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All people have been, and continue to be, agents and actors creating
and participating in history. The neglect of certain people in historical ac-
counts, therefore, is an historiographic problem. It is not a problem of histo-
7y. To expand the scope of what is deemed important to include in histori-
cal accounts, we must begin with interpreting the lack of historical docu-
mentation as an indication of how much has been lost rather than as proof
that women were not involved.D This principle is based upon a notion of
historical significance that acknowledges the contributions of those who
may not have received official or institutional recognition for their efforts,
but, nevertheless, continued to act and serve. Lack of recognition does not
necessarily indicate lack of activity. One must first explain what people
were doing in order to say what they were not doing. In lieu of informa-
tion, one can only conclude that one does not know. This approach to in-
terpreting historical events is particularly important when one wants to ex-
plore issues pertaining to women.

Furthermore, studies of women cannot proceed without the benefit of
detailed ethnographic studies of women in various cultural settings.? In
Women and World Religions, Rita Gross clearly advocates this type of re-
search as an integral aspect of understanding a religious tradition.

The...most important set of information——the actual lives, atti-

tudes, and activities of women——is often overlooked, an omis-

sion which presents an obvious problem. This information should

be of first priority for understanding women’s participation in a

tradition and also of first priority for understanding the totality

of any tradition.3
This also contributes to the active concern for understanding women in
their own cultural context and with their own religious awareness. It is
critical in such studies, however, to be aware of ethnocentric perspectives
that can lead one’s analysis of ethnographic research astray. Ifi Amadiume,
an African scholar, is keenly aware of the ethnocentrism inherent in the
presuppositions of scholars who think that women are inferior across all
cultures and in all social contexts.4 From her vantage point vis-a-vis west-
ern scholarship on women, it is clear that gender is a socio-cultural con-
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struction which must not be confused with sex, a biological category. She
continues with words of caution about racist biases that function like an in-
sidious disease upon the scholarship.®) Through the insightful instruction of
non-western scholars, many western scholars are becoming increasingly sen-
sitive to the assumptions they bring to their work. Listening to the voices
of women and men in their own context is indispensable to understanding
them. With equal gravity we scholars must listen to our own voices, for it
is through our works that many ideas about people and places are dissemi-
nated.

Ever since women during Sakyamuni’s lifetime (6th c.B.C.E.) claimed
the rights to seek ordination and pursue the contemplative life, Buddhist
monastic orders for women have been an important mode in which women
have expressed and explored their spiritual development,5 yet the paucity
of scholarly attention to their distinct religious values and lifestyles ob-
scures the signal importance of their paradigmatic form of female
religiosity. Buddhist scholars have begun to recognize the various social
forces that impinged upon textual sources, hence, critical research has
emerged which sheds light upon the position of Buddhist women in ancient
India. An example that lies at the foundation of this issue is the creation
of a story that the founder of Buddhism, Sakyamuni, declared that the
Dharma would decline 500 years sooner if women were admitted into the
monastic sphere. Many scholars are now convinced that this is an interpola-
tion. Jan Nattier has discovered that there is no surviving text which men-
tions nuns bringing about a decline of Buddhism before the first schism in
the fourth century B.C.E., a century after éﬁkyamuni’s passing.”) Evidence
also suggests that it did not become a unanimously adopted view, for no
texts from the Mahasamghika branch, the branch from which Mahayana
schools are derived, include this interpretation of the decline of Buddhism.
Furthermore, Yuichi Kajiyama claims that “Gautama asserted equality in re-
ligious ability of men and women in the face of the existing convention of
societal discrimination against women.”8 He dates the sources that espouse
the incapabilities of women between the late third and first centuries
B.C.E.9 Such scholarship confirms that women were not understood to be
inferior by the founder of Buddhism. The evidence, thus, should lead us to
refrain from making general and simplistic conclusions concerning the dy-
namics between Buddhist women and men. To assert that women have
been universally oppressed is in and of itself an act of oppression. By not
seeking to highlight the contributions of women ——even, or especially,
those not recognized by their contemporaries——historians tacitly subjugate
women and perpetuate the unfair treatment women might have experienced
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in history.

As scholars gain a clearer understanding of what female monastics
have been involved in and what their perspective is on their own situa-
tions, a picture of strong, devout, and resilient monastic women is emerg-
ing. In light of this, however, most scholarship on nuns paints erroneous
impressions that must be modified. Incorrect information and omission of
information on monastic women create a similar effect for they mute the
voices of dedicated monastic women. Impressions of monastic women as
weak social misfits with an occasional, but rare, powerful, imperially en-
dowed female monastic linger in the literature. Descriptions like the follow-
ing, which only present part of the picture, confirm such impressions.
“The nunnery was a place of refuge for women who did not wish to mar-
ry, widows, abandoned concubines, and prostitutes.”19) Although there were
women who came from difficult circumstances, there is no evidence that
this was a widespread or primary reason for pursuing monastic life. Even
when the motivation to enter the monastic life did derive out of their poor
life conditions, this does not mean that they were not sincere and dedi-
cated to Buddhist teachings. Perhaps what most poignantly illustrates the
inequity inherent in such statements is that the motivations of their male
counterparts are rarely questioned.

The exploration of the history, lifestyle, teachings, religious practices,
and self-perception of women clearly depends upon the lens through which
the researcher and writer perceive them. The researcher and the re-
searched have a mutually transforming affect upon each other. It is a chal-
lenge, however, to make contributions to theoretical and intellectual discus-
sions when one begins with a keen awareness of the personal and imagina-
tive nature of scholarly research and writing.1) The fundamental basis for
my methodological approach is grounded in my disbelief in facts that exist
“out there,” independent of an experience, interpretation, or perception of
them. Therefore, I do not aspire to reveal a definitive truth sterilized of
all non-objective elements.

Many thinkers, including W.C. Smith, Lawrence Babb,!2) and a grow-
ing number of scholars concerned with cross-cultural studies of women,!3)
urge scholars to search for indigenous categories and themes by beginning
with open-ended questions and allowing the material to shape the answers.
Smith’s position that a particular methodology should not be decided upon
before one discovers the nature of the material to which a methodology
will be applied is reflected in the statement quoted below. “All religions
are new religions, every morning. For religions do not exist up in the sky
somewhere, elaborated, finished, and static; they exist in men’s [and wom-
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en’s] hearts.”14) Smith goes on to say that, “Methodology should be devel-
oped out of the particular problem that one is considering, not vice versa,
and it should be ephemeral, subordinate, and fundamentally dispensable.”15)
His understanding of methodology is reminiscent of the Buddhist notion of
vehicles to enlightenment, which is that the sundry teachings and practices
are rafts that must be discarded upon reaching the other shore of enlight-
enment. If one tries to remain attached to these vehicles of liberation after
their purpose has been achieved, they become cumbersome obstacles. Like-
wise, when methodology is reified as more than a way to understand a par-
ticular thing at a particular time, the matter at hand is obscured.

This anti-reductionist approach requires methodological pluralism with
a phenomenological orientation. An experientialist methodology is inherent
in a phenomenological approach to the study of religion. The following
scheme is based upon Smith’s tri-part outline of what he describes as a
personalist methodology. One, it is the study of persons, in which signifi-
cant data lies in what it means to the person who is the believer. Two, it
involves recognizing that the observer is a person with a particular point
of view, and three, the awareness that the relationship between the observ-
er and the person being studied is personal.1®) The methodology of using
various methodologies according to need, appropriateness, and applicability
is particularly helpful when researching women, for strategies and interpre-
tations must be experimented with in order to disencumber the study from
androcentric approaches and categories.

Religion is a dynamic and organic subject of study. Increasingly, schol-
ars are becoming sensitive to the affect the researcher has upon what is be-
ing described. In accord with this understanding, Smith argues that “the at-
titude, the philosophy, and the general orientation of an author are of ma-
jor consequence for any scholarly study; are at least equally important,
and usually more important, than the method employed.”1?) More recently,
Marcus and Fischer realize that research and writing about it are a dia-
logue between the researcher and the researched.1® Valentine Daniel is of
like minds when he states that culture “is to be located in the creative act
of communicating.”19 In response to Geertz’s definition of religion in
which “symbol” is the critical hinge upon which the definition hangs,20)
Daniel defines culture in terms of “signs.” A sign is a heuristic device
made up of an irreducible triadic structure. The structure consists of three
mutually affective components: (a) objects, (b) interpretant, and (c) the
representant. The object need not be a material thing, but rather it is that
which is “thrown before” the mind, towards which one’s attention is di-
rected. The interpretant is the locus of interpretaion, that by which a sign
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is contextualized, part of a connected web. It is not an isolated entity. It
is necessary for it connects the representamen and the object to a meaning-
ful reality.2) With this system of sign, the relationship between the re-
searcher and the culture being researched can be understood as a host of
internally related events. By “internally related events” I refer to the phe-
nomenon that the object, “a,” and interpretant, “b,” mutually affect each
other so that the representant, “c’——the event that is experienced —is
the interaction of “a” and “b.” That is, the representant is the creation
“c,” a novel event derived from the relationship of “a” and “b.”22) Com-
mencing from this understanding of the nature of experience and reality,
which is based upon signs, Daniel explains that “a culture is understood
herein to be constituted of those webs of relatively regnant and generative
signs of habit, spun in the communicative act engaged in by the anthro-
pologist and his or her informants [or collaborators]....”23)

With this background, one can begin to see that the difference be-
tween sign and symbol has far-reaching ramifications in one’s approach to
the study of religion and the results of one’s study. The pursuit of sym-
bols assumes there are symbols “out there” that can be recognized and in-
terpreted by appropriately informed people. Although accompanying the
concept of symbol is an awareness that symbols must be understood in
their cultural context and that there can be numerous interpretations of
the symbols, the concept of symbol is not as in dynamic as the concept of
sign. The semiotic perspective, however, requires one to consider not only
the signs of culture, but also consider the self as a sign——a web of signi-
fication.24) An awareness of this dynamic relationship where signs have a
mutually formative affect upon each other——the researcher (sign) as an in-
tegral part of the culture (sign system) being researched ——leads one to
approach the study of a culture or a religion as an organic process of creativity.

Reflective anthropologists and qualitative ethnographers are engaged in
a self-conscious analysis of this organic process of creativity whereby, in
the context of the research experience, the background of the researcher
has become a focus of attention. Critical reflection upon the dynamics in-
volved in the relationship of self, as researcher, and other, as both that
which is being researched (whether it be texts or people) and the results
of the research (usually a book or article), illuminates issues that range
from the metaphysics of experience to the complexities of human interac-
tion. At a metaphysical level, all experiences are novel events derived from
the factors involved in the creation of the event, whether they be books,
people of similar or different backgrounds, writing a sentence, understand-
ing an idea, or meeting an old friend. This is most clearly evident at the
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level of signs where the mutual transformation of elements result in the
creation of a novel experience. The logical development of this variety of
process philosophy is that there are no objective truths or facts for any
amount of intelligence or expertise to uncover. In this scheme, distinguish-
ing researcher from research is only possible at a microscopic level of meta-
physical analysis.

At the social level of human interaction, one can see the distinct el-
ements: researcher, that which is being researched, and the results of the
research. I would like to examine the relationship between the researcher
and that which is being researched.25) In research of all varieties and meth-
ods the factors of the researcher’s affect upon the researched and the
researched’s affect on the researcher are ever present. These issues, how-
ever, are more poignantly illustrated in field research involving the study
of people as individuals or groups.26) The common method employed to ob-
tain information about people in the field has been called “participant obser-
vation.” This method developed in conjunction with the conceptually polar-
ized categories known as “insider” and “outsider.”2” The aim of participant
observation is for an “outsider” to participate in a group in order to gain
understanding of the “insider’s” way of life. Scholars have already begun
to challenge the underlying assumptions inherent in these categories.28)
They are predicated upon a rigid conception of self and other which be-
trays the experience of people who are actually in the field. At the same
time that it is a romantic notion that a person can enter into another com-
munity for a limited period of time and claim that they have become an
“insider,” it is equally difficult to deny that there are different types of in-
teraction that yield varying levels of intimacy. Rather than there being dis-
tinct categories of insider and outsider, there is a continuum that ranges
from complete difference in gender, culture, race, age, class, religious ori-
entation, etc. between the researcher and the reserched and relative similar-
ity between them. The rubric insider-outsider, therefore, must be used
with extreme caution and awareness that they are merely relative designa-
tions which must be carefully contextualized.

Furthermore, all along the continuum between insider and outsider,
the mutually effective events, also known as signs, are occurring at the
metaphysical level. Therefore, the background of the researcher, the con-
tents of the matter under scrutiny (texts, people, etc.), and the results of
this interaction (books, insights, dissertations) are all internally related in
the creative processes of researching, understanding, and writing. Attention
to this phenomenon is echoed in the works of many scholars. Golde voices
this concern in her “Introduction” to Women in the Field by questioning
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“how were my data affected by the kind of person I am, by my sex or
other apparent attributes, and how did my presence alter, positively or
negatively, the flux of life under observation?”?®) In stressing that the
study of religion is the study of religious people, W. C. Smith encourages
scholars to become genuine friends with various religious people, because
one can only learn what is in the heart of a person in the context of a
personal two-way relationship.30)

There is a compelling similarity between the understanding that re-
search is an organic process of creativity and the philosophical orientation
of Zen master Dogen. Centuries ago, Dogen realized that there is nothing
more to experience than the here and now and that there is nothing “out
there” for one to discover and master. When experiencing the present mo-
ment, there is no place for determining truth or falsity. Such judgments
are alien to Dogen’s epistemological and ontological insights.3) Beginning
with an ontology of non-dualism, there is no vantage point from which
one might be able to determine truth or falsity. What is, is. Since there is
nothing outside of the ontological status of one who acts now and is here,
one can only know what one experiences.

Such thinking is echoed in the fields of process philosophy, reflective
anthropology, qualitative ethnography, and religion. Research, particularly
field research, is direct involvement in the here and now. Moreover, even
when doing historical or textual studies, these studies, and the people who
engage in them, occur in a particular place and time. Ddgen’s insight into
the relationship that being and time are indistinguishable in the present
moment lends historic weight to the claims of contemporary scholars that
research is a matter of an internally organic creation. Research, like all ac-
tivity, is a phenomenon in the present moment. It is an activity of discov-
ery, but it is not the discovery of an entity existing independent of time,
but the moment of discovery is an event where being and time are cre-
ated. Whitehead, a modern process philosopher, uses the vocabulary
“concrescence of an occasion of experience” to describe this phenomenon.
Dogen uses the phrase “being-time” to explain the same. He asserts that
“all being is time” and “time itself is being.”32) “Thus,” he continues in po-
etic fashion, “a pine tree is time, bamboo is time... Mountains are time.
Oceans are time.... If time is annihilated, mountains and oceans are annihi-
lated.” Reflective anthropologists and qualitative ethnographers, including
Daniel,3® Clifford,39 Crapanzano,3) Gold,36) and Narayan,3”) are aware of
this phenomenon as reflected in their awareness of the mutually transform-
ing effect the scholar has on the subject of study and the study on the
scholar. W. C. Smith also understands the study of religion to be a process
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of the mutual transformation of friends with varying faith orientations.
With conviction he writes that “the practitioner of comparative reli-
gion...may become no longer an observer vis-a-vis the history of divine re-
ligions of distant or even close communities, but rather a participant in the
multiform religious history of the only community there is, humanity.”38)
From many fields of experience ranging from a modern metaphysical phi-
losopher, to a medieval Zen master, to contemporary members of academe,
there is concurrence that research is a creative activity of the present mo-
ment.

By extension, one can readily see Daniel’s assertion that culture is an
open-ended process.39) Naturally, the study of culture is also a process. No
amount of study can claim to discern a definitive truth, for there are no
absolute static truths in a process. Clifford states without qualification that
“ethnographic truths are inherently pertial ——and incomplete.”40)
Whitehead, as though he had discussed the matter with Ddgen, argues
even more strongly. “Reality is just itself, and it is nonsense to ask wheth-
er it be true or false.”4l) There is only “we” in the present moment, and
we are all internally related in a web of creativity where distinctions like
insider and outsider serve only as relative terms to the collective whole of
humanity. We all must realize, along with Smith, that “the culmination of
this process is when ‘we all’ are talking with each other about ‘us.”’42)

Keeping in mind the creative and organic nature of scholarship is a
necessary strategy for opening up the vista of scholarship on women.
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