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A STUDY ON GENDER EQUALITY
IN HUMANISTIC BUDDHISM

Chang Hongxing

Abstract

Since Humanistic Buddhism was first proposed by Master Taixu, the issue of 
gender equality has gradually kindled widespread discussion in the field of Buddhism. 
During the Republican Era, Master Taixu and the female Buddhists of the Pure Bodhi 
Vihara have actively expressed their views on gender equality. Eventually, they reached a 
consensus of respecting a woman’s character, protecting her rights, and advocating equal 
status between men and women. After 1949, under the impetus of Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun, Venerable Yin Shun, Venerable Sheng Yen, Venerable Chao-hwei, thoughts 
on gender equality in Taiwan have made great strides. After 1980, the rejuvenation of 
Humanistic Buddhism in Mainland China in turn developed thoughts on gender equality. 
As a result, the overall status of female Buddhists in Mainland China has remarkably 
improved.
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Since the beginning of Buddhism, women’s issues have always received great 
attention. There are discussions in the sūtras and the Vinaya (collection of monastic rules) 
concerning issues such as female renunciation, women’s status, and gender relations. In 
a nutshell, the attitude of ancient Indian Buddhism towards women has always oscillated 
between respecting women and rejecting women. After Buddhism spread to China, due 
to China’s domestic politics, economics, cultures, and various other reasons, though there 
was no lack of glaring achievements in Chinese Buddhism regarding women; overall, 
the discrimination towards women derived from ancient Indian Buddhism continued.

For a long time, female Chinese Buddhists have been on the verge of obscurity. 
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In many aspects, it is difficult to discuss them with men on equal terms. Since modern 
times, with the introduction of gender equality in the West and trend of women’s 
liberation, especially within Humanistic Buddhism as advocated by Master Taixu, the 
issue of gender equality has gradually attracted attention across the board from both men 
and women within the contemporary Buddhist community. During the Republican Era, 
Master Taixu and some female Buddhists who had an earlier awakening have already 
expressed their thoughts on this issue. Basically, a consensus has been reached that 
Buddhism respects women’s character, protects women’s rights, and promotes equal 
status between men and women.

After 1949, enterprises of contemporary Humanistic Buddhism continued to 
develop in Taiwan. In Humanistic Buddhism, the idea of   gender equality has further 
progressed and matured. Under the impetus of Venerable Master Hsing Yun, Venerable 
Yin Shun, Venerable Sheng Yen, and Venerable Chao-hwei, the idea of   gender equality 
in Humanistic Buddhism has made remarkable strides both in theory and in practice, and 
become a standard that leads the world in Buddhism. Relatively speaking, Buddhism in 
Mainland China experienced a long-term stagnation in that same period, until it gradually 
rejuvenated in the 1990s. During this period, Venerable Long Lian and others have been 
committed to the development of Buddhist women’s groups and made outstanding 
contributions to the improvement of the overall status of female Buddhists.

This paper intends to deliver a systematized framework of gender equality based 
on the thoughts of the aforementioned spiritual leaders of Humanistic Buddhism. Also, 
this paper seeks to provide a comprehensive assessment of the ideological development 
of Humanistic Buddhism in the field of gender equality over the past one hundred years, 
as well as to provide a theoretical reference for the promotion of gender equality in the 
future. 

1. Humanistic Buddhism’s Philosophy of Gender Equality During the Republican
Era

Gender equality and the women’s liberation movement in the West were introduced 
to Mainland China when it opened its doors in the late Qing dynasty. Gradually, these ideas 
were accepted by the Chinese and directly impacted on the promotion and development 
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of the feminist movement there. However, the initial influx of waves of Western 
culture challenged the traditional Chinese culture—one of which is Chinese Buddhism. 
It was pushed on the verge of abolition, not being able to thrive under the intellectual 
influences of the West.1 In this context, as one of the earliest pioneers of contemporary 
Chinese Buddhism—who opened people’s eyes and broadened people’s horizons in 
viewing the world—the young Master Taixu had long been exposed to “new Chinese 
and Western ideas.”2 Furthermore, he was able to take the prajñā insights of Chan 
Buddhism along with the understanding of the doctrines, such as the Tiantai School, 
adapted them to the trends of thought in this era, and gradually established the ideology 
of Humanistic Buddhism.3 With the in-depth development of the feminist movement in 
Mainland China, the idea of   promoting gender equality gradually affected Buddhism. 
At that time, there was a growing voice within Buddhism to promote the status of 
women and promote gender equality. Faced with this unavoidable request, Taixu—
who advocated actively, adapting to the “thoughts of the times”—responded positively 
to this issue.

Based on the theories of buddha-nature, emptiness, and causality, Master Taixu 
pointed out that all sentient beings “have the potential of achieving the highest level of 
awareness,” so “in this respect, all are equal.”4 From the Buddhist theory of emptiness, 
reflecting upon impermanence and non-self, it is understood that everything in the 
world is “empty” in its essence. Applying this theory of emptiness to life, we know 
that everything in life results from causes and conditions and influencing one another 
interchangeably. The intrinsic nature is empty. From here, we can “view life as most 
equal.”5 According to the Buddhist law of cause and effect, “all things in the world” 
are essentially the products of causes and conditions. All of which have inherent and 
universal “causality.” At the same time, it is because of the existence of “causality” that 
everything is completely equal.6 Based on these three aspects of the equality theory, Taixu 
further pointed out that men and women are considered as one part of all living beings 
in the world. Universally, both possess buddha-nature and cannot possibly transcend 
the constraints of emptiness and causality. Therefore, men and women are equal in their 
buddha-nature, without any distinction. Additionally, Taixu proposed that “the difference 
between a woman’s body and a man’s body is only a moment of karmic retribution. In 
regard to the gender inequality in the society, one should not be overly attached to the 
empty nature of inequality, rather one should inquire into the buddha-nature, nature of 
emptiness, and nature of causality within such inequality where “true equality lies.”7 No 
doubt, in the idea of gender equality, Taixu has made a breakthrough in the traditional 
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view of discrimination towards women in Buddhism to a certain extent. Furthermore, in 
offering immense support and encouragement to the development of Buddhist women’s 
group, who were in a rather vulnerable position.

Master Taixu encouraged bhikṣuṇīs to be like the bhikṣús. In daily living, each shares 
the same responsibilities equally in terms of actual cultivation and practice, propagation 
of the Dharma, and spreading of the Dharma. Given the unique gender qualities of 
bhikṣuṇīs, Taixu felt that the bhikṣuṇīs were more suitable to lead women in society, 
to achieve the purification of public morals and the propagation of the Dharma. At the 
same time, in the booming contemporary society, Taixu also encouraged the bhikṣuṇīs 
to expand their knowledge outside of Buddhism and proactively learn about various 
sociological studies. So that bhikṣuṇīs can resonate with the “trends of contemporary 
times” and thereby revealing Buddhism being of great use in the modern era.8

As for the female laity, Master Taixu advocated for a Buddhist family and 
encouraged them, through social education, to bring Buddhist faith into society in 
maintaining mutual interactions. This, in turn, will allow the Buddha’s teachings to carry 
on in this new era. He emphasized that women should also proactively seek employment 
and political rights. This would give value and affirmation to women in terms of their 
dignity and moral emotions. Taixu especially emphasized women to learn English and 
Chinese and Western medicine, and even encouraged them to travel overseas to join in 
Dharma propagation.

Given the prestige of Taixu in the Humanistic Buddhism system, his advocacy 
for gender equality and encouragement to elevate the women’s status in Buddhism has 
had a remarkable influence within the Buddhist community during this period. Having 
benefited from the encouragement and support of Taixu, emerged within Buddhism during 
the Republican Era was the female Buddhists of the Pure Bodhi Vihara guided by Abbess 
Hengbao. Through the publication Dedicated Journal for Female Buddhists, a journal 
started by the female Buddhists of the Pure Bodhi Vihara, profound reflections on the 
root causes of two genders relationship and inequality within traditional Buddhism have 
been made. Additionally, opinions on gender equality within Buddhism and extensive 
discussions concerning pragmatic means to bring about the realization of gender equality 
in the future were publicized.



121

  The female Buddhists of the Pure Bodhi Vihara believe the existence of gender 
inequality within Buddhism is not, in essence, the Buddhist teachings. Firstly, gender 
inequality came from customary practices, common in ancient Indian and Chinese 
societies, that is, the phenomenon of patriarchy. Buddhism as a part of society, is inevitably 
influenced by these societal norms. Secondly, the discrimination of men towards women 
is also partially due to a misunderstanding of Buddhist texts, taking a surface meaning 
of the words as the truth. This subsequently resulted in a sense of inferiority among 
female Buddhist practitioners, and hence the gender inequality in Buddhism. Thirdly, the 
prolonged structural problems existing within traditional Buddhism at that time, such as 
bureaucracies, decentralization, and temple property being controlled by a minority of 
monks, et cetera, all further exacerbated the inferior status of female practitioners and 
thereby hindered women from prevailing in Buddhist studies and practice.  

  Given the reasonings mentioned above, female Buddhists of the Pure Bodhi 
Vihara argue that firstly, from the Buddhist perspective of buddha-nature and emptiness, 
gender equality based on the doctrines and fundamentals of Buddhism are consistent. No 
doubt, men and women are equal in nature. Secondly, inevitably from the current trend 
that is on the rise of equalizing the two genders, Buddhism should change accordingly 
to contemporary society. Being an important part of society, Buddhism should continue 
to actively interact with the social trend in a society that is increasingly affirming gender 
equality in all aspects. Furthermore, it should actively promote the actuality of gender 
equality within Buddhism.

  Moreover, from the perspective of survival and development, if the female 
Buddhists wish to make contributions and have long-term development, then they 
need to transcend in many aspects from the prolonged gender inequality that has been 
imposed upon them. That means, to participate in Buddhist vocation with equal identity 
and status. Because Buddhism promotes gender equality, that is rational and necessary, 
the female Buddhists of the Pure Bodhi Vihara believe that women should first take 
the initiative to change themselves to realize the goal of gender equality. Additionally, 
having the courage to amend the long-established practices, and propose three new 
guiding principles: 

1. To control the root cause through strict admission selection of monastics.
2. To preach the Dharma through the in-depth study of Buddhist teachings.
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3. To maintain the long-term development of the monastic community by
engaging in self-sustaining financial activities.

To achieve gender equality, female Buddhists need to actualize their status in 
Buddhism by elevating themselves; through the system, education, and finance to truly 
break away from the restraints imposed by traditional Buddhism.

2. Humanistic Buddhism’s Philosophy of Gender Equality in Contemporary Taiwan 

After 1949, many pioneers in the Humanistic Buddhism movement, including 
Venerable Dongchu, Venerable Tzu Hang, Venerable Master Hsing Yun, and Venerable 
Yin Shun, moved to Taiwan to continue spreading Humanistic Buddhism. Thanks to the 
unique cultural environment in Taiwanese society, many senior monks and venerable 
masters were able to lead the fourfold community, and greatly furthered the development 
of Humanistic Buddhism because of this. In terms of building temples, places for 
cultivation, training Buddhist professionals, propagating the Dharma, promoting 
Buddhist beliefs and, sponsoring charity, Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan has achieved 
outstanding advancement. All this has had a very positive influence on promoting 
Buddhist beliefs in Taiwan, the region around Taiwan, and even throughout the world. 

With the continuous improvement of Taiwan’s social development towards 
modernization, the ideas of pursuing women’s liberation and gender equality have 
also risen among the populace. This general trend has also deeply affected Humanistic 
Buddhism in Taiwan. In the overall development of Taiwan’s Humanistic Buddhism, the 
issue of how to properly deal with the relationship between genders has always been a 
common concern among Buddhist leaders. For a long time, in the form of writings and 
actual practice, these leaders have developed a set of concepts around gender equality 
that conforms with mainstream values of gender equality in contemporary society, and 
these concepts do not conflict with fundamental concepts in Buddhism. These ideas not 
only solved many real-world problems concerning women in Buddhism, in terms of both 
theory and practice, but also laid the conceptual foundation for the unity and balanced 
development of male and female Buddhist practitioners in Taiwan. If Master Taixu and 
associated female Buddhist practitioners can be considered the instigators of the first 
peak of feminist thought in Humanistic Buddhism during the Republican Era, then the 
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religious leaders of Humanistic Buddhism in Taiwan created the second crest of feminist 
thinking.

Among these Buddhist leaders, one of the most renowned is Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun. As the founder of Fo Guang Shan in Taiwan, Venerable Master Hsing Yun 
“is not only an excellent promoter of contemporary Humanistic Buddhism, but also an 
outstanding creator of contemporary Humanistic Buddhism.”4 In his lifetime spreading 
and practicing Humanistic Buddhism, Venerable Master Hsing Yun has consistently 
adhered to the concept of gender equality, he has fully recognized women’s ability and 
virtue, and has constantly uplifted women’s status in both theory and practice. Before 
moving to Taiwan, Venerable Master Hsing Yun already had some thoughts on gender 
relations in the Buddhist community. In his early publications on economic development 
in Buddhism, he pointed out that Buddhist men and women have equal abilities in 
economic work. At the same time, he recognized the innate differences between men’s 
masculinity and women’s femininity, and has suggested that men and women should play 
different roles in specific economic tasks.5 After moving to Taiwan, Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun’s ideas about gender equality gradually matured over a long period of in-depth 
theoretical research and practice of the Dharma. These ideas were incorporated into the 
life and culture of the Buddhist community at Fo Guang Shan. This has significantly 
contributed to the prosperity of Fo Guang Shan’s Humanistic Buddhism throughout the 
world.

Venerable Master Hsing Yun’s thoughts about gender equality can be summarized 
into two aspects, one of theory and another of practice. Firstly, on the theoretical view, 
based on the fundamental concepts of Buddhism, through his writings, Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun made a modern interpretation of traditional sūtras, and concluded that 
Buddhism has upheld gender equality from its inception. He pointed out that, “Equality 
is the truth of the universe and humanity, the central doctrine of the human world, and 
the root of the Dharma.”6 In the relationship between the two genders, Buddhism itself 
is also “equal to everyone regardless of men, women, and children.”7 Venerable Master 
Hsing Yun believes that in Dharma practice, women have the same ability and potential 
as men. Additionally, he argues that, “As long as there is compassion, as long as there is a 
will, regardless of gender, regardless of origin, there is hope for success.”8 He advocates 
that Buddhists should not view the two genders differently or focus on the gender of 
a person, let alone use this as a basis to discriminate against others. Venerable Master 
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Hsing Yun’s thoughts on gender equality have cleared the theoretical obstacles for the 
elevation of women’s status and for achieving gender equality in Buddhism.

Secondly, regarding the practical aspect, because Venerable Master Hsing Yun has 
dedicated himself to the development of Humanistic Buddhism, he has always paid great 
attention to foster female Buddhists through education. In promoting the Dharma, he 
has encouraged women to take positions of responsibility, has given women sufficient 
support, and has helped women to realize their full potential to achieve no less than 
men. Also, Venerable Master Hsing Yun has collaborated with the international Buddhist 
community to restore the dual ordination system for bhikṣuṇīs in Southern Buddhist 
countries such as India and Sri Lanka, which has led to the establishment of local bhikṣuṇī 
communities; he has also convened the World Conference on Outstanding Women. These 
efforts have effectively contributed to the improvement of Buddhist women’s status.

Another highly distinguished scholar who made significant contributions in the 
field of gender equality in Humanistic Buddhism is Venerable Yin Shun. In the book, 
Introduction to Buddhism, which was published in his early years, Yin Shun put forward 
the idea, “in regard to faith, virtue, and wisdom, there is no difference in Buddhism 
between men and women.” He also pointed out the fact that traditional Buddhism has been, 
for a long time, “unable to propagate Buddhism in the spirit of equality between men and 
women, not supportive of women, unwilling to elevate the status of women, but instead 
has tended to be patriarchal, even abandoning women, and having aversion towards 
women.” He argues that, “this is really a distortion of Buddhism.”22 These quotations 
show that Venerable Yin Shun was a staunch activist for gender equality from very early 
on. He believed that the intent of Buddhism is the absolute equality of women and men 
in terms of ability, accomplishments, rights, obligations, cultivation, and propagation 
of the Dharma. This is the original intent of Buddhism; it is a deeper manifestation 
of the spirit of equality in Buddhism. Based on his firm stance of advocating gender 
equality in Buddhism, Yin Shun further pointed out, through his profound understanding 
of Buddhism and his rigorous and rational arguments, that the reason there was a long-
standing patriarchal phenomenon in Buddhism—in addition to the influence of social 
norms—was the distortion and misunderstanding of the Buddhists themselves.

Regarding the statement that bhikṣuṇīs led to the premature decline of Buddhism 
that was recorded in some sūtras, Venerable Yin Shun believed that although the Buddha 
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did have some hesitations initially, his attitude did in fact change, and he eventually 
supported the bhikṣuṇīs. This apparent contradiction concerning the Buddha’s original 
intent as recorded in the sūtras arose during the first Buddhist council (the council of five 
hundred [arhats] at Rājagṛha). Mahākāśyapa, who had an aversion towards women, had 
great influence because he convened the council. Yin Shun also did not believe the eight 
garudhammas [precepts of “respect” specifically for bhikṣuṇīs],” that severely suppress 
the status of women, originated from the Buddha. After careful investigation, Yin Shun 
pointed out that in the eight garudhammas: “Full ordination must be made in the presence 
of the Vārṣagaṇya...request for instruction must be made from the bhikṣú community 
and a request for upoṣadha every half-month...one must reside with the Vārṣagaṇya 
(during the rainy season retreat)...after the retreat, a pravāraṇā must be performed in the 
presence of the Vārṣagaṇya.” These four rules originated from the Buddha to educate 
and protect the bhikṣuṇīs after ordination. “The intention was to inspire and motivate, 
not to belittle or to suppress.”23  Other rules, such as “even a nun ordained for a hundred 
years must pay respect to a monk, even if he was just ordained that day...not to admonish 
bhikṣú...not to cite the wrongdoing committed by the bhikṣú,” and so forth were added 
“after the Buddha entered nirvāṇa,” by “Mahākāśyapa and other senior bhikṣús,” due to 
“adverse sentiment towards the bhikṣuṇīs.”24

Venerable Yin Shun’s advocacy of gender equality and deep analysis of Buddhism’s 
historical issues cleared the constraints for women in Humanistic Buddhism, helped 
women to re-establish their self-esteem, self-confidence, self-awareness, and revitalized 
their energy for a new beginning. The rapid rise of Taiwanese Buddhist women also 
justifies Yin Shun’s thinking on gender equality in the current era.

As the founder of Dharma Drum Mountain, Venerable Sheng Yen also explicitly 
advocated for gender equality. Sheng Yen made a profound reflection on the status of 
gender issues in Buddhism. He did not shy away from pointing out that there has been a 
strong patriarchal emphasis within Buddhism for a long time. This phenomenon directly 
led to the long-term suppression of Buddhist women’s groups, and in the long run, 
also hindered the overall development of Buddhism. Sheng Yen pointed out: “During 
the Buddha’s era, he advocated equality between men and women.”25 Therefore, the 
phenomenon of patriarchalism in Buddhism essentially violated the fundamental 
spirit of Buddha’s advocacy of gender equality. Based on serious concerns regarding 
this issue, Venerable Sheng Yen held that Buddhism could not continue its traditional 
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discrimination towards women, but rather needed to return to the original intents of the 
Buddha, promote gender equality from within, and bring the two genders, Buddhist men 
and women, back to the path of balanced development.

Along the lines of Venerable Yin Shun, Venerable Sheng Yen also opposed the 
garudhammas because they result in the gender inequality within Buddhism. Sheng 
Yen highlighted that the garudhammas were first proposed only after the Buddha 
entered nirvāṇa and are contradictory to the essence of the Dharma and the guiding 
principles of the precepts.9 He stated that the existence of the garudhammas leads to 
the loss of independence for the bhikṣuṇīs and inferior status to male practitioners.10 To 
remove the barriers for the bhikṣuṇīs, Sheng Yen proposed to discard the garudhammas, 
and he discouraged the practice by future bhikṣuṇīs. Sheng Yen further clarified the 
misperception from some of the Buddhist texts that female practitioners are unable 
to attain Buddhahood due to gender inferiority.11 He quoted the “dragon-maiden who 
became a Buddha” from the Lotus Sūtra to defend gender equality from within the 
sūtras.12 He also remarked that if female Buddhist practitioners accumulate enough merit 
and wisdom, they too can attain Buddhahood as swiftly as their male counterparts.13

Venerable Sheng Yen emphasized independence as a prerequisite to achieving 
gender equality. However, although many temples in Taiwan have practitioners of both 
genders, monks predominantly take the lead and make daily decisions. Venerable Sheng 
Yen believed such circumstances will inevitably lead to bhikṣuṇīs passively accepting 
management by the monks, with a corresponding loss of independence as the long-term 
consequence. He expressed his hopes for a future in which bhikṣuṇīs will establish a 
bhikṣuṇīs-only community, with a Buddhist nun as the resident teacher to follow and 
companion bhikṣuṇīs to practice with. Not only would this structure adhere to the guiding 
principles of the precepts, it would also foster the independence of female practitioners.

While the Humanistic Buddhist community in Taiwan has promoted the idea of 
gender equality, traditional Buddhists in Taiwan have not kept pace with this trend, 
and even somehow regressed in terms of ideology. In the 1990s, articles published in 
newspapers and magazines by some Buddhist practitioners criticized Taiwan’s bhikṣuṇīs, 
stating that they “don’t know what the garudhammas are.”14 Some even explicitly 
demanded “bhikṣuṇīs in Taiwan to study the Mahaprajapati Bhiksuni Sūtra, to recite 
the eighty-four characteristics, and to study the garudhammas.”15 In the face of this 
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“countercurrent” of rejecting the idea of gender equality in Buddhism, through defending 
the garudhammas, Venerable Chao-hwei, the “female general in Buddhism” from the 
Humanistic Buddhist community, bravely stepped onto the front stage and launched a 
decade-long ideological debate. She pushed the gender equality movement to a climax 
through publicly tearing up a copy of the garudhammas. In this long-term ideological 
debate, Venerable Chao-hwei “took many lecturing and writing opportunities, using 
academic analysis and documentary analysis.”16 Venerable Chao-hwei also thoroughly 
and comprehensively reviewed the viewpoints and remarks used for discriminating 
against women within Buddhism, such as the garudhammas, “ordaining women will 
lead to a premature decline of the Dharma,” that “eighty-four ugly features of women,” 
“women have five obstacles,” and others.

Based on previous ideological achievements and a deep concern for the outcome 
of Buddhist women, Venerable Chao-hwei studied Buddhist doctrines in combination 
with her own experience in practicing the Dharma. Venerable Chao-hwei analyzed the 
historical root causes of gender inequality in Buddhism, using rational methodologies 
including research of primary source texts, interpreting this literature, and doctrinal 
analysis. With continuous exploration, based on the fundamental principle of the 
Dharma that “all lives are equal,” she successfully demonstrated that gender equality 
has been a fundamental aspect of Buddhism since ancient times. She pointed out that 
many statements in the scriptures that discriminated against women were not derived 
from the Buddha’s teachings. She asserted that these were serious misrepresentations of 
the Buddha’s true meaning. Therefore, strictly speaking, such statements are incorrect. 
Venerable Chao-hwei’s endeavors in this field have successfully disputed many 
viewpoints associated with gender inequality in Buddhism. She achieved her goal to 
defeat male chauvinism within the Buddhist community, and subsequently demonstrated 
to those who opposed gender equality that an argument supporting inequality based on a 
fundamental theoretical foundation is not valid.

After making sufficient theoretical preparation, at the opening ceremony of the 
“Theory and Practice of Master Yinshun’s Thought” Conference on March 31, 2001, 
Venerable Chao-hwei made a public speech, and titled the “Second Revolution of 
Contemporary Mahāprajāpatī Gautamī—Abolishing the Garudhammas.” She then led 
the four groups of Buddhist followers to “tear off” the garudhammas from the wall 
ceremonially and symbolically. In the ten-year movement for gender equality, Venerable 
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Chao-hwei completed the theoretical decomposition of the remarks discriminating 
against women in the Buddhist scriptures, and in practice, publicly abolished the 
garudhammas. Although her behavior is still considered to be controversial, in reality, 
Venerable Chao-hwei has always been at the forefront of promoting the idea of gender 
equality in Buddhism, both in theory and in practice.

3. Humanistic Buddhism’s Philosophy of Gender Equality in Today’s Mainland
China

From 1949 until the end of the 1970s, Buddhism in Mainland China was “akin to 
a little boat adrift at sea,” and amid social and political movements of socialist reforms 
and the Cultural Revolution, “withered in its struggles.”17 It was not until 1978, after the 
3rd Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, that 
Chinese Buddhism commenced its gradual recovery. After 40 years of rapid development, 
Humanistic Buddhism has achieved much in the region. During this period, due to the 
sustained excellent conditions for religion in post-revolution China, and its consistent 
emphasis and support for gender equality, the participation of female Buddhists in China 
has rapidly developed. At the same time, Buddhism globally made great progress in 
terms of elevating the status of females and promoting gender equality, therefore, the 
position of female Buddhists has also been significantly uplifted.

In this respect, Venerable Long Lian, praised by Zhao Puchu as the “foremost 
amongst today’s bhikṣuṇīs,”18 has undoubtedly contributed the most to gender equality 
in Mainland China’s Humanistic Buddhism.

Born into a family of traditional intellectuals with extreme discrimination against 
females, Venerable Long Lian’s father “did not even give proper thought to her name,”19 
despite being his eldest daughter. Only after the births of her five younger brothers did 
he officially name them all according to the Nine Provinces of ancient China. When she 
was older, Venerable Long Lian disapproved of her father’s male-favoritism and “named 
herself Ming Yan to express her dissatisfaction.”20,21 During the Spring and Autumn and 
Warring States periods, Youzhou, which was part of the Nine Provinces, belonged to the 
state of Yan. In naming herself “yan,” Venerable Long Lian was implying that she stood 
for “you”22 among the provinces—in an attempt to fight for the same treatment as her 
brothers. As she entered adulthood, her life and social experience increased, Venerable 



129

Long Lian realized that regardless of a woman’s accomplishments before marriage, 
she would inevitably become “the same as all other women—without social status or 
independence,”23,24 after marriage and giving birth to children. To express her protest 
against the miserable fate of women in a patriarchal society, and to obtain and protect her 
independence and integrity (gained after many difficulties), Venerable Long Lian vowed 
not to get married.

If we were to understand Venerable Long Lian’s self-naming as a means to fight for 
gender equality within the family, then her rejection of marriage was a fight for equality 
in society. We can, therefore, tell that Venerable Long Lian, as a member of a very 
small group of female intellectuals, possessed a strong sense of gender consciousness 
even before she renounced. She strongly expressed her critique of gender inequality in a 
patriarchal society, and took practical action towards promoting women’s independence, 
protecting women’s integrity, and achieving the ideal of gender equality. 

After Venerable Long Lian’s renunciation, she recognized that there were 
“hierarchical differences between the two genders in Buddhism,” which she thought was 
a reflection of “male dominance over women in the secular world.”25,26 At the same time, 
she disapproved of the women’s five hindrances and the garudhammas found in Buddhist 
scriptures. As a result, Venerable Long Lian spent her life particularly concerned with 
how to elevate women’s status in Buddhism, given the existing conditions, and how to 
actualize gender equality. Due to the differences in social conditions between China 
and Taiwan, Venerable Long Lian did not overly engage in theoretical discussions on 
gender equality based on Buddhist teachings as the leaders of Humanistic Buddhism 
in Taiwan did, but instead focused on practicalities such as the development of skills 
among bhikṣuṇīs and reinstating the precepts for bhikṣuṇīs from the Twofold Saṅgha. 
In doing so, she showed that the abilities and achievements of bhikṣuṇīs are irrefutably 
equal to that of bhikṣus, thereby objectively elevating the position of the bhikṣuṇīs in Han 
Buddhism, and making outstanding contributions towards women’s status in modern 
Chinese Buddhism.         

Even before 1980, China already had several Buddhist colleges. However, these 
colleges only admitted male monastics, and “none offered education to bhikṣuṇīs.”27 
To make up for this inadequacy, enable female monastics to obtain the same quality 
Buddhist education as male monastics, and further cultivate the talents of women, Chinese 



130

Buddhism immensely needed to establish a Buddhist college for female monastics. Given 
these pressing needs, Venerable Long Lian expressed that it was her “responsibility to 
do this.”28 In 1980 when she attended the 4th National Representative Conference of 
the Buddhist Association of China (BAC), Venerable Long Lian “solemnly proposed 
to establish a bhikṣuṇī Buddhist college”29 to the Buddhist Association of China. This 
was met with strong support from then-President Zhao Puchu, and after overcoming 
many difficulties, it was approved by the State Administration for Religious Affairs. The 
Sichuan Buddhist Institute was thereby founded, and enrolled its first batch of students 
in 1984. After the institute’s establishment, Venerable Long Lian assumed the position as 
dean, personally overseeing its educational activities, and devoted the rest of her life to 
female monastic education, nurturing many virtuous and learned bhikṣuṇīs for Buddhism 
in Mainland China.

Put simply, the undertaking of the bhikṣuṇī precepts from the Twofold Saṅgha 
refers to female monastics, in the process of undertaking the full precepts, first obtaining 
the benfa ni30 precepts from ten bhikṣuṇīs who have upheld the precepts for twelve 
years, and then, led by these ten bhikṣuṇīs to the bhikṣus, seeking ten bhikṣus to form an 
ordination platform to pass the full bhikṣuṇī precepts. Only then is such a procedure in 
line with Buddhist liturgy. In Chinese Han Buddhism, the practice of taking the precepts 
from the Twofold Saṅgha can be earliest traced to the Song of the Southern dynasties, 
and the tradition had been discontinued by the time of the Republican Era. As early 
as 1949, Venerable Long Lian’s teacher, Venerable Neng Hai, prepared to reinstate the 
Twofold Saṅgha precepts, but could not put it into practice due to various reasons. As 
such, Venerable Long Lian “always hoped that she could someday complete Venerable 
Neng Hai’s unfinished aspirations.”31

It was in 1980 that Venerable Long Lian formally expressed her aspiration to 
“reinstate the Twofold Saṅgha ordination for bhikṣuṇīs in Mainland China” at the 4th 
National Representative Conference of the BAC.32 This matter was highly regarded by 
the Buddhist Association of China, and Zhao Puchu actively worked towards it. It was 
due to the joint effort of Venerable Long Lian and the Buddhist Association of China, and 
together with the former’s planning and coordination that the Twofold Saṅgha ordination 
was held two years later. In January 1982, ten bhikṣuṇīs brought together by Venerable 
Long Lian “transmitted the benfa ni precepts to eight individuals at Tiexiang Si,33 after 
which they were brought to the Manjusri Temple at Chengdu, where Venerable Kuan 



131

Lin headed a ten-bhikṣu preceptor group to transmit to them the bhikṣuṇī precepts.”34 In 
the years that followed, Venerable Long Lian continued to overcome many difficulties 
to organize eight more such ordinations in 1987, 1989, 1991, 1993 (twice), 1995, 1999 
and 2003. Worthy of mention is the 1993 ordination transmitted at White Horse Temple 
in Luoyang, where Venerable Long Lian transmitted the Twofold Saṅgha precepts to 
almost four hundred female preceptees. In terms of its scale, it became known as “unique 
in the history of Buddhism.”35 Since then, the tradition of the Twofold Saṅgha ordination, 
which has been broken several times in the history of Chinese Han Buddhism, was fully 
reinstated because of the untiring efforts of Venerable Long Lian and others. This not 
only helped the tradition of bhikṣuṇī ordination return “back to its proper standards,”36 
but furthermore, it is also “of immense significance to the establishment of a systematic 
modern Chinese Buddhism.”37 It can be said that Venerable Long Lian’s contributions 
towards the reinstatement and continuation of the bhikṣuṇī tradition’s legality in Chinese 
Han Buddhism are indeed meritorious and great.

Conclusion

The overall concept of gender equality in Humanistic Buddhism can be assessed 
from two aspects: theory and practice. From a theoretical level, the concept of   gender 
equality in Humanistic Buddhism mainly seeks support from the Buddhist doctrines 
(especially the concepts of buddha-nature and emptiness). At the same time, when 
addressing the discriminatory remarks toward women as noted in the sūtras, Humanistic 
Buddhists have been able to conduct a rational analysis and doctrinal deconstruction 
to free female Buddhist practitioners from the theoretical constraints. From a practical 
level, the concept of   gender equality in Humanistic Buddhism is primarily demonstrated 
by encouraging female practitioners to actively participate in Buddhist vocation and 
take ownership of Buddhism. Especially in Taiwan, the female community has already 
progressed to become a core authority in Humanistic Buddhism, and has become 
indispensable in driving the development of Humanistic Buddhism to excellence. In 
Mainland China, through the promotion of education and restoration of the precepts 
for the two monastic assemblies (bhikṣu and bhikṣuṇī), Humanistic Buddhism has been 
instrumental in the expansion of the women’s community in sheer volume. Furthermore, 
it has promoted quality in women’s Buddhist studies, enhanced recognition of women’s 
identity, and taken practical steps, one by one, to achieve a significant rise in the status 
of women.
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Comparatively speaking, although the idea of   gender equality in Humanistic 
Buddhism was just beginning during the Republican Era, it still laid the basic layout 
of how the overall development should be spearheaded. In the later phase, the idea of   
gender equality in Taiwan and Mainland China followed this directive and went deeper 
and wider. Taiwanese benefited from the strong rise of Buddhist women’s groups. It was 
a turning point and an opportunity to establish an ideological character for Humanistic 
Buddhism. To stimulate the participation and awareness of women, the concept of gender 
equality was promoted further, with a more open, inclusive, and encouraging attitude. 
With the continuous development of Buddhist women, the idea of   gender equality 
became a consensus within Buddhism. With the positive interaction between these 
two influences, gender equality in Humanistic Buddhism has become a benchmark for 
Buddhists around the world. Due to the differences in the degree of social modernization 
and the degree of self-development, Mainland China shows a greater emphasis on the 
practical implementation of the idea of gender equality in Humanistic Buddhism, yet a 
weaker focus on the theory. 

Overall, looking at the development of Humanistic Buddhism in the past one hundred 
years on both sides of the Taiwan Strait, at the advocated protection of women’s rights 
and benefits, increase in women’s status, and finally the achievement of full equality 
between men and women, gender equality has gradually evolved into a consensus within 
Buddhism. It has become a key component in the principles of Humanistic Buddhism. 
The continuous development and progress of the idea of gender equality will not only 
promote the balance of status between men and women within Humanistic Buddhism, 
but will also provide important support for the overall development of Humanistic 
Buddhism in the future.
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