replied that he hadn't killed the children,
instead he reared them until they could take care of themselves. He told his wife that
seeing as she hadn't shared in her mother's duty of looking after their children, they
did not have any reason to meet and each should follow what they were seeking.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. ID, pp. 228-231)
In Jataka No. 269 Sujata Jataka, the Bodhisatta was born as the son of

Brahmadatta, the King of Benares. When he grew up he received his education at
Takkasila, and after the death of his father, became king and ruled in righteousness.
His mother, the queen, was a passionate woman, cruel, harsh, shrewish and illtongued. The son wished to admonish his mother but was afraid to do something so
disrespectful, so he kept on the lookout for the chance of dropping a hint.
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One day while the Bodhisatta was walking with his mother, a blue jay bird
screeched on the road. The people around stopped their ears, crying "What a harsh
voice, what a shriek! -Don't make that noise!" Another time, when the Bodhisatta
was walking through the park with his mother, a cuckoo, perched amid the thick
leaves of a Sala tree, sang with a sweet note. All the bystanders were delighted by the
sound, clasping their hands and praising the bird's beautiful voice.
Here the Bodhisatta got his chance to drop a hint to the queen-mother.
"Mother," he said, "when they heard the jay's cry on the road, everybody stopped their
ears, and called out--Don't make that noise! And stopped up their ears: for harsh
sounds are liked by nobody." Yet when the cuckoo sang, its soft voice was pleasant to
the ear. Therefore your voice should be gentle and sweet. This is an example of a son
admonishing his mother in the J_ataka literature.
In Jataka No. 222 Cfila-Nandiya Jataka, the Bodhisatta was a Monkey named

Nandiya, or Jolly, and his youngest brother was named Cula-Nandiya, or Jollikins.
The two brothers dwelt in the Himalaya region. They led a group of eighty thousand
monkeys, and had a blind mother in their home to care for. They left their mother in
the bushes to gather wild fruit, which they sent back home to her. However, the
messengers did not deliver the fruit and the mother became very thin because of lack
of food. When the monkey brothers learnt of this, they decided to leave the group and
tend to their mother instead.
At that time a Brahmin was returning to his home from his studies. Knowing
his pupil was harsh, cruel, and violent, the teacher had warned him not to do what he
would afterwards repent. The Brahmin went back to Benares, got married and settled
down, and because he could not find any other means to earn a living he became a
hunter.

One day as he was returning home without any gain that day, he saw the
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mother monkey.

As he was about to shoot her down, the elder brother told his

younger brother to take care of their mother as he would give his life to save their
mother. Despite the monkey's pleas for his mother's life, the hunter did not listen and
instead he shot all three of them. When he got home he found that his family had been
hit by a thunderbolt and he himself was swallowed down to hell.
In No. 61 Asatamanta Jataka, a portrait of two contrasting mothers emerges.
One mother fabricated a plan to teach her son about the wickedness of women so that
he would decide upon the ascetic life. The other was the mother of the Brahmin's
teacher who became prey to lust. In this story, the Bodhisatta was born to a Brahmin
family in Benares. When he was sixteen, his parents asked him to choose between the
ascetic life and the lay life. The son opted for lay life and thus the parents sent him to
study in Takkasila under a famous teacher.
When he finished his education and returned home, his parents still wished
him to become an ascetic. His mother hoped that the teacher had taught her son about
the wickedness of sex and so asked him whether or not he had learnt Dolor Text.
Upon hearing that he hadn't, she asked him to go back to his master.
Now his master too had a mother, an old woman of a hundred and twenty
years of age. When the young pupil explained what his mother urged him to learn,
the master realized the underlying intention and promised to teach him the Dolor
Text, but in return he must attend to the master's mother. He instructed the pupil thus,
"You shall take my place about my mother, and with your own hands wash, feed and
look after her. As you rub her hands, feet, head and back, be careful to exclaim, 'Ah,
Madam! If you are so lovely now you are so old, what must you not have been in the
heyday of your youth!' And as you wash and perfume her hands and feet, burst into
praise of their beauty. Further, tell me without shame or reserve every single word my
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mother says to you. Obey me in this, and you shall master the Dolor Texts. Disobey
me, and you shall remain ignorant of them forever."
The youth followed suit and it turned out that the old lady thought he had
fallen in love with her.

As her passion grew the pupil asked her to kill her son

because he was afraid of his master. After checking her destiny and realizing that she

-

would die on that very day, the master instructed his pupil to cut a wooden figure
about his size and disguise it to be himself sleeping on his bed, then to give an axe to
his mother and ask her to chop off her son's head. The old lady beseeching the youth
not to forsake her after removing her son, took the axe and chopped off the head. The
axe got stuck on the log and upon learning that she had been betrayed, the elderly
mother fell dead.
The master gave a ·proper funeral to his mother and explained to the Brahmin
youth that there was no such separate passage as the 'Dolor Text'. The youth's
mother's intention was for her son to learn about the wickedness of women. As a
result of witnessing the lustful and vile nature of women for himself, the youth
declared that he would renounce the world and become an ascetic. It can therefore be
seen that even the love of a mother for her son can still be susceptible to the
corrupting influence of passion. Or if the text is understood with a view to its didactic
purpose, the message is portrayed through the Buddha's depiction of women in an
evil role. Without such didactic tools, young men, such as the Brahmin youth in this
case, would not feel any revulsion towards the worldly life and would not be inclined
to pursue the holy life.
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4.1.1.1. Discussion
One thing that must be borne in mind when reading the Jiitaka texts, or any
Buddhist literature for that matter, is that these texts are intended to be teaching aids
used to express a specific message. Therefore the .characterization and portrayal of
characters may not necessarily be strictly realistic. Rather the intention is to capture
the desired meaning in a way that may be easily understood and recognized by the
reader. Hence, the role of women, and in this case mothers, is more metaphorical than
realistic with the use of symbolism and archetypes being an important allegorical tool.
This idea is also shared by Ohnuma who wrote that,
" ... the ordinary mother who loves her children become a symbol of delusion,
while the mother who turns her back on motherhood and forsakes all motherlove becomes a symbol of enlightenment.. ..on the one hand, mother-love is
the most appropriate metaphor for positive qualities such as loving-kindness
and compassion; on the other hand, the only wa~ to extend this metaphor to
the most highly valued state of detached equanimity is to cite the example of a
mother who has no anxiety about an adult son managing his own affairs arguably the weakest and most attenuated form of mother-love."(Ohnuma,
Mother-Love and Mother-Grief, p. 101)
The mother's love in some of these stories even ends up with death and revenge.
Tiris may be because the Jataka Stories are a eollection of stories mostly intended for
lay people and they are more like folktales than serious Buddhist teachings.
However, in the case of many lay people or those who are Buddhist by birth but do
not have any strong religious inclination, folktales are a more accessible form of
teaching than profound discourses on the nature of Dhamma. As a result, these stories
have touched the hearts of readers more than any other Buddhist scriptures.
The mutual care between mother and child, the bond between them and the
responsibility to look after one's parents are demonstrated in the Jataka Stories with
the great example of the monkey brothers CUla-Nandiya (Jollikins) and the elephant.
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The timeless conflicts between mother and daughter-in-law are told in a lighter
manner.

In real life not all mothers are perfect. This reality is also expressed in the
Jataka Stories where we see a vulgar mother being taught by her son to be civilized by
comparing two birds of harsh voice and sweet songs. And there is also the story
where the mother just abandoned her children in order to fulfill her own desire to live
the holy life.
The tension between good and bad mothers becomes serious in the
Asatamanta Jataka. Why are these two contrasting portrayals of mothers, one who
urges her son to renounce the world and the other, who overcome by lust, plans to kill
her own son, put into one story in which both of the sons renounced the world? One
may suppose that the Buddha's intention is to encapsulate both the purity and
impurity of human nature within the one story. On the one hand, woman is portrayed
as wicked and lustful, but on the other hand, without the virtuous intention of the
youth's mother to guide her son to the holy life, there would have been no opportunity
for woman's wiCkedness to become exposed. Here the mother figure is portrayed in
terms of this dichotomy roles as a didactic tool, demonstrating the need to both pay
respect to the mother but also to be aware that no-one is perfect and can fall prey to
negative emotions.
Nurturing and looking after the well-being of their son, especially the
Bodhisatta, is probably the greatest responsibility of the mother-figures in the last ten
Jataka Stories.
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4.1.2. Wives
In general, wives are the most prominent female characters who represent

constructive forces in the Jataka Stories, such as the wife who saves the life of her spouse
in No.267 Kaka!a Jataka.

In the present story, the land owner's wife tried to save her

husband from the hands of a bandit. She protested that if he killed her husband for want
of her, she would rather kill herself by taking poison or suffocating. So, the bandit let her
go and the couple escaped. In the past story, the Bodhisatta was the head of a herd of
elephants and his mate saved him from the claws of a great crab. A similar story appears
in No. 359

Suv~amiga

Jataka, wherein the present story a maiden of Jetavana

converted her husband and in-laws to Buddhism with her gentle and due services and in
the past story where a stag caught in a snare was released from death by the devotion of
his doe mate.

There are many wives such as MaddI, Amara, SivalI, PubbavatI,

UmmadantI, Sambula who play constructive forces in the Bodhisatta's journey on the
path to perfection, in Jatakas No. 547, 546, 539, 531, 527 and 519 respectively.
On the Bodhisatta's path to perfection, the wives tend to bear the burden and
hardship of life. The best illustrations of this are MaddI, the wife of Vessantara (No.
547. Vessantara Jataka), and Queen SivalI, the wife of Mahajanaka (No.
539.Mahajanaka Jataka).
Maddi, the wife of Vessantara, was Vessantara's cousin and married him
when he reached the age of sixteen. Vessantara had attained mastery of all sciences
was bestowed with the kingdom. They had two children, Prince Jali and Princess
Kruµtajina.

Vessantara was devoted to the perfection of generosity. (Cowell, The

Jataka. Vol. VI, p.252)
When Vessantara gave away the royal elephant to the Kali, he was thus
banished by his own people to the forest. Maddi was given the choice as what to do
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with her life. The first choice came from her husband, Vessantara, who said to her:
"Be kind, 0 Maddi, to thy sons, thy husband's parents both, to him who will thy
husband be, do service, nothing loth. And if no man should wish to be thy husband,
when I'm gone, go seek a husband for thyself, but do not pine alone." (Cowell, The
Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 257)
Maddi replied, "My king, that thou alone shouldst fare: Whatever journey thou
shalt go, I also will be there. Give me the choice to die with thee, or live from thee
apart. Death is my choice, unless I can live with thee where thou art.... So with my
boys I'll follow thee, wherever thou mayst lead, Nor shalt thou find me burdensome
or difficult to feed." (Cowell, The !ataka. Vol. VI, p. 257)
Even though Maddi was released by her husband and allowed to take another
man, Maddi still opted for deatl~ rather than being parted from her husband. She stated
that she would not be a burden to him, and indeed later in the story it is seen that she
was the sole provider for the whole fainily.
The second choice came from Maddi's mother-in-law.

The queen was

worried how such a tender princess could endure the hardship of the forest (Cowell,
The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 259). So, when Vessantara bid farewell to his parents, his
mother asked him to leave Maddi and the children behind.

To this, Vessantara

replied: "Even a slave against her will, I would not take away: But if she wishes, let
her come; if not, then let her stay." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 262)
The third choice came from her father-in-law. On hearing his son's words the
King tried to persuade Maddi to remain behind with children, comparing the comfort
of the palace with the hardship she would face in the forest. To this Maddi replied that
she would accept all the hardship willingly as she had already resolved to go. She
uttered in verse,
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''Though all the hill and forest grass, through clumps of bulrush reed,
With my own breast I'll push my way, nor will complain indeed.
She that would keep a husband well must all her duties do;
Ready to roll up balls of dung, ready for fasting too ...
The wife who shares her husband's lot, be it rich or be it poor,
Her fame the very gods do praise, in trouble she is sure ...
When the great lord of Sivi goes forth to banishment,
I will go with him; for he gives all joy and all content."
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 263)
When the king asked MaddI to leave her children at the palace in the care of
their grandparents, Maddi answered that her children, Jali and KaQhajina, were most
dear to her heart and that they would dwell in the forest with her. She showed all
respect to her husband's parents and bid farewell to others urging not to feel sorry for
them. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 264)
From the very beginning, it is clear that MaddI made her own choice whether
to follow her husband or to remain behind in the palace. The situation is not at all
congruent with Komvipa Boonsue's accusation that Maddi was treated like a material
object.

In fact, considering the social context of ancient India at that time, the

freedom of choice offered to Maddi was indeed unusually progressive.
Along the journey to the forest, the caring attitude of Vessantara is evident.
When they reached the place where they had to leave the carriage and go on foot, the
Bodhisatta said to Maddi: "Maddi, you take Ka.Q.hajina, for she is light and young, But
Jali is a heavy boy, so I'll bring him along." So saying Vessantara carried his boy and
Maddi her daughter, and they went on the journey talking together on the road in joy
and all content.' (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 266) This information challenges the
hardcore feminist accusation that Vessantara was not a caring husband.
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When they were settled in the forest, the productive and reproductive duties
(to use Collin's term) of gathering and producing food and looking after children were
carried out solely by Maddi. The cares and worries of Maddi as a wife and mother are
vividly portrayed in the nightmare she had the night before Jiijuka arrived to ask for
the children. She recounted her dream and sought comfort from her husband, who,
even though he knew what would happen, tried to console her.

Another interesting

question is why did Vessantara lie to Maddi? We can suppose that perhaps he did not
want her to suffer and that he hoped to lessen the burden of her sorrow by keeping her
in the dark as to the truth of the situation.
The following day when Maddi went into the forest in search of food, bad
omens manifested in her dropping the spade and basket, the trees bearing no fruits and
her own state of great distress. Also when it was time for her to return home, wild
beasts stopped her way home. Maddi lamented and prayed to the gods with an Oath of
Truth:" ... I am a banished prince's wife, a prince of glory fair; As Sita did for Rama,
so I for my husband care. . . . So Jali and Ka.I).hajina be given once more to me!"
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 288).
When the gods realized it was time to let her go the beasts disappeared. As
Maddi neared their hut, where the children usually came to welcome her, she cried out
loud and went to Vessantara and asked about their children. But the Bodhisatta did
not say a word. Once again she went searching for the children by the light of the
moon at the place where they used to play, trembling and weeping. (Cowell, The
Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 290)
As she could not find them once again she asked the Bodhisatta. Still there
was complete silence from him. So she went searching again. After three rounds of
search she had traveled about fifteen leagues and it was near dawn. She went back to
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her husband and lamenting, fell down upon the earth. Thinking she was dead, the
Bodhisatta pulled her in his arms and sensing she was still alive, sprinkled some water
on her. When she came back to her senses, he explained that he gave away the
children to a Brahmin who came begging for them. It was a greater gift than giving
away cattle, wealth or grain. This gift of children was commended by the miracle of
the earth rumbling. Therefore, Maddi should rejoice in his great act of generosity.
(Cowell, TheJataka. Vol. VI, pp. 290- 292)
At this point, Sakka disguised as a Brahmin, came to test the Bodhisatta by
asking for his wife. To this the Bodhisatta did not reply but thought - "Yesterday I
gave away my children to a Brahmin, how can I give Maddi to you and be left alone
in the forest!" Then he remarked,
''The face of Maddi did not frown, she did.not chafe or cry,
But looked on silent, thinking, He knows best the reason why.
'Both Jali and KaQ.hajina I let another take,
And Maddi my devoted wife, and all for wisdom's sake.
Not hateful is my faithful wife, nor yet my children are,
But perfect knowledge, to my mind, is something dearer far."
Madill looked up at Vessantara and said:
"From maidenhead I was his wife, he is my master still:
Let him to whom so he desire or give, or sell, or kill."
Then Sakka, seeing her excellent resolution, gave her praise and gave the Bodhisatta
boons. From then on Vessantara and Maddi lived happily together in a hermitage
given to them by Sakka. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, pp. 293 - 295)

Queen Sivali, the wife of Mahijanaka, was born to Polijanaka, the brother
and murderer of Mahajakana's father. SivalI was the only child and on his death-bed
her father told his ministers to give his kingdom to the man who could please his
daughter and also knew the head of the square bed, or could string the bow which

108

required the strength of a thousand men or draw out the sixteen great treasures.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 24)
When Mahajanaka was found in the garden (after being shipwrecked and
swimming across the ocean for seven days), he was taken to the palace. Even though
the princess SivalI sent a courtier to summon him, Mahajakana pretended not to hear.
Only after the third time, he went up to the palace at his own pace. But when he drew
near, the princess could not stand still and gave him her hand to lean on. When asked
about the instructions left by the late king, the kingdom was to be given to the one
who could please the princess SivalI. Mahajanaka said 'The princess SivalI gave me
her hand to lean on as I came near: I have therefore succeeded in pleasing her; tell me
something else." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 34)
Next, when Mahajanaka could answer the quizzes and bring out the treasure,
the royal marriage was held. The kingdom was ruled fairly and a royal son was born.
One day Mahajanaka saw two mango trees, one with ripe fruits was destroyed and the
other which bore no fruit survived well. He was therefore moved to the decision to
lead a religious life. He left for the Himalayas to become an ascetic. Queen SivalI
tried in many ways to stop him. However, two ascetics Narada and Migajina
encouraged the king to strive for his goal. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 34)
Mahajanaka tried in many ways to persuade SivalI to leave him, but she did not listen
and kept on following him. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 36) In the dark forest, the
Bodhisatta cut a stalk of mufija grass and said to her: "See, SivalI, this stalk cannot be
joined again, so our relationship can never be joined again," and he repeated this half
stanza, "Like to a mufija reed full-grown, live on 0 Sivali, alone." (Cowell, The
Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 37) SivalI was shocked to hear this and fainted. The Bodhisatta,
perceiving that she was unconscious, ran into the forest, carefully destroying his
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footsteps. When the ministers came they brought the queen back to her senses. As
there was no trace of the Bodhisatta, queen SivalI lamented and could do nothing but
go home. She built some pagodas where he had stood and offered worship with
flowers and perfumes, and returned.

4.1.2.1. Discussion
Boonsue described MaddI as an object under the man's control, whose
feminine morality was to be tested, (Boonsue, 1989, pp.35-37) whereas Rita Gross
completely ignores MaddI. However, Dr. Suwanna questions ''Why do women rarely
get credit for their work and support? Why is MaddI not considered a Bodhisatta too?
What does that omission imply?"ss From my personal perspective, MaddI as a wife
and a mother had her own plights and choices to make. She chose to follow her
husband and served him with loving care. She experienced the delight of rearing her
children and the distress of being separated from them. She also rejoiced when she
learned the greater cause of her husband. MaddI is not an object, but the subject of
her own choice and at the same time the partner in perfection of the Bodhisatta.
Queen SivalI is a role model of devotion and fidelity to her husband. In
tenaciously following her husband she was in fact the usher who prevented her
husband from going astray. He had to pursue renunciation in order to escape from his
wife in the present circumstance, and in order to escape from saD sara at length.

4.1.3. Daughters
There are not many in:lportant examples of women playing the role of daughter
in the Jatak:a Stories. However, in No. 544 Mahanaradak:assapa Jatak:a, there is Ruja,
ss Sanitsuda Ekachai. (2001). ''Madsi: A female Bodhisatta" in Keeping the Faith: Thai Buddhism at
the Crossroads. Post Books. Bangkok. p. 199.
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the daughter of King Atigati, who tried to persuade her father to renounce his wrong
views. Her father, King Atigati was instructed by the ascetic Kassapa-gotta that there
are no fruits of action, be it good or bad; there is no other world than this, no strength,
no courage: all beings are predestined and follow their course like the ship her stem.
King Atigati was convinced that the doctrine was correct, and resolved to find delight
only in pleasure. He gave orders that he should not be disturbed in his palace and his
ministers should look after the kingdom. After fourteen days passed in this manner,
Ruja dressed herself splendidly and went to her father. She asked for one thousand to

be given the next day to

mendic~~·

The king refused his daughter's request. While

he denied his daughter no pleasure or luxury, he protested that she had already spent
too much money on charity and wasted too much energy in keeping fasts.
Ruja was amazed at first. Then she told her father that the king's ministers
were fools because they did not reckon the whole of their past, but remembered only
one or two births. Whereas she herself remembered seven births: in one she was a
smith in Rajagaha and committed adultery, but that sin remained hidden, like fire
covered with ashes, and she was born as a rich merchant's only son in KosambI.
Then she engaged in good works, but, because of previous deeds, she was born after
death in the hell realms and then as a castrated goat in Bhel)l).akata. In her next birth
she was a monkey, and then an ox among the Dasal)l).as, then a hermaphrodite among
the Vajjians, and later a nymph in TavatiIµsa.

Once more her good deeds came

around, and hereafter she would be born only among gods and men. Seven births
hence she would be a male god in TavatiIµsa, and even now the god Java was
gathering a garland for her.
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All night she preached in this way to her father, but he remained unconvinced.
At that time the Bodhisatta was a Brahma named Narada Kassapa, who, surveying the
world, saw Ruja and .Ailgati engaged in conversation. He therefore appeared in the
guise of an ascetic, and .Ailgati went out to greet and consult him. The ascetic praised
goodness, charity, and generosity. .Ailgati laughed, and asked for a loan which he
would repay twice over in the next world, as the ascetic seemed so convinced that
there was one. Narada told him of the horrors of the hell in which Ailgati would be
reborn unless he mended his ways, and mentioned to him the names of former kings
who attained to happiness through good lives. The king at last saw his error and
determined to choose new friends. Narada Kassapa revealed his identity and left in

all majesty. (Dictionary of Pali Proper Names, Vol. I, pp. 518-519) This story clearly
shows the potential of females as a constructive force capable of upholding the
beacon of virtue even when the male counterpart has fallen into vice.

4.1.3.1. Discussion
Ruja was the only person who dared to advise her father, the king, who had
gone astray through bad influence. She displayed her wisdom and understanding of
kamma (karma) by recalling her previous seven lives and the consequences of good
and bad actions. Whereas in general daughter characters in the Jataka Stories tend to
come off in a negative light, such as the daughter who cheated her father to go away
with her lover56, the stupidity of a daughter who caused her mother's death57 , a father's

56

51

No. 262 Mudu-Pani Jiitaka
No. 45 Rohini Jiitaka. Rohini, a maid-servant was asked by her mother to drive the flies off her and
she stuck her mother with a pestle and killed her.
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worry to test the virtue of his daughter58 and a father who chose husbands for his
daughters59, Ruja's story alone can refute the outlook that a daughter is inferior to a
son and can have no share in important family affairs or national welfare.

4.1.4. Others
In the Jataka Stories, there are still many other female characters that played
prominent roles although there is no direct familial relationship to the Bodhisatta.
These characters come in the form of humans, nymphs, celestial beings, demons,
nagas (giant serpents), and a myriad of different creatures from the animal kingdom.
They play a variety of different roles, such as teachers, helpers, troublemakers,
temptresses, and so on.
In No. 546 the Maha-Dmmagga Jataka, one of the final ten Jatakas, the female
ascetic BherI was the king's teacher and was responsible for rescuing the Bodhisatta,
Mahosadha, from the king's anger, which was caused by the queen who had illinformed the king out of spite. Once the matter had been settled the ascetic BherI
raised the question of

Dakarakkhasa as follows, ""If there were seven of you

voyaging on the ocean, and a demon seeking for a human sacrifice should seize the
ship, in what order would you give up the others and save yourself from the waterdemon ?" To this the king replied, "First I would give my mother, next my wife, next
my brother, fourth my friend, fifth my Brahmin, sixth myself, but I would not give up
Mahosadha."

Finally, in front of an audience, the king revealed all his secrets and

his respect to the great wisdom of Mahosadha. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, pp. 240
-245)

58

No. 217 Seggu Jataka. A daughter was tested by her father , ..

59

No. 200 Sadhusila Jataka. Four daughters are given husbands by their father ...
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In No. 539 Mahajanaka Jataka, a goddess named MaDimekhala was appointed
guardian of the sea to protect those who possess virtues, such as reverence for their
mothers and the like. After seven days of neglecting her duty, she looked and saw
Majanaka struggling in the sea. Thus she was responsible not only for rescuing him,
but also for allowing him to build up the perfection of perseverance throughout the
seven days that she neglected her duty of watching over the sea. (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. VI, pp. 22-24)
In No. 538 Muga-pakkha Jataka, when the baby prince Temiya recalled his
former births and became frightened of kingship, a goddess who dwelt in an umbrella,
and who happened to be his mother in a previous birth suggested that he pretend to be
deaf, dumb and crippled. Through her advice, the prince Temiya could implement the
perfection of determination. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 3)
It is narrated in No. 436 Samugga Jataka that one day an Asura demon saw an

exceedingly beautiful woman of Kasi on her way back from her parents' house. He
fell in love and made her his wife. Thenceforth he brought her food, fruits and clothes
and kept her safe in a box which he swallowed, so he could guard her in his belly.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. ID & IV, p. 314).
One day he wished to bathe, so he took her out and let her enjoy herself in the
open air. At this time the son of Vayu, who was a magician, was walking through the

air. When she saw him, she signaled to him and put him in the box. Then she also got
· in the box and laid over the magician, wrapping her garment about him. When the
Asura came he didn't consider examining the box thinking there was only the woman
inside. He thus swallowed the box and set out for his cave. On the way the Asura
stopped to pay respect an ascetic. The ascetic, knowing that there were two people in
the demon's belly, greeted three people. (Cowell. The Jataka. Vol. ill & IV, p. 314).
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The Asura was puzzled, so he inquired as to the meaning of the holy ascetic's
greeting. The ascetic replied, ''Thyself and thy dear wife are twain, be sure; Enclosed
within a box she lies secure: Safe-guarded ever in thy belly, she with Vayu's son doth
sport her merrily". The Asura was frightened to learn this and threw up the box only
to find that his wife adorned as a bride was merrily disporting with Vayu' s son. When
the box was opened the magician muttered a spell and seizing his sword sprang up
into the air. On seeing this, the Asura disparaged women, claiming that to try to
satisfy their needs necessarily ends in shame. Whatever man chose to shun the path of
womankind would live happily, free from all sorrow and would find true bliss in
solitude. (Cowell. The Jataka. Vol. ID & IV, p. 315).

In No. 263 Cula-Palobhana Jataka a dancing girl taught the king's son the

joy of love but seduced a hermit. In this story, the Bodhisatta was born as the son of
Brahmadatta, the king of Benares. The Bodhisatta was very intent on meditation and
refused to have any interaction with females. When he came of age the king worried
that as his son enjoyed no pleasure, there would be no one to inherit his throne. A
young dancing girl offered to allure the prince and make him love her. The king
promised that if she could do so, his son would be king and she would be his chief
queen. By and by desire arose in the young prince and he resolved not to let anyone
take this woman. He took out his sword and chased after men. So he was caught and
banished from the city along with the girl. Together they journeyed to the jungle and
settled down at a place with the river on one side and the sea on the other. One day,
when he was away in search of fruits, a hermit from an island in the sea saw smoke
and came down for alms. The woman asked the ascetic to wait and seduced him. The
ascetic was shaken out from his mystic trance and was unable to leave her. When the
Bodhisatta came, he tried to run off but fell into the sea. The Bodhisatta thought,
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"This man is doubtless an ascetic who came here through the air, and now that his
trance is broken, he has fallen into the sea. I must go help him." (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. II, p. 228) When the ascetic heard these words, he stood up in the midst of the
sea, and resuming his interrupted trance, rose through the air, and went away to his
dwelling place. The Bodhisatta in his desire to attain the mystic trance, renounced the
woman and cultivated the Faculties and the Attainments, and became destined for the
world of Brahma. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. II, p. 229)

In No. 491 Maha-Mora Jataka a peahen is utilized by a hunter to lure a
golden peacock. In this story, the Bodhisatta was born as a holy peacock of goldcolor in the Himalayas, who chanted a prayer morning and evening to protect himself.
A hunter who lived in the forest caught sight of the peacock, but could not succeed in
catching him. Nearing the time of death, he told his son about the existence of the
golden peacock. One day the chief queen Khema of the king of Benares dreamed of a
golden peacock preaching the Law. When she awoke, she told the king that she had a
craving to hear the preaching of a golden peacock and if not she would die. (Cowell,
The Jataka. Vol. N, p. 211)
Although the king asked all the hunters to search for the golden peacock,
nobody succeeded and the queen died. Out of anger, the king created a story to be
written on a golden plate "that in the fourth range of Himalaya lives a golden peacock,
and they who eat his flesh will be ever young and immortal." The king buried this
golden plate in his treasury and afterwards died. The successor kings who read the
inscription on the plate had a desire to be immortal and sent a hunter to catch the
golden peacock. In this manner six kings succeeded and passed away, six hunters
died unsuccessful in the Himalayas. The seventh hunter, sent by the seventh king,
was unable to catch the bird for seven years.

So he watched the bird, and saw him
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reciting his prayer for protection morning and evening. He thought, "It is the power of
his holiness, and of the protecting charm, which makes his feet never to catch in my
snare." Having come to this conclusion the hunter caught a peahen and sent her to
sing and dance before the golden peacock when he recited his charm. On hearing the
peahen's

so~g,

the golden peacock instantly became sick with lust and was unable to

recite his protecting charm. Making all haste towards the peahen his feet were caught
by the hunter's snare. When the hunter saw the golden peacock struggling in the
snare, he felt sorry for it and felt remorse that he had hurt the virtuous creature just for
the reward from the king. He therefore decided to free the peacock and later lived the
ascetic life. The hunter attained realization and asked by an Act of Truth set all
creatures free. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. N, pp.213 - 215)
No. 96 Telapatta Jataka relates the tale of the ogresses who tempted a

prince and his followers. In this story, the Bodhisatta was the youngest of King
Brahmadatta's hundred sons. He was propositioned that if he could travel from
Gandhara toTakkasila within seven days he would become king there. But the road
going there was dangerous, because ogresses created good dwelling places and
seduced wayfarers. Those who fell prey were fired to lust by the charm of their
beauty. After that the ogresses slayed them and ate them. The Bodhisatta set out on
the journey together with five of his servants. The ogresses sat waiting by the way in
their villages and managed to lure the Bodhisatta's five companions with sweet
smells, melodious music, good food and soft beds. Only the Bodhisatta managed to
resist the temptation. One of the ogresses followed him, promising herself that for all
his stem resolution she would succeed in devouring him.
When they reached Takkasila, the Bodhisatta entered a Rest-house and sat down.
Because of the Bodhisatta's power of purity, the ogress could not enter after him, so
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she arrayed herself in divine beauty and stood on the threshold. The King of
Takkasila, passing by on his way to his pleasure garden, was snared by her loveliness.
The king asked his attendant whether she had a husband. The ogress replied that her
husband was sitting inside, but the Bodhisatta warned that she was an ogress who had
eaten his friends.

The king was unconvinced and occupied her as a royal perquisite.

At night when they were lying down, the ogress wept and told the king she would be
mocked as being picked up from the roadside by other queen-consorts. But if the king
gave her power and authority over the whole kingdom, nobody would dare to annoy
her. Too deeply smitten with her charms to refuse, the King gave her authority to rule
over the whole palace. Contented, she waited till the King was asleep, and then
making her way to the city of the ogres returned with the whole crew of ogres to the
palace. She herself slew the King and devoured him. And the rest of the ogres
devoured everything else as it came in their way, not leaving even a fowl or a dog
alive. The next day when people came and found the gate shut, they beat on it with
impatient cries until in the end they managed to get in. When they found the whole
palace strewn with bones, people realized that the Bodhisatta was right and decided to
make him the new king. The Bodhisatta was escorted into the capital and there decked
in jewels was anointed king of Takkasila. Shunning the four evil paths, and following
the ten paths of kingly duty, he ruled his kingdom in righteousness, and after a life
spent in charity and other good works passed away to fare according to his deeds.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. I, pp. 233 -237)

4.1.4.1. Discussion
In the last ten Jataka Stories, women play an important part in helping the

Bodhisatta fulfill his perfections even when they only appear in minor roles.
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In other Jataka Stories, the female characters, both in human and non-human

form, may not be directly related to the Bodhisatta, but they still play important roles.
Alambusa was used by Sakka to protect his position. Cincamanavika was utilized by
the Buddha's rival to defame him. The beautiful woman of Kasi was taken captive by
the Asura, and the peahen was used to lure the golden peacock so he could be caught
by the hunter. Are these female characters really the real culprits? It seems that they
are more the victims of males' wrongdoings rather than being the antagonists
themselves.
The dancing girl who taught the king's son the joy of love but seduced a
hermit and the ogresses who tempted a prince and his followers are the ones who
voluntarily commit their crimes. In the Telapatta Jataka, the Bodhisatta's five
travelling friends were taken one by one by ogresses and only the Bodhisatta could
resist the temptations of the senses.

This is a similar scenario to No.196 Valahassa

Jataka60, where there is a contrast between the ability of the Bodhisatta to resist the
chanus of the senses, and the weaknesses of the other men who could not and were
thus devoured by the she-goblins. Here there is space for a reconciliation of negative
female characters with the Buddhist message that indeed women can be obstacles on a
man's path, but only if he lets them be.

4.2. Women's Contribution to the Bodhisatta's Fulfillment of Perfections
Women in the Jataka Stories definitely contribute in various ways to the
Bodhisatta's path to enlightenment. They paved the way for his realization of the
perfections. This was done both directly and indirectly. In this section I would
defend that the acts of female characters are channeling the Bodhisatta to the path of
60

No.196 Valhassa Jataka. A flying horse (the Bodhisatta) helped a crew of shipwrecked mariners to
escape from a city of goblins who tempted them with a false fa~de of beauty. (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. II, p. x)
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virtues. By looking at both positive and negative values found in the acts of female
characters, the contributions of these women in crime or in virtue can be understood.

4.2.1. Love Vs. Lust
To analyze the virtue and vices of the female characters I have chosen several
stories that can clearly demonstrate these values.
In No. 485 Canela-Kinnara Jataka, a fairy (kinnara) named Canda, the wife of

the Bodhisatta, showed her love and devotion to her husband.When Canela discovered
that her husband had been shot lifeless by the king, she was unable to bear the great
pain of sorrow and cried out with a loud voice. The king thought the male fairy was
dead and so approached Canela.

She realized it must be the king who shot her

husband dead and cried out:
"You evil prince -ah, woe is me! - my husband dear did wound,
Who there beneath a woodland tree now lies upon the ground.
"And may thy wife look on and see the loss of lord and son,
For thou upon my harmless lord for lust this deed hast done."
The king comforted her saying:
"Weep not nor grieve: the woodland dark has blinded you, I ween:
A royal house shall honor thee, and thou shalt be my queen."
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. IV, p. 181)
When Canda heard this she was furious and threatened to kill herself rather
than being the king's bride. The king came back to his senses and left. Canela called
out for help from higher beings and Sakka came in disguise as an old Brahmin
thereby regaining the life of her husband. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. IV, p. 182)
In No. 504 Bhallatiya Jataka, Bhallatiya the king of Benares saw these two

fairies, who wept for seven hundred years in sorrow because they were parted for one
night because of a storm. It made him reflect that although these fairies were not even
human, they were still capable of such emotional depth, whereas he the lord of a
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kingdom left all his magnificence and went hunting in the forest because of a trifling
incident with the queen.

He therefore saw the folly of his ways and repented.

(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. N, pp. 273-275)
In No. 318 Kanavera Jataka, the Bodhisatta was born under the star of a
robber. When Sama, a courtesan, saw the robber being taken to the killing ground she
fell in love with him. By bribing and sending a substitute, Sama got the robber and
took pleasure with him alone. However, the robber thought she could have other new
lovers and planned to leave her, making off with her wealth. When Sama recovered
her senses she asked her attendants where her lover was, no one could reply. Sama
was so sad that she refused to enjoy life and resolved to recover her lover. She sent
out some actors across the country to sing a song which would make her lover know
she was alive and return to her. They found the robber in one village, but he refused
to come back. When Sama knew he had been found, she regretfully went back to
living her single life. (Cowell.The Jataka. Vol. ID & N, p. 42)
In No. 435 Haliddiraga Jataka a maiden cajoled a young ascetic. She knew
that if she could lure the young ascetic to break the moral law, he would be in her
power. She told him to leave the forest and come with her to the village where there
were so many beautiful things and where he could prove his virtue. When she had left
him, he neither fetched wood, nor brought water to drink, but just sat meditating, and
when his father arrived, he did not go out to meet him. The father deduced that his
son had fallen into the power of a woman. Upon the young ascetic's request to follow
the girl, his father explained the hardship he would face in human life. He was afraid
to face these and decided to stay in his father's presence. (Cowell. The Jataka. Vol.

ill, p. 312)
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In No. 431 Harita Jataka, the Bodhisatta was born to a Brahmin family and
was known as Haritacakuma (Young Goldskin). Alarmed by the fear of death he
gave great gifts, and then entered the Himalaya country to adopt the religious life. On
the seventh day he entered upon the Faculties. One day, he went down from the
mountain to procure salt and vinegar and in due course reached Benares. There he
abode in the royal park, and on his alms round he passed the door of the king's palace.
The king was so glad to see him that he sent for him and offered him food. The king
invited the Bodhisatta to dwell at the palace during the rainy season. The Bodhisatta
from that time fed continually in the palace, and lived there twelve years. (Cowell.
The Jataka. Vol. III. & IV, p. 295)
At one time the king went to pacify a disturbance on the frontier, so he asked
the queen to take care of the Bodhisatta. One day she had prepared his food, and as he
wa.S late, she took a bath and lay down on a small couch enjoying the breeze. The
Bodhisatta arrived through the air at the window. The queen rose up in haste,
dropping her fine cloth. The Bodhisatta saw the queen's beauty and a feeling of desire
arose in him. Being unable to fix his thought, he went and seized the queen and
performed the sexual act. This act happened everyday and the king was informed.
The kind did not believe the rumor. But when he returned to the palace, the queen
confessed her sin. The king still could not believe this and went to ask the Bodhisatta
himself. Harita admitted his misdeed for fear that if the truth was forsaken, he would
not be able to attain Buddhahood. The king encouraged him to throw off passion. So
the Bodhisatta recovered the power to concentrate his thoughts, and observing th€
misery of sensual desire, he cut away all blinding passions.
Harita meditated in his hut and regained his trance. He told the king that such
an incident happened because he was dwelling in a place where he should not. So he
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begged forgiveness from the king and returned to the forest, free from all taint of
womankind. (Cowell. The Jataka. Vol. ID. & N, p. 295-297)

4.2.2. Wisdom Vs. Stupidity

Amari, the wife of Mahosadha,61 was well-known for her practical wisdom.
Starting from answering her name, whether she was single or married, to helping out
Mahosadha in his escape from the anger of the king, she was intelligent and witty.
Mahosadha tested Amara again leaving her at the gatekeeper's house. He asked his
men to go to the gatekeeper's house and buy her services. Amara refused saying:
''That is not worth the dust on my master's feet." The men came back
and told the result.· He sent them again, and a third time; and the fourth
time he bade them to drag her away by force. They did so, and when
she saw the Great Being in all his glory she did not know him, but
smiled and wept_at the same time as she looked at him. He asked her
why she did this. She replied, "Master, I smiled when I beheld your
magnificence, and thought that this magnificence was not given you
without cause, but for some good deed in a former life: see the fruit of
goodness! I thought, and I smiled. But I wept to think that now you
would sin against the property which another watched and tended, and
would go to hell: in pity for that I wept." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI,
p. 184)
After this test, Mahosadha was convinced of her chastity, so he sent her back to the
gatekeeper's house and wearing his tailor's disguise went to fetch her. The next day,
he announced that he had found a wife and she was greatly honored. The king sent a
thousand pieces of money and the townspeople sent all kinds of presents. Lady Amara
divided the gifts sent by the king into halves, and sent one portion back to the king; in
the same way she divided all the gifts sent to her by the citizens, and returned half,
thus winning the hearts of the people. From that time the Bodhisatta lived with her in

61

Maha-Ummagga Jataka No. 546: A story of fom fake wise men and one real wise man, of numerous
problems which the four failed to solve and the one succeeded, of many attempts of the four to
destroy the one and of his final triumph, including wars, battles, sieges, and the description of a
wonderful tunnel full of machinery. (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. VI, p.vi)
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happiness, and instructed the king in things temporal and spiritual. (Cowell, The
Jataka. Vol. VI, p. 185)

Ummadanti, the wife of AkhipAraka, the commander-in-chief, was born to
a rich merchant and was a very fair and gracious lady(No. 527 Ummadanti Jataka).
One day the king passed by their dwelling, so when he got home Akhiparaka asked
Ummadanti if she had shown herself to the king. Ummadanti replied that she saw a
pot bellied fellow on a chariot but she was not quite sure if it was the king or a prince.
Early the next morning Akhiparaka went the king's palace.

He stood at the

door of the royal chamber and thus heard the king rambling praise about UmmadantI.
He wondered how to save the king without causing any disgrace. Then he opened the
king's door and going in he saluted the king and stated: "While kneeling at a sacred
shrine, 0 king. A demon came and told me a strange thing, How UmmadantI had
enslaved thy will: take her and so thy heart's desire fulfilled."(Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. V & VI, p. 112)
The king felt ashamed to know that even the demons knew of his infatuation
for Ummadanti. Akhiparaka affirmed that only he and the king knew of the matter.
Recommended Ummadanti as a well-beloved wife as dear as his life and then offered
his most prized wife to the king.

The king came to his senses, realizing that

UmmadantI was already a married woman. He resolved to bear the burden of his
grief alone and be steadfast in the practice of not vexing the peace of others.
These two stories relate incidences where women are responsible for
provoking the follies of men, a king and a prince. So it is not too great a leap to come
to the conclusion that the women are indeed the wise ones. These stories portray the
wisdom of women and the foolishness of men, and therefore Amara and Ummadanti
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are both regarded with a highly positive attitude as being both beautiful and
intelligent.

4.2.3. Faithfulness Vs. Adultery
Queen Candii (No. 542 the KhaD Ddahala Jataka), performed a solemn Act of
-

Truth to save her husband, the prince Canda: "May all the spirits in this place ghosts, goblins, fairies - hear my word, do my commission loyally and reunite me to
my lord." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol.VI, p. 79)

Sambula, the chief consort of prince Sotthisena (No. 519 Sambula Jataka)
was extremely beautiful. When Sotthisena was struck with leprosy and the physicians
failed to cure it, he was banished to the forest.

Sambula followed to serve him.

Though Sotthisena made many attempts to stop her, she refused to return, saying, "I
will watch over you, my lord, in the forest".
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When she came back late one evening because a goblin fell in love with her
and tried to seize her, her husband Sotthisena accused her of adultery. To this she
proved her innocence and her love for him with an act of truth, filling a pot of water
and swearing:

"May Truth for aye my shelter be, As I love no man more than thee,

And by this Act of Truth, I pray,

May thy disease be healed today (Cowell, The

Jataka. Vol. V & VI, pp. 50 - 51 ). As soon as the water was sprinkled over Sotthisena,
the leprosy disappeared from his body at once and he was completely cured. (Cowell,
The Jataka. Vol. V & VI, p. 52)
In No. 458 Udaya Jataka, the Bodhisatta was born to his chief queen a few

years earlier at their prayer for sons.

He was given the name Udayabhadda or

welcome. When he came of age, he had a wide education as the king wanted him to
62

See the story of Sambula Jataka in this dissertation pp. 71 - 74.
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rule the country. The Bodhisatta refused this, but finally he was to marry his stepsister, the princess Udayabhadda. These two lived a life of chastity together and
promised that "whoever should die first will come and tell at which place he/she was
born again" (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. IV, p. 67).
When their parents died the Bodhisatta ruled the country until he died at the
age of seven hundred years. After that, Udayabhadda continued ruling the country
with the help of courtiers. The Bodhisatta became Sakka in the Heaven of thirtythree.

When he remembered his past life and the promise he had made to

Udayabhadda he decided to go to her. Sakka took a golden dish filled with gold
coins, and went to her sleeping chamber and said: ''Thee flawless in thy beauty, pure
and bright, Thee sitting lonely on this terrace-height, In post most graceful, eyed like
nymphs of heaven I pray thee, let me spend with thee this night" (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. IV, p. 68). She was tested this way three times with silver and bronze bowls.
Udayabhadda asked Sakka who he was and why he was offering less and less
valuable gifts to woo her. The Bodhisatta revealed his identity and explained the
beauty and bliss of celestial beings and urged her to be vigilant to walk in piety.
(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. IV, p. 68)
No. 320 Succaja Jataka relates the tale of the wife of a prince who later became
the king at his father death. She received the position of chief queen from her
husband, but was given no respect or honor.
At that time the Bodhisatta was the king's minister and he decided to teach the
king a lesson concerning his chief queen. One day when Bodhisatta saw the queen he
commented that he did not receive any alms from her and asked why she was so hardhearted. The queen replied that since she did not get anything from the king she could
not make any donation. Then the Bodhisatta asked the queen whether she dare repeat
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the same thing in front of the king. When the queen agreed the Bodhisatta entered the
palace and paid respect to the king. He asked the queen the same question and the
queen repeated the same answer. The king replied that he would offer things when he
could, but when it was impossible he would not do so. When the queen heard this,
she praised the king for his truthfulness. (Cowell, The'Jataka. Vol. ID & N, p. 46)
The Bodhisatta, hearing the queen's praise of the king, expounded the virtues of
the queen saying: "Known to fame as a peerless wife, Sharing weal and woe of life,
Equal she to either fate, Fit with even kings to mate."(Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. ID &
IV, p. 46) He further pointed out to the king that the queen had been loyal to him in
times of adversity, and shared his sorrows in the forest. This made the king remember
her virtues so he returned power into her hands and also thanked the Bodhisatta for
reminding him.
The wife of Culladhanuggaha (Little Archer), in No. 374 Culladhanuggaha

Jataka, was the daughter of a world famed professor at Takkasila. She was given to
Culladhanuggaha by her father because he was such a brilliant student in archery.
After completion of his education, the Little Archer and his wife went home to
Benares. On their way, they were caught by a group of robbers. The robber chief,
being skilled in reading a man's character, recognized Little Archer as a distinguished
hero and welcomed the couple. The robber's disciples were displeased with the favor
given to Little Archer and rose up against him. Little Archer defeated all of the fifty
robbers until his arrows finished and only the robber chief was left. So he knocked
down the robber chief, and sitting on his chest asked his wife to bring him his sword
so he could cut of the chief robber's head. At that very moment she conceived a
passion for the robber chief. fustead of giving the sword to her husband, the wife
placed the hilt of the sword in the robber chiefs hand and the sheath in that of her
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husband. The robber grasping the hilt drew out the sword, and cut off the head of the
Archer. After slaying her husband he took the woman with him and they journeyed
together. When asked by the robber chief, the wife explained that she was given to
the Little Archer by her father and they were on their way to Benares. Because she
fell in love with the chief robber, she let him kill her lawful husband. The robber chief
reflected that, ''This woman now has killed her lawful husband. As soon as she sees
some other man, she will treat me too after the same sort. I must get rid of her."
When they reached a flooded stream known to have many crocodiles, the wife
instructed the chief robber to take her ornaments and carry them to the other side of
the river and then come back to take her across. He agreed, took all her adornments,
went down to the stream and when he reached the other bank left and fled. He shouted
to her, "Thy fancy, lady, ever roves from well-tried faith to lighter loves, Me too thou
wouldst ere long betray, Should I not hence flee far away" (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol.
III. & IV, p. 146). Because she was full of passion she forgot to protect herself, and
now sat down weeping.
At that moment, Sakka looked down upon the world and saw the woman
smitten with desire, weeping for the loss of both husband and lover. As a way of
mocking and rebuking her, Sakka took Matali and Paiicasikha with him, asking
Matali to become a fish, Paiicasikha a bird, and himself a jackal. Sakka instructed
that he, as a jackal, would take a piece of meat in his mouth and walk in front of the
woman. At that moment, Matali as a fish should leap up out of the water and fall
before him. Then he would drop the piece of meat in order to seize the fish. At that
moment, Paiicasikha as a bird should pounce upon the piece of meat and fly up into
the air and Matali as a fish should fall back into the water.
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When the woman saw these events she reflected that, ''Through being too
covetous, he got neither flesh nor fish," and realizing the point of the trick she
laughed heartily. Finally, Sakka uttered the following statement: "He that would steal
a pot of clay would steal a brass one any day: So she who was her husband's bane will
be as bad or worse again." (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol.

m. & N, p. 148)

A Brahmin's wife who had a lover (No. 212 Ucchittha-Bhatta Jataka) was
evil and wicked by nature. When her husband was not home her lover came to visit
her. After she had received him, he said, "I will eat a bit before I go." So she served
up rice hot with sauce and curry and gave it him to eat. She herself stood at the door,
watching for the Brahmin's coming. While the lover was eating, the Bodhisatta as a
beggar stood waiting for a morsel. . At that moment the Brahm.in came home and the
wife had to rush to hide her

foy~.

When the Brahmin was given the leftover food

with some new hot rice put on top, he felt the cold food under the rice and knew that
his wife had served him someone else's food. He asked: "Hot at top, and cold at the
bottom, not alike it seems to be: I would ask you for the reason: come, my lady,
answer me!" (Cowell, The Jataka. Vol. II, p. 117).The Bodhisatta as the beggar,
revealed all the information to the Brahm.in, showed him where the lover was hiding
and then went away. The Brahm.in rebuked and beat them both, and gave them such a
lesson that they would not be likely to do such a thing again. (Cowell, The Jataka.
Vol. II, p. 118)

4.2.4. Discussion
The examples of Canda in No. 485 Canda-Kinnara Jataka and the two fairies in
No. 504

Bhallatiya Jataka demonstrate great power of devotion and fidelity.

However, in No. 318 Kanavera Jataka, No. 435 Haliddiraga Jataka, No 433
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Lomasakassapa Jataka and No. 431 Harita Jataka, a courtesan, a maiden, a princess
and a queen respectively portray the most lustful and unfaithful of characters.
Amara, the wife of Mahosadha (in No. 546 Maha-Ummagga Jataka),

is

known for her wisdom and her chastity. The scene where the two lovers Mahosadha
and Amara first met and the way they enquired and replied shows the practical
wisdom of everyday life. So also, Pubhavatr, the wife of Kusa in No.531 Kusa Jataka
and Ummadantr, the wife of commander-in-chief (No. 527 Ummadantr Jataka) were
famed for their great beauty. However, apart from their beauty which could drive
Kusa and King Sivi to fall madly in love with them, the two graceful ladies could
teach them to be humble and to come to their senses. So in fact they are models of
both beauty and brains.
Sambula in No. 519 Sambula Jataka, Udayabhadda in No. 458 Udaya Jataka, a
doemate in No. 359 Suvannamiga Jataka are inspiring role models for faithfulness in
the Jataka Stories. Nevertheless, the wife of a prince (No. 320 Succaja Jataka), the
wife of Little Archer (No. 374 Culladhanuggaha Jataka), SuddondI, the queen of
Tamba and the girl who helped Prince Anitthi-gandha, the Woman-hater (No. 507
Maha-Palobhana) Jataka were all guilty of voluntarily committing adultery.
This variation of women's roles and dichotomy between virtuous and wicked
characterizations are no doubt an indication of the Buddha's intention to use stories as
a means of teaching a deeper meaning. It is therefore important that the reader looks
beneath the surface of each character's depiction and interaction in order to ask:
Why? In doing so, one will see the portrayal of women as constructive forces as a
means of edifying and inspiring the readership, while the portrayal of women as
destructive forces is a didactic tool used to warn of the dangers of sensuality and lust.
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Furthermore, emphasis on individualism in this modem age is a useful tool for
dissolving some of the gender-based misconceptions built up over centuries of
cultural development. Rather than concluding that a particular character is 'good' or
'bad' (to take the most commonplace example) on the basis of their gender, one
recognizes that each individual, be they male or female, is indeed a product of their
own karmic actions and independently responsible for their own choices. The Jataka
Stories provide ample instances of both male and female characters in both negative
and positive roles. In the modem age it would no longer seem appropriate to say that
because one woman (or man) sinned, then all women (or men) are sinners. Instead, it
is necessary to gather information, and keeping an open-mind, form flexible
conclusions that do not fall into the age-old trappings of gender bias, but rather
appreciate the strengths and weaknesses of particular characters as an autonomous
expression of individuality.

4.3. Implications of Females' Contribution to the Present Society
In the 21st century the world is becoming increasingly connected through the
forces of globalization. However, human beings are becoming more and more
individualistic and compartmentalized, thus causing mutual lack of trust and a loss of
social contract.

Also, the new proliferation of feminist movements, rather than

empowering women, seems to have brought on a crisis of lack of self-esteem. While
radical feminists seek to end all kinds of women's oppression, socialist feminists
blame patriarchal systems of male domination as the cause of women's oppression.
Existentialist feminists reject the woman's body, marriage and motherhood as the
primary location of oppression, whereas postmodern feminism emphasizes the
positive side of Otherness - of being excluded, disadvantaged, unprivileged, rejected,
unwanted, abandoned, dislocated, and marginalized. (Amporn Srisermbhok, 2003,
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pp. 12-24) These movements make women angry and they are thus unable to find
peace with their lives. They cannot reconcile their ideals with the present reality they
are faced with. The result of this is inner-conflict and a desire to affect great change
without an open-minded, moderate appreciation of the situation. Therefore, their
attempts at improving the situation often lead to increased antagonism, both on the
external and internal plane.
In my opinion, the ideology of liberal feminists who put more emphasis on the

liberal values of individual dignity, equality, autonomy, and self-fulfillment can help
to make women's lives more meaningful and acceptable. A re-reading of the Jataka
Stories can shed new light on the value of women's roles in terms of self-respect and
females' fundamental freedom to make their own choices.

4.3.1. Be Happy

Since the term feminism is itself defined as recognition of the historical and
cultural subordination of women, many women in the present age feel themselves
inferior. New identification of the stereotypes of myth, culture and the attitude about
the differences between female and male have brought a sense of conflict into the
forefront of women's minds. In the past these differences were taken for granted as
"natural". It was assumed that men were strong, brave, intelligent, protective, heroic,
devoted and active, whereas women were thought to be weak, submissive, passive,
· less intelligent, and dependent.

These stereotypes have been and still are highly

influential on a worldwide scale, even in advanced societies.

As a consequence of

this new awareness, women these days are often dejected and lacking in confidence.
I believe that a re-reading of the Jataka Stories can change women's attitudes
towards themselves. The female characters in the Jataka Stories confirm that women
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are not inferior: they have their place and their roles to play. The Jataka Stories also
show that women have the right to determine the course of their own life through
making their own choices. As supporters of the Bodhisatta, these women show their
love, faithfulness, and devotion to their love ones. Women of the contemporary age
must also learn to coexist with their loved ones in healthy balanced relationships
where mutual appreciation of each other's roles is a basis for long lasting trust and
understanding. In the union of two individuals both parties must not only assert their
own personal autonomy, but must also learn to compromise and find the middleground in order to maintain mutual well-being.
The view of Dr. Suwanna is useful in clarifying the contribution of ancient
Buddhist women to modem day relationships. She claimed that the equal partnership
model of a couple could tum the table around for Maddi. Maddi as a devoted wife and
bread earner of the family was a "Life partner" to Vessantara. It then follows that a
wife, a husband, and children all belong to each other and no one party can assume the
ultimate "ownership". By choosing the logic of interdependence, the possibility of
giving due credit to MaddI, and to women in general, is opened. 63 Only through
recognizing their own intrinsic worth can women hope to achieve happiness, both on
the personal level and on the greater societal level.

4.3.2. Be Kind
Women still think that patriarchy causes inequality and they get angry with the
so-called antagonistic force, namely "men". This attitude can drive them to another
extreme of total rejection of men, which sees them as enemies. As a result of such an

63

[quoted in Sanisuda Ekachai. (2001)."Madsi: A Female Bodhisattva" in Keeping the Faith: Thai
Buddhism at the Crossroad, pp. 197 -202]
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attitude, some feminists become unhealthily aggressive and lose their balance of
mind.
The revenge stories of womankind in the Jatakas remind us that unwholesome
deeds, carried out under the influence of jealousy and anger, are hurtful both for
oneself, one's partner and others who are involved. Contrary to this, kindness, love,
devotion, and truthfulness bring about the reunion of lovers, resurrection of loved
ones and forgiveness or rescue of the victimized parties.

4.3.3. Be Positive
A person wearing green glasses will perceive the whole world as being
green. Likewise, one whose mind is tainted by ignorance will perceive the world
through a veil of distortion. One who begins with the premise that life is unfair will
feel that life is unkind to them. However, if one is content and happy with oneself,
life will become bearable and one will be inspired to pursue one's goals. Accepting a
liberal feminist perspective is not about being complacent, or going against the trend
to egalitarianism. The beauty of this attitude is to help all members of the human
community to have a strong sense of personal dignity and self-fulfillment.
Can female characters in the Jataka be a resource in teaching this attitude? The
story of the devoted wife (Sambhula) who took all pains to look after her husband was
suffeling from a serious illness, and who later forsaken by him, did not lose faith and
was finally restored to a position of dignity, affirms that a positive attitude will bring
forth a positive outcome.
In fact every

~r~on

is responsible for their own destiny. The Lord Buddha

gave the example of those who are born in darkness and go towards darkness, those
who are born in darkness but go towards the light, those who are born in the light but
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go towards darkness and those who are born in the light and go towards the light. 64
This shows clearly that regardless of what situation one is born into as a result of
previous kamma (karma), one continually has the opportunity to decide how to live
their lives. If one chooses to live with a positive attitude, then one will go towards the
light. If one chooses to live with anger, ill-will and dejection, then one will go
towards darkness. It is up to each individual, be they male or female, to make this
decision for themselves.
For those with an open-minded, positive attitude the representation of women
in the Jataka Stories can serve both inspirational and didactic purposes.

4.4. Conclusion
I would like to end this ch~pter by comparing two stories of modem time. One is
a short story titled "Matsii, by Sri Dao Ruang" 65 and the other is the life story of Aung
San Suu Kyi, the Nobel Peace Prize laureate of 1991. 66
The story of "Matsii" by Thai author Sri Dao Ruang, tells the story of a young
girl of 19 years who was left with three children by her husband for another wife. She
tried to abandon her children at a bus stop but was caught by the police and then
interrogated. She insisted on her intention to leave the children and enter nun hood.
The police officer, irritated by her lack of maternal responsibility, asked her what sort

64

in Tamonata Sutta, Anguttara Nikaya 4.85 (PTS A ii 85)

65

(Transl. Susan Fulop Kepner, The Lioness in Bloom: Modem Thai Fiction about Women.
University of Califonrnia, 1996)

66

She is a Burmese opposition leader who was put under house arrest for 24 years by the Burmese
regime and was recently released and now reconciles with the new Burmese government. She is the
daughter of a Burmese national leader, grew up abroad like an exile and married to Dr. Michael Aris
and has two sons. When she decided to return to Burma she asked her husband to let her go if her
country needed her.
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of person would abandon their own children in this way. She quickly retorted, "Well,
Phra Wetsandon67 did it!" For that answer, she was sent to a mental institution.
A first glance contemplation of this story will probably lead the reader to form
a negative perception of the young mother, because the use of language and character
portrayal paints the picture with an attitude of disapproval. However, by employing
the principles of reader response theory, which focuses on the perception the story
engenders in the mind of the reader, different conclusions might be reached. Just as in
psychological experiments one person looks at a splatter of paint on a piece of paper
and sees a rabbit, another person might see a tree and yet another person might see
two people holding hands. fu the same way, an array of letters splattered across the
pages of a book can evoke a variety of different responses in the reader's mind. There
might be a portion of the readership that empathizes with the young woman• s
position, understanding that she has been left by her husband with the enormous task
of raising three children. From this perspective, the blame would be more like to fall
on the husband, thus acquitting the young mother from the position of villain.
It might also be interesting to compare the case of this young mother attempting
to abandon her children with the famous case of Aung San Suu Kyi who also left her
children in order to help the Burmese nation. On her recent trip back to England, in an
interview68 Aung San Suu Kyi was questioned about the family life she chose to shut
out when she left for Burma. She explained that it wasn't her sacrifice, it was her
choice. And also, it was not her husband's sacrifice because he was an adult. But for
her sons, they had to make a big sacrifice and she admitted that she never felt good
about that. I believe that no one would blame her for her decision or think of her as

67

Thai name for Prince Vessantara (Jataka No. 547)
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http://www.itv.com/news/2012-06-19/a-day-of-memories-for-aung-san-suu-kyi/ 18/10/2012.
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being irresponsible, because the sacrifice her sons had to make in growing up without
their mother was compensated for by the contribution Aung San Suu Kyi made to the
Burmese nation.
Comparing these two contrasting examples of a mother leaving her children, it
is interesting to note that it is not the act of leaving one's children in itself that is
considered shameful. Rather it is the intention of the mother, the complex set of
causes and conditions surrounding that decision, and the perspective of the receiver of
information that turns the act of abandoning one's children into a positive or negative
force. A poignant case is that of Vessantara who has throughout history received both
the harshest of criticism and the most lauding of praise for his decision to give away
his two children to a Brahmin who came begging for them.

Also Maddi, who

eventually agreed to this donation of their children, was motivated by a complex set
of internal and external factors, in particular a deep appreciation for her husband's
lofty spiritual goal of Buddhahood. Therefore, rather than regarding her as a partner in
crime, it would perhaps be more fitting to accredit her with a share of the merit in
helping her husband to perfect his virtues and thus attain the supreme state of
Buddhahood.
Indeed, such moral malleability can be witnessed throughout the Jataka
literature whereby switching between perspectives of different characters, taking into
account previously unconsidered information and appreciating of the mind frame of
the reader can give rise to a range of different, sometimes conflicting and often
unexpected conclusions. For this reason it is necessary to be open and flexible in
one's approach to the Jatakas and to draw conclusions only tentatively, leaving space
for new information, unconsidered opinions and the necessary limitations of one's
own conditioned perspective.

137
4.5. Researcher's View
There are many people whose duties in life do not permit them to take up the
monastic vocation. In such a case, they can find expression of their virtue in the
support of their loved ones. For example, in my case as an ordinary Buddhist lay
woman, I realize that I myself cannot become a Bodhisatta or enlightened as I must
still play a supportive role to my loved ones, which will consequently lead to my own
happiness and acceptance of my position. Being a "parami phe phet," a Burmese term
meaning a companion in fulfilling the Perfections (paramI), gives me the strength to
accept my status and condition. As such, I am neither feminist nor anti-feminist. I
simply aim to defend the Jataka Stories as important for the Burmese people and show
that the women in these stories are not as bad as most people think. I would like to
broaden the understanding of women's roles in the Jatakas to show that indeed there
are a majority of positive portrayals to be found in this body of literature. If one's
mind is not clouded by the narrowness of a strictly feminist (or indeed any -ist)
approach, then flexibility of interpretation becomes possible and one can learn to
skillfully interpret these texts, respecting and appreciating the messages that are being
conveyed to us on historical, literary, religious and social levels.
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Chapter V: Conclusion

This dissertation is a study of female characters in the Jataka Stories. A close
study of female characters in the Jataka Stories and the many different roles they play
proves that the Jataka Stories are not merely tales of misogyny. In terms of the
portrayal of women, there exist far deeper and more important themes.

Characters

from all walks of life, ranging from queens, to courtesans, to housewives and all
forms of female creatures: both from the animal kingdom and other realms, such as
nymphs, celestial beings and demons make up the fabric of these stories, acting as
allegories of human nature, ventures and follies. A study of these female characters
can elicit the power of feminine from the Jataka Stories and through understanding
and appreciating this power a great contribution can be made to Buddhism.

5.1. Summary
In chapter I, I explained the intention of this study as examining the role of

women in Buddhism and defending feminine power as a constructive force in the
Buddha's path to Enlightenment.
In Chapter II, the study' s base is broadened by reviewing the previous

research on the Jatakas in general and on Buddhist women in particular. However,
the emphasis of this study is focused more on interpretative plasticity and the
comparison of recurrent themes against shifting contexts.
In chapter III, the study focuses on historical portrayals of women the Jataka

Stories, wherein images have been categorized as negative, neutral and positive.
Similarly, the construction of feminine power is categorized into three groups,
namely, destructive, neutral and constructive. There are indeed many instances where
females cause destruction of one kind or another to their companions or someone
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related to them.

I have tried to analyze such stories in terms of the types of

destruction the females caused, the reasons for their destructiveness and the objects of
their destructive power, be they the monks in the present stories or the Bodhisatta in
the past stories.
In these stories, the women are destructive in the sense that they cause

disturbances to the path of the men (mostly their former husbands) who enter the
monkhood in the present stories. In the related past stories, these female characters,
whether in human or animal form, in some way cause death, downfall or shame to
their male counterparts.

The causes for such destruction range from revenge to

jealousy, stupidity, adultery and wickedness. In their extreme forms the stories end up
with the death of the protagonist thus locking the female into the role of villain. These
stories are quite misogynistic, using disparaging anecdotes and metaphors to construct
a negative perspective on females in general.
There are other Jataka Stories where female characters simply highlight the
follies of life causing subtle humor to their readers. These stories show the lighter
sides of women and prove that they are not really as destructive as might be perceived
on first glance. There are a few stories where the female characters turn out to be
neutral forces because they are neither destructive nor constructive in terms of
developing the storyline. Their presence in these stories is important, but they do not
have a share in effecting either good or bad consequences. However, even this
apparent neutrality cannot spare them being employed by their male counterparts for
the latter's advantage.
In many Jataka Stories there are female characters that are portrayed in a

positive light. They bring about positive effects either for themselves, their partners or
other related characters. These females can thus be classified as constructive forces.
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In their most outstanding roles they save the lives, look after the well-being and raise

the morale of the protagonists. Where there are important female characters in the last
ten Jataka Stories, namely No. 538, 539, 544, 546 and 547, they all play constructive
roles.
The importance of female characters is not only confined to the past stories
aspect of the Jatakas. Sometimes in the present stories the female characters are the
catalyst causing the Buddha to recount the stories of his past lives.
The role of women as supporters of their male counterparts, especially the
Bodhisatta, often makes them central characters in themselves. They become a source
of inspiration through their very positive influence on their partners. I personally
consider the final ten Jatakas as being particularly positive towards women. Sama's
mother was responsible for his resurrection; the goddess rescued Janaka; the queen
prevented the human sacrifice in Candakumara Jataka; and Princess Ruja did an
amazing job of instructing her father about the operation of kamma (karma) in the
Narada Jataka.

Even though the women are still secondary characters, they play

particularly important roles in the final ten Jataka stories. So it is clear that there are
not just misogynistic attitudes in J~taka Stories. On the contrary, it appears that in the
Jatakas there is quite a balanced outlook on females.
Chapter IV touches on "Women's Contributions to Buddhism in the Past and
the Application to Present Society." I have attempted to address the difficult topic of
contemporary women rights, recounting and drawing allegories of the past with the
present. I have tried to capture the essence of the roles of the women in one of
Buddhism's most ancient pieces of literature by sub-categorizing the different roles
played by women, namely, mothers, wives, and other creatures.

I have tried to

present examples of women who play important roles in the Jataka Stories, even if
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they simply act as a support for their male counterpart, usually the Bodhisatta. Such
positive characterization of women might be an inspiration for female readers to feel
proud to take care of their loved ones and share life together for the mutual benefit of
both parties.

5.2. Concluding Remarks
Some scholars understand the Jataka stories as moral principles and practices
that the Bodhisatta observed in order to reach perfection and attain Buddhahood. They
illustrate the consequences of moral actions. These stories elucidate moral principles,
values and ethics, and serve a didactic purpose in teaching younger generations about
the tradition. These are a rich collection of materials where "values applicable to the
everyday world" are restored.
Nevertheless there are some scholars who remind the readership not to expect
the Jataka stories to attempt any systematic or comprehensive ethical teaching, but
rather expect them to be like folk tales with a moralistic overtone. 69 However, there
are other scholars who accept religious biographies as a medium between the ideal
and the real, the conceptual and the pragmatic. Individual life stories express salient
and abstract religious principles to such an extent that they become 'models of
exemplary religious practice and at the same time 'models for' religious practice. 10
Some scholars appreciate the Jatak:a tales on a secular level seeing them as an
invaluable source of social history. These stories are full of information on the daily
habits and customs and beliefs of the people of India. The fact that the Jatakas are
ancient folklore is what gives them real historical value, since they provide insight
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J.G. Jones, (1979), p. 57.
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for more details read Collins, Steven. (1998). Nirvana and Other Buddhist Felicities: Utopias of the
Piili Imaginaire. UK: Cambridge.
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into more 'primitive' cultures and form 'a priceless record of the childhood of our
race.' 71
Furthermore, there are two stories presented by Naomi Appleton in her book

Jiitaka Stories in Theravada Buddhism: Narrating the Bodhisatta Path that quite
lucidly explain the status of the Jatakas in Buddhist Literature. The first story is
Jataka No. 248, the Kirµsukopama Jataka in which four prince brothers were shown
the Kirµsuka tree by their charioteers at four different times of the year. When the
four princes were discussing what sort of tree the Judas tree was, the eldest one who
saw it at the time the buds were just sprouting compared it to a burnt stump, the other
who saw it when the leaves were green compared· it to a banyan tree, the third one,
who saw it at the time of blossoming said it was like a piece of meat and the fourth
when it was bearing fruit likened it to the acacia. In the end they got confused and
asked their father the king (the Bodhisatta) to solve the problem. He explained that
since everyone had seen the Judas tree then there was no point to all the confusion. He
4

simply asked why they did not apprehend the tree in terms of the whole. (Cowell,
The Jataka. Vol. II, pp. 184-185) Based on this story, Naomi Appleton constructs her
present theory of what the Jatakas are in the following manner:
'All have seen the Kirµsuka ... ' This story was told by the Teacher
while he was dwelling in Jetavana, about the simile of the Kiqisuka
tree. Four scholars were discussing the nature of the jataka stories.
One had seen jatakas with parallels in other story collections outside
Buddhism, and saw them as folktales. Another noticed the many
incidental details and said they were Indian narratives of
predominantly historical value. A third had been listening to sermons
and marveled at the way the stories were used to inculcate Buddhist
ethics in the laity. The fourth had been reading the Jiitakanidiinakathii. and Cariyiipifaka and had learnt from these that jatakas
are biographical and illustrate the acquisition of the perfections by the
Bodhisatta. They each explained their positions to the Teacher. The

71

T.W. Rhys-Davids, Buddhist Birth Stories (London, 1880), p. lxxix.
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Teacher said, 'Scholars, isn't this variation like that of the brothers
who saw the Kitµsuka tree? (Appleton, 2010, p.14)
A further example about a tree can be used to illustrate how the Jatakas can be
viewed in various different ways. That is, descriptive botanists might be interested in
the structural make-up of the tree, aesthetes rriight appreciate its beauty and
complexity for artistic reasons, while applied botanists might look at the uses made of
it. To appreciate a tree in its entirety requires several approaches. Similarly, when
studying the Jatakas, it is necessary to use a variety of methodologies in order to build
up a complete picture. (Appleton, 2010, p 16)
In another story, Naomi Appleton referred to a story from the Udana, where
some blind men were each shown part of an elephant and then asked by the king to
describe what an elephant was like. Those blind men who touched the head compared
it to a water jar, those who touched the ear of the elephant likened it to a fan, those
who touched the tusk said it was like a ploughshare, those who touched the trunk
compared it with a plough pole, the body was likened to a large basket, the foot to a
post, the hindquarters to a mortar, the tail to a pestle and the tuft at the end of the tail
to a broom [(quoted in Naomi Appleton, 2010, pp.15 -16. John D. Ireland (trans.), The

Udana:Inspired Utterances of the Buddha (Kandy,1990, pp. 93-4 (section 6.4.)].
Therefore, it will be wise to look at the Jatak:as as individual texts and across the time.
I would like to propose that the Jatak:a Stories have a more important role in
terms of Buddhist literature and Buddhist culture than has often been appreciated. In
general, the Jatak:a Stories have only been understood from specific historical,
cultural, religious or literary perspectives. However, a true understanding of these
texts must embrace all of these perspectives, which would in tum create a rich fusion
of both practical and theoretical information able to be applied in the modem age.
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5.3. Recommendations

'This study does not cover a cross-section of female characters from different
Buddhist scriptures.

The women in the Vinaya texts, the exemplary female

protagonists who stand out in their own right in the Dhammapada, and the
accomplished women appearing in the Therigatha present a very different historical
perspective from those in the Jatakas.
Similarly, the importance of women as independent from men is lacking in
this paper. 'This may be because the Jataka Stories are all related from the perspective
of the Buddha who was allegedly incarnated as a male in all previous births as the
Bodhisatta. Therefore, this text is necessarily androcentric by its very nature, but that
does not mean that Buddhism itself is androcentric. In the Jataka Stories it is
impossible that a woman could be the protagonist, as the stories are related from the
perspective of the male protagonist. For this reason, I have chosen to focus on
examining the roles of women within this androcentric perspective. I have tried to
capture the role of women in relation to men, and use this both to understand the role
of women in Buddhism historically and as a didactic tool for Buddhist women in the
present.
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