Women’s Role
1. Traditional philosophy preached women’s inferiority to men.  Women were to remain ignorant and to obey, first, their fathers, after marriage, their husbands; and during widowhood, their sons.  Marriages were arranged, and a woman’s responsibility was to remain married, no matter how undesirable the match.  The major role of women, considered the private property of men, was to please their husbands and to bear children.  It is said that women have untamable mind and she is unintelligent.  They have no claim for any other heritage.  No wonder infanticide with baby girls though morally illegal, is not uncommon.

2. Keeping this as the background inherited by Buddhism, let us pay attention to the Buddhist attitude to women as it is reflected in the Pali Canon.  The daughter held an honourable affectionate position in the family.  There is no obsessional preference for sons as in Brahmanism where it was believed that the happiness of a man in the after life depended on the funeral rites performed by a son.  In Buddhism the funeral rites could be performed by anyone irrespective of gender and relationship.  Once Buddha admonished King Pasenadi Kosala who was displeased with the birth of a daughter, that a daughter could be even more worthy than a son if she is endowed with virtue and wisdom – a revolutionary statement for during that time.

3. As wife, woman occupied the position of a companion to her husband.  Marriage is a relationship of mutual love, respect and understanding fortified by the discharge of duties towards one another.  The Sigalovada Sutta clearly defines the duties of husband and wife.  The husband should respect the wife, should be courteous to her, should be faithful to her, should hand over authority to her, and should provide her with ornaments.  The wife’s duties towards the husband comprise the maintenance of a well organized household, treatment of servants with hospitality and care, being faithful to her husband, safe keeping of family wealth and conducting herself with dexterity in all duties.  The wife in such a set up has full active role to play exercising her authority and discretion with prudence and responsibility.  Within the marriage, each partner develops strengths complementing the other and manifests a supportive and appreciative recognition of the other’s skills.  There is no sense whatever of either man or women being superior.  Superiority is precisely to be found in loyalty, gentleness, generosity, self-restraint, tolerance, calm and dedication.  There is the need for a sound mutual relationship between the husband and wife.  Such a relationship will exert a lasting impart on the society.  The significant point here is that the Buddha’s injunctions are bilateral – the marital relationship is a reciprocal one with mutual rights and obligations.
4. An interesting feature of the Sigalovada Sutta the giving of ornaments to one’s wife is not a bonus but a duty as binding as everything else.  The Buddha seems to have adopted a very sympathetic and tolerant attitude towards the natural and harmless love of females for ornaments. It is well known that the great Buddhist benefactress, Visakha, went to the monastery to see the Buddha bedecked in her fabulous ornament which reached from her head to her foot.  It is said that a part of it resembled a live peacock.  Devotees had to come close to see that it was made of gold and jewels.  Neither the Buddha nor the bhikkhus advised her not to wear it.  It was only when she developed in asceticism and insight that she gave it up on her own.   All other evidence, as for instance, the Ajanta cave painting point to the fact that in Buddhist times women went about freely, in fine clothes and certainly unveiled.  This had its influence on Sri Lanka too.  For it is said that the highest ladies of the land would participate in all religious ceremonies and pageants dress in their finest.
5. As a mother, the woman was definitely honoured and revered, and her position was unassailable.  Parenthood should have two adult partners specialized in two roles complimentary to each other.  One is the instrumental role of the father and the other in the expressive role of the mother.  The husband while playing the role of father binds the relationship between the family and the outside world.  He being the supporter of his family, plays an active ‘instrumental’ role to earn an income and provide material support for the family’s upkeep.  The wife being mother and housewife plays an ‘expressive’ role looking after the household affairs, bringing up children and providing the emotional support of love and care needed to bind the family together.  The child needs care and attention, presumably from mother for several years even after it can stand on its feet and walk.  While much has been said about the emotional makeup of the fairer sex, women are ideal for mentorship roles, eg: nurturing, intuitive and sensitive.  Every relationship is a reciprocal one whether of wife to husband, child to parent or servant to master.
6. Buddha mentioned the view that femininity was no obstacle to spiritual development and attainment of Nibbana.  Therefore he admitted women in the Order though after some hesitation.  The hesitation seems to have been partly prompted by the social conditions.  In addition to being a male dominated society there were religious ideas too which emphasized male superiority and female inferiority.  So admission of women into the Order may have been considered detrimental to the public image of the Sangha.  Moreover, Buddha may have considered the organizational difficulties involved.  The monks and nuns have to have separate monasteries as the discipline required the segregation of the sexes.  On the other hand, security of nunneries without any male protection would have a problematic concern.  The relationship of the male and female Order also had to be carefully organized for the smooth functioning of the two Orders without any unhealthy interaction.  Whatever the reasons for the hesitation may have been Buddha permitted as Order of nuns and made the observations of eight extra rules obligatory on them.  Until the time of Buddha, women were not given much recognition.  It was the Buddha who raised the status of women.  He established the Order of Nuns for the first time in history, for never before was there any order where women had the opportunity of leading a celibate life of renunciation.
7. The establishment of the Bhikkhuni Sangha in the 5th year of the Buddha’s ministry paved the way for religious freedom of women during that time.  It was a splendid success.  There arose many eminent nuns who shone brilliantly in the study and practice of the Dharma.  Dhammadinna was an Arahant and she was an erudite exponent of the Dharma highly praised by the Buddha himself.  Khema was extolled as a wise nun, a brilliant speaker and a spiritual model for others to emulate.  Uppalavana was proficient in psychic powers.  The episode of Subha in Jivaka’s mango grove was an epitome of strength of character and determination.  The Therigatha (Psalms of the sisters) containing 77 verses by individual nuns bears ample testimony that women made the Order a great success and is one of the pride of Buddhist literature.  These Arahant Bhikkhunis show they are not deficient in any way to their male counterparts.  By granting women an active share in religious life, these ideas were transmitted into the social fabric that helped to raise their status in secular life as well.
8. There is evidence to point out that Arahanship is not only going beyond egoism but transcending sexuality as well.  It can be achieved only through the proper spiritual development and purification of one’s own mind-purging and cleansing oneself from all taints of greed, hatred and delusion.  No amount of public debates, demonstrations and universal charters could bring true freedom except through one’s own diligence and heedfulness by regular practice of morality and meditation.  To be a man or woman means to be confirmed to masculinity or femininity.  Arahanship surpasses both these narrow limitations, it is the culmination, the full flowering of all human potentialities.

9. Urbanization and relocation effectively broke the three generation families apart.  To put things in perspective in general, the wife make more effort to give families top priority.  Traditional concepts of the family have been re-defined by changing attitudes, values and lifestyles that come with modernity and capitalism.  All over the world, the idea of family is undergoing negotiations with contemporary needs and desires.  But the Asian perspective, it is undesirable that women become the force to be for those participated freely as equals among men in economics, social and religious activities of the community.  Women cannot escape being seen through the pervasive lenses of gender stereotypes.  Ambition is perceived as a male characterstics.  Women can be clever, but not too clever.  It helps if she is smart, independent and career-oriented but she must be similarly happy and fulfilled in her domestic life.  The message is, we do not mind clever women but they have to play by the patriarchal rules.  Unless she walks two steps behind her husband, metaphorically speaking, that is! Uniquely, a woman’s guess is much more accurate than a men’s certainty.  In every circumstance a man does not act wisely, a woman does act wisely, wherever she is attentively (na hi sabbesu thanesu puriso hoti pandito, itthi’pi pondita honti tattha tattha vicakkhana) - Kundalakesi Vatthu.  It is said that behind every successful man is a woman.
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