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“Like Water into Water,” If Buddhism, Then Feminism. 
But What Sort of Feminism?
by ALEXIS SHOTWELL

BUDDHIST FEMINIST RITA GROSS died, unexpectedly, in 
the fall of 2015; just before her death, we corresponded about the 

article you are about to read. I was interested in the claim, which she 
had made many times over the last forty years, that merging Buddhism 
and feminism is like pouring “water into water”—that they seamlessly 
merge into one another. More boldly, Gross argued that holding to any 
of the core principles of Buddhism commits us also to core principles 
of feminism. This analogy, of water pouring into water, is also used in 
Buddhist teachings to evoke the way our experience of ultimate reality 
might be related to our experience of conventional reality, or the way 
that our mind and our teacher’s mind might meet. On this analogy, 
there is no inherent conflict between Buddhism and feminism, and 
indeed, if we follow Gross’s arguments, identifying as Buddhist should 
require us to practice feminism. But if Buddhism implies feminism, 
and I believe it does, the question remains of what sort of feminism it 
implies. 

In this short engagement, I’ll begin by discussing some key argu-
ments for the doctrinal coherence of Buddhism and feminism, affirm-
ing the claim that if we are to attain liberation from samsara, we must 
also liberate ourselves from certain conventional forms of reality, such 
as sexism. I agree with Gross: Anyone who is a practicing Buddhist 
should also be a practicing feminist. I am in dialogue here with Gross’s 
work on the synergies of practicing feminist and Buddhist liberation, 
particularly in her canonical text Buddhism After Patriarchy, as well 
as in the more recent A Garland of Feminist Reflections: Forty Years of 
Religious Exploration. Gross’s definition of feminism is that it involves 
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“freedom from the prison of gender roles” and the “radical practice of 
the cohumanity of women and men.”1 If we are going to take up the 
feminist imperative in Buddhist practice, I argue that we do well to 
elaborate what we mean by “feminism.” There are many forms of fem-
inism, though this is often not clear in popular culture’s understanding 
of feminism. There are three strands of feminism currently operating 
in the North American context that are particularly relevant for our 
thinking about Buddhism: liberal feminism, radical feminism and 
intersectional feminism. After first explaining why Buddhists should 
be concerned with feminism, I’ll examine these feminist approaches 
briefly, and conclude with an argument that current intersectional, or 
integrated-analysis, feminism is the most fruitful form for Buddhists 
to adopt. 

Gross makes four arguments for the claim that Buddhism and 
feminism have salient similarities: (1) Both maintain an allegiance to 
subjective experience and return to it as a key determinant of truth; (2) 
both express “the will and the courage to go against the grain at any 
cost, and to hold to insights of truth, no matter how bizarre they seem 
from a conventional point to view”;2 (3) both use their commitment to 
experience, combined with a certain outrageous disregard for received 
conventionality, to confront and directly work on habitual patterns 
and their results; and finally, (4) both hold to the possibility of libera-
tion from the world as it now manifests. But even if one rejects these as 
common characteristics of both Buddhism and feminism, it is possible 
to argue that holding to certain key tenets of Buddhism would result 
in feminist behaviors. 

Consider three core teachings with feminist effects: emptiness, 
Buddha nature, and limitless compassion. The doctrine of emptiness 
of inherent nature holds that there is nothing in the world that is un-
changing or independent. Instead, every way the world manifests is 
a relational, contingent, and changing unfolding of itself. Famously, 
gender fluidity has been a key scriptural example of this teaching—the 
“Goddess” chapter of the Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa Sūtra, for example, stages 
a debate about gender stability between an elderly Śāriputra (one of the 
Buddha’s key interlocutors) and a “certain goddess” who appears be-
cause she is delighted by a dialogue between Vimalakīrti and Mañjuśrī. 
Śāriputra asks the goddess what stops her from transforming herself 
out of her female state (the implication being that this state manifests 
a less fortunate birth), and she responds by saying that she has never 
been able to discern an innate female state to her being. Generously, 
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she posits that perhaps Śāriputra will have better luck—she magically 
transforms him into her goddess form, takes his form, and asks him 
to define what he would transform. When he is unable to do so, she 
instructs him, “All women appear in the form of women in just the 
same way as the elder appears in the form of a woman. While they 
are not women in reality, they appear in the form of women. With 
this in mind, the Buddha said, ‘In all things, there is neither male nor 
female.’”3 Of course, this is true of everything in the relative world: 
We will never find anything unchanging and non-contingent, because 
there is no such thing. Naturally, then, we will not find any essential 
and unchanging nature to gender either; any honest Buddhist is bound 
to say that it follows that there is no way in particular that gender will 
manifest in the world, and no way in particular that people possessing 
gender ought to be. So any imputation that “boys will be boys” or 
“that’s women for you” is—doctrinally, anyhow—just one more false 
imputation to be shed as part of our practice.

A second doctrine, Buddha nature—or as we put it in Shambha-
la, basic goodness—is the only thing we might find that is, as Chög-
yam Trungpa puts it, “unborn, dwells nowhere, and is unconditional, 
open space.”4 There is something that does not have conceptual refer-
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Vajrayogini
Illustration by
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ence points, that does not arise and fall away, that does not dwell and 
change, and we call that thing our inherent nature. Basic goodness 
doesn’t have conventional characteristics, and so, obviously, one of the 
characteristics it doesn’t have is gender—or racialization, disability and 
ability, class, sexuality, ethnicity, or anything else in particular. Because 
it is unconditioned by relative truths like these, Buddha nature or basic 
goodness is a ground that can give rise to the possibility of working 
in a skillful way with the effects of the relative world. And the relative 
world’s main notable effect is remarkable suffering, which is distributed 
unevenly along fault lines such as gender. But again, holding fast to an 
experiential understanding of basic goodness requires us to recognize 
that it is everyone’s nature, completely unconditioned by the identity 
formations that make up who we are in the relative world. This rec-
ognition does not mean that we bliss out or ignore the distribution of 
suffering in the realm of relative experience; rather, by recognizing the 
incoherence of imputing essential characteristics to identity and hold-
ing an understanding of unconditioned nature, authentic practitioners 
are called to respond to oppression, injustice, harm, and suffering.

This call to respond to the suffering involved in the relative world 
is tied to the third core teaching that turns out to have feminist effects: 
a commitment to the radical practice of compassion. To quote again 
from the Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa Sūtra, the bodhisattva “follows the way 
of liberation without ever abandoning the progress of the world.”5 Be-
cause of our understanding of basic goodness, or ultimate nature, prac-
titioners are better able to respond to the world in all of its difficulty 
and all its specificity. And this will mean taking seriously and respond-
ing well to the ways that suffering manifests and is perpetuated by our 
practices in the world. As Gross says, 

It is very common for Buddhists to try to understand what 
it is like to defuse the delusions of being a permanent, abid-
ing, independent entity, but those same Buddhists seem to 
assume they will still be gendered, even when they are no 
longer attached to an imaginary self. Instead, they tend to 
claim that they know that gender is ultimately irrelevant and 
the mind has no gender. Somehow, they make the illogical 
leap that, if they know that gender is ultimately irrelevant, 
then the gender roles so visible in Buddhist institutional life 
don’t matter and don’t need to be critiqued.6

On the contrary, if we are committed to addressing the suffering of 
the relative world, then the manifestation and meaning of gender roles 
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in our lives—within and without Buddhist institutions—need to be 
changed quite profoundly. We could here recall the abysmal historical 
record of almost every Buddhist tradition in regards to women’s ordi-
nation, the place of women teachers, the ability of women students 
to receive teachings, and the treatment of women within the walls of 
traditional Buddhist institutions.

More currently, notice the structural impediments to transgender 
and genderqueer practitioners living at retreat centers or ordaining in 
many traditions; often these impediments are framed as a problem of 
the monetary expense of gender-neutral bathrooms, but they actually 
usually refer back to a strongly held belief in the stability of assigned 
gender. Troubling experiences within practice settings abound; I have 
personally experienced or observed examples ranging from sustained 
lateral (participant–participant) sexual harassment, to inappropriate 
and confusing come-ons using the language of the dharma, to abuse 
of positions of relative power and influence such as the Meditation 
Instructor–Student relationship. Instances of sexual misconduct don’t 
always follow conventional norms—people who self-identify as wom-
en have behaved badly toward other women and toward men, men 
have behaved badly toward other men and toward women, and so on. 
But there are clear distributions of harm, which is what makes this a 
feminist issue. On a societal level, women and trans people are ha-
rassed, killed, raped, and hurt simply due to their gender. Disabled 
people, queers, undocumented people, people in prison, people of col-
or, and people at either end of the age distribution—children and elder 
people—experience even more of this suffering. Men also experience 
harassment and harm along all of these lines. And people of all genders 
are limited by the injunctions about what it means to be a “proper” 
woman or man—which makes some of us never learn to fix a car and 
others never learn to receive or give love with ease. Since our Bud-
dhist communities of practice are always within and connected to the 
broader societal context, we have a porous relation to both intimate, 
interpersonal harm and to structural harm. The injunction to practice 
compassion surely requires us to attend to the distribution of suffering 
along gender lines and to do what we can to reduce it, for everyone.

So far I have made two claims and offered one conclusion, in some-
thing like a syllogism: (1) There is theoretical and doctrinal support 
for the confluence of Buddhism and liberation from current harmful 
manifestations of gender; (2) actually existing Buddhism is a human 
institution, which is to say that it is part of the world, and it is not an 
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exaggeration to say that the actually existing world is extremely harm-
ful toward people based on their gender; (3) therefore, to be good Bud-
dhists, we ought to practice Buddhism authentically, which implies 
being good feminists as well. For a long time, this syllogism worked for 
me, and I felt no need to get any more specific about either Buddhism 
or feminism. Although I have encountered many things that illustrate 
why we absolutely need more work for feminist and liberatory Bud-
dhist communities, my personal experiences as a practitioner have also 
offered me clear ways to deepen my understanding of the dharma as a 
feminist. In particular, my capacity to be a feminist Buddhist has been 
supported by experiences with strong women teachers, a root guru I 
trust completely, and organizational forms enacted by people I have 
consistently experienced as generous and good-hearted. And from a 
feminist standpoint, I have consistently experienced the rest of the 
world as extremely worrying; indeed, much of the energy I have put 
into understanding and practicing specifically feminist work has been 
directed at the conventional world. In the remainder of this piece, I 
aim to describe some of the feminist work ongoing in the conventional 
world in a way that will make it available for Buddhists interested in 
reducing suffering.

To start, let’s be more explicit about what kind of feminism we’re 
talking about when we say that Buddhism implies feminism. It may 
seem academic to say that there are different lineages of feminism and 
that the differences between them matter—in practice, universities are 
currently the main sites for sustained intellectual engagement with the 
question of how to categorize different kinds of feminism. However, 
many Buddhists I know are more sophisticated in their study of Bud-
dhist theory than university philosophers teaching Buddhism. There 
is thus no reason that we cannot also be sophisticated thinkers about 
oppression and feminism.

Consider three main contemporary formations of feminism in the 
North American context: liberal feminism, radical feminism, and in-
tersectional feminism. Sometimes these are seen as sequential, arising 
in historical response to one another. There is some reason for this—
the different accounts of the world that each tendency represents have 
ascended at particular historical moments. But I resist this periodizing 
impulse, because each of these tendencies has been present and up for 
debate in all periods that have had a feminist turn. Here, I’ll frame 
these feminist lineages using defining characteristics rather than indi-
vidual thinkers, recognizing that key feminist theorists have at certain 



The Arrow Vol. 3(1) | SepT. 2016 

10

A. Shotwell If BuddhISm, then femInISm 

points held views that could coherently be understood to stand within 
more than one strand of understanding.

Liberal feminism starts from a more general liberal view about per-
sons and our rights. (Note that “liberal” here is a technical term for a 
particular cluster of ideas and commitments, not a general left-leaning 
liberality.) This view holds that individuals should have personal au-
tonomy, which is to say the freedom to choose our life’s direction, in 
a political context that enables everyone to flourish. Liberal feminists 
argue that individual women should be free from harms and free to 
access autonomy-supporting choices, and that governing institutions 
(such as states) should step in to support and protect their rights. As 
Martha Nussbaum argues, the liberal commitment is based on “the 
idea of the citizen as a free and dignified human being, a maker of 
choices.”7 This view becomes specifically feminist when it is under-
stood that women do not enjoy the same rights and freedoms as men; 
correcting this misdistribution would be a liberal feminist end. 

On a relative level, such a view is consistent with a Buddhist fem-
inism; we would do well to understand everyone as free and dignified 
human beings and to enable them to access choices co-equally. It is 
something like this impulse that has animated a return to ordaining 
nuns, for example—a good thing. However, I do not believe that lib-
eral feminism as a doctrine gets us far enough down the road toward 
Buddhist feminism in its fullest sense. Liberal feminism carries from 
liberal political philosophy more generally a theoretical attachment to 
the individual as a bounded bearer of rights and freedoms bestowed 
by a governing state. This focus on the individual, as though people 
were not interdependent and co-constituted, is not consistent with a 
Buddhist understanding of our self-nature. And focusing on individ-
uals’ capacities to choose and decide for themselves restricts our view; 
we do not take into account beings who cannot behave in this way, or 
the relations of care that support and sustain our social world, or the 
broader ecologies in which we exist. 

Radical feminism, which is also sometimes called dominance femi-
nism, names the strand of feminism that analyzes gender not simply as 
a form of difference that has come to be hierarchically organized. In-
stead, gender is defined by dominance; it is socially shaped to the core by 
a set of class relations of oppression that we can call “patriarchy.” What 
it is to be a man is socially shaped into being dominant; what it is to be 
a woman is socially shaped into being subordinated. Catherine MacK-
innon argues, “Women and men are divided by gender, made into the 
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sexes as we know them, by the social requirements of heterosexuality, 
which institutionalizes male sexual dominance and female sexual sub-
mission.”8 Dominance and subordination are then eroticized; for many 
radical feminist theorists all forms of heterosexual sex are, under condi-
tions of patriarchy, difficult to distinguish from rape. In the past radical 
feminism had a distinct separatist leaning (“feminism is the theory, 
lesbianism is the practice!” as the old T-shirt went). It has recently been 
coming to prominence again with renewed debates about transgender 
issues (radical feminism as a tendency has been resolutely anti-trans, 
due to its stance that although gender is socially shaped, anyone once 
socialized as a man forever holds dominative tendencies, and so trans 
women are “really” men and trans men are selling out their sisters) and 
about whether sex work should be illegal (they say yes, arguing that sex 
work is inherently degrading).

I regard radical feminism as—much like liberal feminism—poten-
tially useable in certain ways, but ultimately inconsistent with Bud-
dhism and a bad candidate for Buddhist feminism. Radical feminism 
helps us think about the social shaping of practices of gender, which 
they compellingly argue are not given to us by nature. This kind of 
anti-essentialism, or the refusal to believe that any particular body 
would restrict our capacity to practice the dharma, is important to take 
up. But to the extent that radical feminism is committed to a dom-
inance approach (the idea that gender is sexualized domination and 
subordination), it is incompatible with Shambhala Buddhism in par-
ticular. This is because of the Tibetan Buddhist roots of our tradition; 
if we take seriously the idea that we all have feminine and masculine 
manifestations, and that these are not dependent on or determined by 
our gender enactment, we cannot take up a theory that says that to be 
masculine is to be dominative and oppressive and that to be feminine 
is to be subordinated and oppressed. 

Both liberal and radical feminism have also been roundly critiqued 
for their focus on gender as a separable category of experience from 
other social relations—especially economic class, racialization, and dis-
ability. Forms of feminism grounded in working class communities of 
color came to articulate themselves as giving what is variously called 
a holistic analysis, an interlocking oppressions account, or an intersec-
tional analysis. The core recognition here is that, to use Audre Lorde’s 
words, “there is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do 
not lead single-issue lives.”9 This means that if we want to really pursue 
liberation, we must understand that everyone is shaped by multiple, 
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co-constituting social relations of oppression and benefit. Some of us 
benefit from our gender but experience harm due to our race; others 
experience benefit from racism but harm from gender and disability. 
The response to this, in a famous early statement of these politics from 
the Combahee River Collective, expresses a commitment to “strug-
gling against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression, and [see-
ing] as our particular task the development of integrated analysis and 
practice based upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are 
interlocking. The synthesis of these oppressions creates the conditions 
of our lives.”10 As a feminist theory, this kind of holistic analysis calls 
on us to understand that responding to suffering will never be a matter 
of merely addressing gender issues—because gender issues are always 
interdependent with many other forms of harm and benefit. From this 
kind of approach, we will need to respond in contingent and emergent 
ways to the situations we encounter, without predetermining which 
kind of oppression we’ll consider as holding primary or foundational 
importance. At the same time, intersectional feminisms hold in view 
the current distribution of harm and suffering and help us bring an 
antiracist response to—for example—policing practice and patterns of 
imprisonment in North America. 

Intersectional analysis offers an understanding of interdependence 
on a relative level—oppression and benefit is co-constituted across 
many intermeshing systems of social relations. It understands us as in-
dividuals as profoundly shaped and interpenetrating with our social 
world, and also as having the power and responsibilty to shape our 
society. It is a realistic but profoundly hopeful view; it does not assume 
fixity of identity in analyzing how those identities have been formed, 
and it does not situate any one of us as permanent or structural victims 
or oppressors. Theoretically, I believe that it is the most compatible 
with a Buddhist approach to addressing suffering and harm. As Moira 
Howes put it, “Intersectionality fits seamlessly with the view that there 
is nothing in the world that is unchanging or independent, that skillful 
work to relieve suffering grows from basic goodness, and that limitless 
compassion means that we need to address the suffering of all beings.”11 
Politically, I think this approach also gives North American Buddhists 
the most traction for seriously addressing the racism, ableism, hetero-
sexism, and national-centrism that our communities need to take up 
much more fully. Shunryu Suzuki Roshi is often quoted to say: “You 
are perfect just as you are. And you could use a little improvement.” 
In just this way, Buddhism is perfect as it is, ultimately, and on a rela-
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tive level we could use a little intersectional, intermeshing-oppressions 
analysis and feminist improvement.
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Where Do We Look for Buddhist Feminism?
by HOLLY GAYLEY

CAN WE SAY  that Buddhism is feminist at its core? There may 
be points of convergence with feminist analysis in Buddhist 

sources, but there are also plenty of misogynist statements. How do we 
determine which is more foundational? And, more importantly, who 
decides? While I’m not convinced that there needs to be one version 
of authentic Buddhism to make productive use of Buddhist sources in 
advocating feminist goals, there are certain pitfalls in a discourse of 
authenticity, even when used for laudable ends.

I appreciate the nuance that Alexis Shotwell brings to the category 
of feminism as she invokes Rita Gross’ early and impactful contribu-
tions to feminist theology. She starts by reviewing Gross’ arguments 
for the compatibility of Buddhist and feminist thought and then ex-
pands on these to suggest intersectional analysis as the most appropri-
ate form of feminism for Buddhist communities in North America, 
presumably those that emerged through the upsurge of converts in the 
1960s and 70s. Reflecting on the potential for “doctrinal coherence” 
between Buddhism and feminism, Shotwell poses the question: “but 
what sort of feminism?” To offer further nuance, I address an equally 
salient question: but what sort of Buddhism? With that question, I point 
to the diversity and multivocality of Buddhist doctrine and practice 
across Asia and suggest that, at this point, feminist analysis needs to 
move beyond positing a “non-sexist core” within Buddhism1 and find 
ways to retrieve resources that do not rely on essentialism.

In that spirit, let me think alongside Shotwell and make a few 
general comments about how to put Buddhist and feminist sources 
in conversation. Needless to say, the range of Buddhist doctrine and 
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practice is incredibly diverse. Even if we reduce the tradition to its ca-
nonical legacy, as orientalist scholarship has tended to do, still there is 
no coherent whole that we can point to as Buddhism writ large. There 
is little agreement across traditions regarding what is canonical, and 
priority is often given to specific sources, practices, and doctrinal for-
mulations within discrete Buddhist lineages. The notion of historical 
priority doesn’t necessarily help: Within early Buddhist sources there 
are multiple attitudes expressed regarding women, ranging from robust 
inclusion in the project of liberation to misogynist marginalization.2 
Narrative portraits of gender fluidity in Mahāyāna sources3 and the 
exclusion of non-normative genders in Buddhist monastic codes add 
further complexity.4

For that reason, defining what count as “core” principles in Bud-
dhism is itself a constructive process, rather than a natural one akin to 
pouring “water into water.” In seeking to deconstruct gender binaries 
and essentialisms, we need to take care not to essentialize Buddhism 
as a textually-derived set of doctrines whose application or effects are 
self-evident in any way. In doing so, one reduces the diversity of per-
spectives and voices of Buddhists across Asia to a homogenous, uni-
vocal Buddhist omnibus, which is necessarily decontextualized and 
ahistorical. This not only runs counter to current feminist approaches, 
it risks reproducing a colonial and orientalist legacy of prioritizing tex-
tual Buddhism, conceived as canonical and doctrinal, as the locus of 
authenticity over and above vernacular Buddhist writings and contem-
porary practices in Asia.

Even something as seemingly basic as “non-violence” (the first pre-
cept for a lay Buddhist) cannot be said to be self-evident in its appli-
cation, since Buddhists go to war and participate in violence, even in 
the name of Buddhism, and vegetarianism has never been ubiquitously 
practiced among Buddhists.5 Rather, non-violence has to be advocat-
ed in a compelling way to address contemporary issues—as the Four-
teenth Dalai Lama has done by promoting a non-violent approach to 
the Tibetan cause and supporting nuclear disarmament.6 Even with the 
centrality of non-violence to Tibetan identity today, new forms of ad-
vocacy by Buddhist leaders and shifts in the meaning of non-violence 
among Tibetans continue to emerge.7

To acknowledge this is not to undermine the importance of con-
structive ethical projects. What I am pointing to instead is a question 
of method. How do we decide where to look and what to retrieve from 
a range of Buddhist sources: literary or oral, canonical or vernacular, 
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doctrinal or narrative, art historical or ritual? 
How do we avoid mirroring the “pick and 
choose” mentality of the North American 
spiritual marketplace that decontextualiz-
es select features from a variety of traditions 
to make a personal bricolage? Instead of the 
image of pouring “water into water,” which 
may elide the creative process of adaptation, 
I propose likening a constructive approach to 
the work of a sculptor who identifies an area 
with suitable clay, in this case a related set of 
doctrines and practices or specific lineage of 
interpretation, and then works with the clay 
to shape something new and relevant to the 
times. Examples that come to mind are Sulak 
Sivaraksa’s application of the five lay precepts 
to social injustice8 or Peter Hershok’s deliber-
ations on diversity, grounded in writings by 
the Chinese Buddhist thinker Fazang.9

Doctrinal principles can be supple in their 
application. Even a single principle, such as 
emptiness or śūnyatā, which signals the lack of 
inherent existence in relative appearances, can 
be used in entirely divergent ways. It can be 
applied to deconstruct gender essentialisms—
as the “Goddess” chapter of the Vimalakīrti 
Nirdeśa Sūtra artfully does—and it can also 
be used to elide the importance of recogniz-
ing and rectifying oppressive social norms by 
asserting the primacy of ultimate truth. Rita 

Gross recognized the latter danger, which she referred to as the “poison 
of shunyata.”10 More recently, Grace Schireson opens her book, Zen 
Women, with a cautionary tale about the use of non-duality to silence 
questions regarding women’s participation in Zen.11 The relationship 
between social norms that sustain systems of oppression and the ulti-
mate view of non-duality is one of the complex and productive arenas 
in which diversity issues and intersectional analysis are being engaged 
today within a Buddhist framework.12

Rita Gross has been criticized for suggesting that “Western Bud-
dhism is… the most likely vanguard of Buddhism after patriarchy,”13 

Vajrayogini
Illustration by
Alicia Brown



The Arrow Vol. 3(1) | SepT. 2016 

17

H. Gayley WHere Do We look for BuDDHist feminism? 

which inadvertently places Asian women in the position of needing to 
be rescued from their own traditions.14 That said, Gross collaborated 
with female Buddhist leaders across Asia through Sakyadhita Interna-
tional Organization of Buddhist Women, and their voices are an im-
portant but often overlooked source for views on the compatibility of 
Buddhist and feminist goals.

Instead, Alexis Shotwell proposes that it is emergent (and original-
ly convert) Buddhist communities in North America that could use 
“a little intersectional, intermeshing-oppressions analysis and feminist 
improvement” to help address subtle and overt forms of discrimination 
and sexual harassment. To the extent that this work involves the careful 
processing and kneading of lineage clay, in conversation with current 
imperatives and intersectional approaches, there is a good chance of 
success.

 HOLLY GAYLEY is Assistant Professor of Buddhist Studies at the University 
of Colorado, Boulder. Her research examines the revitalization of Bud-
dhism in contemporary Tibet and writings by Buddhist teachers from the 
region of Golok. Her book, Love Letters from Golok: A Tantric Couple in 
Modern Tibet, comes out in November 2016.
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Relative Inequality, Absolute Equality
by SARA E. LEWIS

MANY HAVE OBSERVED  that what gender theorists ar-
gue—that gender is not a natural category synonymous with 

biological sex, but a social construction—is remarkably similar to Bud-
dhist teachings on emptiness. It is why Rita Gross claims that merg-
ing Buddhism and feminism is like pouring “water into water.” Alexis 
Shotwell implores readers to consider more specifically what the term 
“feminist” means. Her essay also commands us to look squarely at what 
is meant by “emptiness.” How do emptiness and form hang together, 
and why does this matter for people concerned with gender equity and 
social justice?

Many students of Buddhism eventually find their way to a cer-
tain conundrum: if ultimate reality is “empty,” is there no longer an 
imperative to combat injustice? Doesn’t emptiness serve to erase the 
veracity of suffering, particularly among those whose voices are already 
silenced? Shotwell’s essay helps to explain why this line of thinking is 
not just misguided, but illogical.

Intersectionality, with its emphasis on how race, class, and sexu-
ality compound identity, is a feminist approach, Shotwell argues, that 
renders the category of “gender” more contextual, more social, and 
more interdependent than earlier approaches. To illustrate the impor-
tance of intersectional analysis, we might look to real world examples. 
For example, research demonstrates that African American women are 
more likely than White women to give birth to underweight babies, 
even when their education and wealth is higher than their White coun-
terparts. What accounts for this? Evidence suggests that stress from 
repeated and chronic exposure to structural racism is so harmful, it 
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supersedes protective factors like good health 
care and economic security.1 In fact, it seems 
that marginalization, discrimination, and iso-
lation are among the greatest predictors of ill 
health at the population level.2 From the Bud-
dhist perspective, the question of how socially 
constructed categories like gender, race, sexu-
ality, and ability can have such “real” effects, is 
a compelling one.3

Shotwell exhorts readers to consider inter-
sectionality precisely because it grapples with 
interdependence: where form and emptiness 
meet. It is highly compatible with Buddhism 
because it shuts down the possibility of ni-
hilism. Instead, intersectionality rests on the 
ways that identity, history, experience, and the 
ways they compound one another, matter in 
shaping reality.

Shotwell’s essay prompts action. As 
Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche says, merely 
studying the truths of Buddhism is “like a 
sick person reading the label on a medicine 
bottle but never taking the medicine. On the 
other hand,” he observes, “if you are practic-
ing, there is no need to exhibit that you are 
a Buddhist.”4 We aim to combat inequity 
not because of Buddhism per se, but because 
equality of all beings is in accordance with ul-
timate reality. A socially-engaged Buddhism 
with its set of skillful means is useful, howev-

er, because the conventional world as we know it will not get better on 
its own. Racism, white supremacy, and patriarchy (let’s not be afraid to 
name things correctly) are not natural, and Buddhist teachings on kar-
ma and emptiness help to articulate why and how particular qualities 
come into existence as if they were natural.  “Dependent origination,” 
a kind of Buddhist physics, explains how individual and social kar-
ma shaped by the three poisons of passion, aggression, and ignorance, 
create a world that is driven by a fundamental misunderstanding of 
our true nature. To know how to guide meaningful social change, we 
actually need to hold an understanding of both ultimate and conven-
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tional truth. Instead of using ultimate reality to shield ourselves from 
the painful truths of life on this planet, we must see that it is actually 
because of emptiness that we are free to radically shift our world. As 
Shotwell asserts, intersectionality is a view that “does not situate any of 
one of us as permanent or structural victims or oppressors.” This is a 
deep truth, and one that deserves our attention. As Buddhists engaged 
in challenging systems of oppression, we are, in fact, uniquely qualified 
to join what needs to be a global conversation.

 SARA LEWIS, PhD, MSW, is the Elisabeth Luce Moore Postdoctoral Fellow 
in the Department of Religion at Wellesley College. As an anthropolo-
gist of religion and medicine, Sara has done extensive ethnographic field-
work in Tibetan communities and is currently writing a book, “Spacious 
Minds: Trauma and Resilience Among Tibetan Exiles,” which investigates 
how Buddhist concepts of time and memory shape responses to trauma. 
In addition to her research activities, she has worked in community mental 
health in the areas of serious mental illness, mindfulness, and palliative 
care.
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What Water? Feminism, Shambhala Buddhism, 
and the Feminine Principle
by JUDITH SIMMER-BROWN

IN THE AFTERMATH  of Hillary Clinton’s nomination for the 
presidency of the United States, the entire country is offered an 

object lesson in the prevalence of sexism in our contemporary world. 
When women venture beyond closely prescribed social roles in the halls 
of power, they are excoriated as bitches, their humanity is demeaned 
and their integrity attacked, targets of the flexed sexist muscles of patri-
archy. It is timely for Western Buddhists to reflect on the relationship 
between Buddhism and feminism.

Beginning in the late 1970’s, my friend Rita Gross and I would 
reflect on this relationship between practice sessions, over coffee, and 
while traveling. We were both avid Shambhala Buddhist practitioners, 
both refugees from the gender wars waged in religion, academia, and 
mainstream society. It is difficult to adequately convey how incredibly 
far apart Western Buddhism was from any kind of feminism at that 
time; it is also challenging to fully communicate how very ground-
breaking Gross’ book, Buddhism After Patriarchy, actually was. While 
she called it her “love child,”1 she was shunned by Buddhist scholars, 
attacked by dharma siblings, and ignored by Buddhist hierarchies for 
her prophetic voice that advocated the confluence of Buddhism and 
feminism. Until her death in late 2015, she continued to grow in her 
thinking about Buddhist feminism, actively participating in interna-
tional conferences and hailed by Buddhist women throughout Asia, 
Europe, and North America for her visionary leadership. At the same 
time, post-modern feminists condemned her for belonging to a patri-
archal religious tradition even as she was criticized by Asian-American 
Buddhist women for her unacknowledged whiteness, provinciality, 
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and privilege. She alternately listened, defended, conceded, and she 
remained steadfast throughout her life. I still mourn her passing, and 
know that she would be an active dialogue partner in this conversation. 

“Water into water”—at the time her book was written, this was a 
bold assertion about Buddhism and feminism. It still is. There is much 
to challenge in this assertion. As Buddhist scholar Holly Gayley has 
eloquently shown, there is not one Buddhism, and the essentials of 
Buddhism cannot be found or generalized. To attempt to do so asserts 
a privilege from the perspective of white, middle-class, western Bud-
dhism that disrespects and disempowers the Buddhisms of the world. 
It is an orientalist enterprise, we learn from Gayley, that objectifies and 
freezes Buddhism into digestible chunks, ready to be appropriated for 
contemporary modernist—especially white US—Buddhist purposes. 
Gross drew from classical Indian Mahayana texts, isolated and taken 
out of context in their most accessible English translations, to con-
struct her argument, ignoring the contexts, cultures, practices and pi-
eties in which they were written. This employs only a sliver of what we 
may learn from Buddhist traditions once we translate from original 
languages, trace commentarial streams, understand social and religious 
hierarchies, and learn details and expressions of ritual so important to 
interpret the texts themselves.

Nevertheless, it is important to contextualize what Gross was doing 
with this bold assertion, and what resulted from her making it. Gross 
was taking “the prophetic voice as a Buddhist feminist,”2 speaking less 
as a scholar than as a feminist theologian. While she was trained in his-
tory of religions at the storied University of Chicago, her real love was 
an activists’ one, using her study of Buddhist sources to make changes 
here and now in Western Buddhism. (Only later did she understand 
that this was a white middle-class Buddhism of privilege.) While her 
scholarly methodology was often flawed, without reliance on the criti-
cal tools of translation, cultural and historical studies, her critical, con-
structive reflection in feminism and women’s studies was consistent, 
especially given the time in which her landmark book was written. She 
knew she transgressed the time-honored boundaries of the scholarly 
methodology of religious studies, and she delighted in doing so for the 
larger purpose of rocking the boat in favor of feminism. She saw those 
scholarly norms firmly rooted in patriarchy, and she was not content 
to let them rest.

It is timely for social and political theorist Alexis Shotwell to revisit 
Gross’ original assertion, testing it against her own understanding of 
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Shambhala Buddhism, her own lineage, as well as against selected vari-
eties of contemporary feminism. Shotwell represents a new generation 
of scholar-practitioners who will advance the work of her foremothers 
and broaden its focus to include intersectionality. 

What similarities abide between a contemporary lineage of Bud-
dhism, as found in Shambhala, and feminism? Shotwell succinctly 
summarizes Gross’ 1993 work in paragraphs sparkling with clarity and 
accessibility. Even while she questions the extreme nature of Gross’ 
assertion that being a Buddhist commits us to the core principles of 
feminism, she pragmatically asks, is it possible to argue that “holding 
to certain key tenets of Buddhism would result in feminist behaviors”? 

Shotwell’s answer is nuanced. Proceeding from the ground of the 
teachings of emptiness, basic goodness, and compassion, it is natural to 
become concerned about the harmful effects of gender discrimination 
and violence. Enacting these Buddhist teachings may entail feminist 
practice, depending on what kind of feminism we are talking about. 
This part of her essay most constructively moves Gross’ assertion into 
contemporary grounding. As she summarizes liberal feminism, radical 
feminism, and intersectional feminism against the test of core Sham-
bhala Buddhist teachings, she quietly speaks in her own prophetic 
voice even while she educates the larger conversation on enlightened 
society, politics, and culture.

While Shotwell reviews liberal feminism, radical feminism, and in-
tersectional feminism, she resists “periodializing” these into historical 
evolution, remarking that all three can be found at different phases of 
modern feminism. Still, in the various waves of feminism, it is possible 
to identify sequential evolution, showing greater nuance of thinking 
and praxis through the last half-century. I have lived through all three 
of these waves within western Buddhist communities, with my femi-
nism influenced to a greater or lesser extent. Liberal feminism, with 
its individualism and equality emphasis, dominated the discussions of 
the 1980’s and early 1990’s in white convert Buddhist communities 
in the US, lobbying for more women teachers, ordinations of nuns, 
gender-inclusive language, and childcare options; these concerns con-
tinue. Radical feminism tackled issues of male dominance by especially 
focusing on sexual abuse of power by male teachers in white, Western 
sanghas in the 1990’s and 2000’s. Those discussions continue around 
transgender, LGBT issues as well, and question the male hierarchies 
that grant authority, empowerment, and ordination altogether. 
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Shotwell makes an excellent case that both of these kinds of social 
movements may contribute toward a Shambhala Buddhist feminism, 
but that they fall short in different ways. Liberal feminism is based in 
an individualist agenda antithetical to the Shambhala Buddhist view 
of interdependence and society. Radical feminism’s problematizing of 
gender through its excessive orientation toward social enactment ties 
it too strongly to conventional relative notions to do justice to the 
powerful symbolic realm of genderless masculine and feminine. She 
suggests that “intersectional feminism” may hold the greatest promise 
for a genuinely Shambhala feminism.

 As Shotwell describes intersectionality, she adds holistic analysis 
of sociocultural location to what has previously been a feminism lim-
ited by the privilege of white, middle-class, heterosexual women. In-
tersectionality understands that “responding to suffering will never be 
a matter of merely addressing gender issues—because gender issues are 
always interdependent with many other forms of harm and benefit.” 
Tools like these are essential to Shambhala’s commitment to creating 
enlightened society. Feminist perspective, evolving heartfully, naturally 
opens to the pain of all sorts of interdependent marginalizations—rac-
ism, ethnic and religious identities, economic injustice, gender identi-
ties, sexual orientation, ableism, and ageism. Shotwell rightly identifies 
this as the kind of feminism that most expresses Shambhala’s aspiration 
to acknowledge the basic goodness of oneself, of others, and of societ-
ies. 

One of the arguments that brings the importance of sociocultur-
al location into contemporary thinking about Buddhism in general 
and Shambhala in particular is Sulak Sivaraksa’s observation that in 
contemporary settings, the three poisons of passion, aggression, and 
bewilderment are not just individual phenomena to be remedied but 
appear on a systemic level as consumerism, warfare, and environmental 
degradation.3 The traditional Buddhist practices of working with one’s 
own mind in meditation to overcome enslavement to the three poisons 
have been supported by additional understanding of how systems work 
to embed the poisons on a societal and cultural level. These systems are 
held in place by power structures that cause harm not just to individ-
uals but to whole groups of people shaped by sociocultural location. 
Patriarchy is surely one such system. It is important in a contemporary 
understanding of systems of oppression to draw from the wisdom of 
intersectional feminism. Knowing that systems are created, and there-
fore have identifiable causes, the Shambhala Buddhist can contribute 
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to the undoing of those causes in order to 
ameliorate the suffering caused by sexism and 
the rest. In other words, intersectional fem-
inism is an important tool of the Shambha-
la Buddhist (as well as other Buddhists and 
contemplative practitioners) in order to create 
enlightened society.

On a final note, how does all of this fit 
within the context of the feminine principle 
teachings that have been so important in Ti-
betan Buddhism and Shambhala, especially 
through the teachings of Chögyam Trungpa 
Rinpoche?4 Quite simply, it doesn’t really. 
Feminism is political; it articulates a dynamic 
of power and privilege that manifests within 
systems in the relative domain. It is important 
to understand how androcentrism and patri-
archy work in order to fully comprehend the 
workings of relative truth. A Buddhist femi-
nism per se operates within this relative realm, 
and is an important part of creating an en-
lightened society.

The feminine principle teachings are ar-
ticulations of an absolute perspective that 
aerate the relative with nonconceptuality and 
traditional symbols of Vajrayāna. To use con-
temporary political language, we could say 
that the nonconceptual “interrupts” the focus 
on systems, identifying them as imperma-
nent, fragile constructions that are ultimate-

ly unreliable. From the perspective of Shambhala Buddhist practice, 
feminine principle teachings that emphasize a kind of “meta-perspec-
tive” on social and political systems cut through and recontextualize 
power structures and systems. The feminine principle teachings are not 
particularly about women and men, though labeling aspects of them 
with gendered symbols, properly understood, has been a skillful way of 
grounding the absolute in the day-to-day. They provide a shift in how 
to understand gender, sexuality, and especially the energetic dynamics 
of subtle body yoga, deity yoga, form and emptiness, and the nature of 
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mind. Certainly they affirm the basic goodness of sexuality and gender, 
and suggest that they may be emblems of truths beyond the relative.

Certainly, feminisms have been right to critique the feminine prin-
ciple teachings for their seeming attempt to essentialize masculinity 
and femininity, and insofar as they are correct, the feminine principle 
teachings of Vajrayāna Buddhism are not properly understood. Wield-
ed by patriarchal monastic establishments, the feminine principle 
teachings could imprison women as objects of male spirituality; when 
used by women practitioners to bolster political power these teachings 
become gendered political weapons as well.5 However, when under-
stood as the expression of the most subtle and evocative teachings on 
the nature of mind in Vajrayāna meditation, the feminine principle 
teachings have the capacity to open the mind and heart and radically 
shift our perspectives on sex, gender, power, pain, oppression and lib-
eration.

In the early 1980’s, Rita Gross and I initiated a book project with 
SUNY Press that was to be a feminist critique of Buddhism (hers) and 
a Buddhist critique of feminism (mine). After several years of conver-
sation and discussion, Rita and I decided that our agendas were suffi-
ciently different and our styles sufficiently independent to warrant sep-
arate books.6 Our two books emerged on different sides of the question 
regarding the viability of a Buddhist feminism, but our conversations 
continued. Now it is delightful to have a fresh iteration of this import-
ant discussion carried on by a new generation of scholar-practitioners.

 JUDITH SIMMER-BROWN, Ph.D.,  is Distinguished Professor of Con-
templative and Religious Studies at Naropa University in Boulder, Colora-
do. She is an Acharya (senior dharma teacher) of the Shambhala Buddhist 
lineage of Sakyong Mipham, Rinpoche and Chögyam Trungpa, Rinpoche, 
Naropa’s founder. She lectures and writes on Tibetan Buddhism, American 
Buddhism, women and Buddhism, interreligious dialogue, and contem-
plative education. Her books are Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine 
Principle in Tibetan Buddhism (Shambhala) and, with Fran Grace, an 
edited collection of articles called Meditation and the Classroom: Con-
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