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CHATSUMARN 
KABILSINGH: 

Buddhist, Scholar, Feminist 

Religion is the one realm where the struggle for equality and women's rights is the most difficult. 
All over the world, laws that recognize women as equal to men are being made. Of course, plenty 
still needs to be done. But even now, women cannot fully make use of the gains that have been 
achieved because cultural barriers stand in their way. Of these barriers, religion is the hardest to 
surmount. 

But within the very grounds of religion, women have been carrying their struggles forward 
despite the hostility of religion's often male guardians. As religious scholars, women pore over 
every line of their sacred texts; as feminists, they take it upon themselves to use their findings to 
strip away mistaken notions about the relationship between women and men. 

Chatsumarn Kabilsingh is one such Buddhist scholar and feminist. Chatsumarn grew up in the 
temples of Thailand, where she learned and practiced Buddhism under the aegis of her mother, the 
first ordained Thai Buddhist nun, and other venerable teachers. Chatsumarn founded the Newsletter 
on International Buddhist Women's Activities (NIBWA), which she also edits. She currently teaches 
at the Thammasat University. Recently, she applied for a grant to further study the birthplace of 
Buddha. Women in Action editor Lilian Mercado Carreon spoke with Chatsumarn about her life's 
mission as she sees it and how she is sustained by her spirituality and feminism. Excerpts: 

How did you become active in exploring and explaining the issues and 
concerns of Buddhist women? Was there any event that specifically made 
you decide to actively promote the interests of women within Buddhism? 

My mother was orda ined i n 1955. (Chatsumam's mother is the first 
Thai Buddhist ordained nun. It was a bold move that traditional 
Buddhists did not welcome.) I grew u p as a ch i l d wi tness ing and 
unde rs tand ing "some" of the dif f icult ies my mother had to face. I 
use the word "some" because as a ch i l d of 11, there were only a 
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few of m y mo the r ' s h a r d s h i p s tha t I c o u l d 
perceive. M y mother never d i s cussed any of 
her prob lems w i t h me, it was s imply not done 
in our cu l ture . Parents are not to d i s cuss any 
of their g rown-up dif f icult ies to compl icate the 
young m i n d s of the i r ch i l d r en . 

W h e n I fur thered my studies i n C a n a d a , I 
was s t i l l not interested i n women's issue. In 
fact, I wanted to do my research on Bodhisa t tva 
(Buddhis t savior). B u t my Ch inese superv isor 
who knew of my family backg round suggested 
that I shou ld do someth ing on the n u n s ' issues. 
S ince my mother is a n u n , I shou ld have some 
ins ight into the ir prob lems. 

So my research , A Comparative Study of 
Bhikkhuni Patimokkha, pub l i shed i n India by 
C howg ha mba Or i en ta l i a i n 1981, focused on 
the n u n s ' monas t i c ru les . The nature of the 
work opened u p my m i n d . I was able to access 
mater ia ls f rom other B u d d h i s t t rad i t ions a n d 
th is paved the g round for my l ibera l out look 
towards other B u d d h i s t t rad i t ions . One book 
t h a t a c t u a l l y t u r n e d o n m y i n t e r e s t a n d 
a w a r e n e s s t o w a r d s w o m e n ' s i n e q u a l i t y i n 
B u d d h i s m w a s Women under Primitive 
Buddhism by I.B. Horner , a n E n g l i s h scho lar 
i n P a l i a n d B u d d h i s m . It woke me u p to 
women's i ssues a n d deeply insp i red me. 

Yet a l l that affected me only at the academic 
leve l . U p o n m y r e t u r n to T h a i l a n d , I s t i l l 
r emained pure ly a n academic . Nobody i n the 
c a m p u s h a d a n y i d e a a b o u t m y m o t h e r ' s 
involvement a n d 1 intent iona l ly wanted to keep 
the two wor lds compartmenta l ised. 1 was afraid 
that i f I s tarted t a lk ing about the n u n s ' i ssues , 
o the r people w o u l d t h i n k tha t 1 a m be ing 
"persona l " s ince that was the issue of my own 
mother 's struggle. I thought that a n academic 
shou ld not get "persona l . " We shou ld r ema in 
aloof, impar t i a l a n d objective a n d you cannot 
be objective i f y o u start t a l k ing about your own 
mother . 

It was in 1983 w h e n 1 was inv i ted to attend 
a conference at Ha r va rd Univers i ty on Rel ig ion 
and Soc ia l Changes . The organizer. Professor 
D i a n a E c k sponsored me to give a paper on 
"The Fu ture of B h i k k h u n i Sangha i n Tha i l and . " 
I c o u l d no t a d d r e s s s u c h a top ic w i t h o u t 
d i s c u s s i n g about my mother 's o rd ina t i on as 
she was the first o rda ined b h i k k h u n i . Yet, at 
the conference, w h e n I showed the sl ides of 
her activit ies, I s t i l l d i d not ment i on that she 
was actua l ly my mother . 

H o w e v e r , t h e e x p o s u r e f r o m t h a t 

c o n f e r e n c e w h e r e I me t m a n y h a r d co re 
f emin i s t s of o ther t r a d i t i o n s a n d c o u n t r i e s 
shook me to my core of existence. I was s tark ly 
confronted w i th a quest ion : i f 1 a m the on ly 
academic i n my country who has done so m u c h 
s tudy and has so m u c h in fo rmat ion about the 
n u n s ' o rd inat ion and yet not do any th ing to 
b r ing about social improvement for B u d d h i s t 
women, who wi l l? 

F r o m then on I t ransformed my role as an 
"academic only" to an "academic c u m soc ia l 
act iv ist . " One of my early c ommi tmen t s was 
to b r ing forth the Newsletter on Internat iona l 
B u d d h i s t Women 's Act iv i t ies (NIBWA). Th i s 
newsletter has been going on s ince October 
1984 u p to the present. In th is process, 1 found 
mysel f b lossoming into a B u d d h i s t feminist . 

Spiritual maturity 
strengthens you and 

sees you through 
difficult times. 

Q: In your effort to promote the interests 
of women, what conflicts or problems do you 
encounter with other Buddhists? How do 
you surmount these problems? How is your 
being a spiritual person important in your 
work for women? 
The newsletter helps connect me w i th Buddh i s t 
w o m e n f rom other p a r t s of the w o r l d . M y 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l i n v o l v e m e n t a c t u a l l y i s m y 
strength. Th is is the area where 1 derive so 
m u c h pleasure and insp i ra t i on from i n my work 
to upli ft women and , i n the process, also free 
B u d d h i s m from a pa t r i a r cha l s tronghold. 

However, I do not fare very wel l i n my own 
country where B u d d h i s m has a lways been i n 
the hand of Buddh i s t m o n k s whose mental i t ies 
tend to be very p a t r i a r c h a l . Some of t hem 
prefer to keep me at bay by b rand ing me as 
be ing in f luenced by " w e s t e r n v a lue s " a n d , 
hence, a l ien to B u d d h i s m a n d T h a i cu l ture . 
My outspoken nature , whi le t u rn ing off many 
of my local audiences, is attract ive to western 
aud iences . My o u t s p o k e n n e s s is bu i l t on a 
solid foundation of B u d d h i s t knowledge. I know 
what 1 a m speaking about. My knowledge is 
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not from memory but from a n unde r s t and ing 
of B u d d h i s m tha t is tested i n m y o w n life 
experience. It is my fate that my work shou ld 
be more f rui t fu l i n foreign countr ies . L ike my 
mother , I take too qu i ck a n d too long a step, 
a n d I end ahead of the crowd. I a m sure they 
w i l l be grateful of my work but I need to have a 
century beh ind my back. 

How do 1 s u r m o u n t these problems? It is 
t h r o u g h my u n d e r s t a n d i n g of c o m p a s s i o n . 
T h o s e w h o s u p p r e s s w o m e n do so out of 
ignorance. I a m f ight ing ignorance, not people. 
I have learned to develop compass ion for them. 

In 1983, I saw some mi l i tant feminists ful l 
of anger, and anger l i teral ly eats u p a person. 
I vowed then not to be angry, not to destroy 
myse l f i n the m a r c h to free m a n k i n d f rom 
ignorance. Th rough my practice, I have been 
able to tap the technique of " lett ing go," shou ld 
the t ime be ripe. 

A t t h i s po in t s p i r i t u a l m a t u r i t y is very 
he lp ful to s t rengthen you a n d see you through 
diff icult t imes. It has helped me t ranscend the 
immediate wor ld of suffering and to be peaceful 
w i th in my own self and to be nour i shed . W h e n 
one has b l ossomed i n her s p i r i t u a l pa th , a 
person c a n real ly he lp i n n o u r i s h i n g others 
w h o m she comes i n contact w i th . To help the 
wor ld ease out the pa in , a person needs to be 
n u r t u r i n g a n d mother ing . 

Q: Sr. Mary John and Kamla Bhasin, two 
noted feminists from the Philippines and 
India, have defined feminism to be any 
person's recogni t ion of the systemat ic 
oppression of women in society and desire 
to do someth ing about it . Us ing th is 
definition, would you consider yourself a 
feminist? 
A: Yes, I agree w i th Sr . Mary J o h n a n d K a m l a 
B h a s i n ' s d e f i n i t i o n of f e m i n i s m . I open ly 
declare myse l f a B u d d h i s t feminist . B y th is 
def ini t ion, I begin from my unde rs tand ing that 
B u d d h i s m is the first wor ld rel igion to come 
forward to accept the equal sp i r i tua l potent ia l 
of both m e n and women. Rac ia l , gender a n d 
caste b iases have no place i n B u d d h i s m . I 
object i n words a n d i n ac t i on to any soc ia l 
s t r u c t u r e w h i c h o b s t r u c t s t h i s h i g h e s t 
potent ial for women. 

Q: Spirituality seems to be a growing trend 
among both men and women, but especially 
among women, these days. To what do you 

attribute this? What needs to happen in 
order for spirituality to become more than 
just a trend and become a life style? 
A: A n y m a t u r e p e r s o n w i l l r e a l i z e t h a t 
happ iness is d r a w n from both the phys i ca l and 
the s p i r i t u a l ; y o u may say body a n d m i n d . 
Mate r i a l wea l th c a n provide only sat is fact ion 
of the body. B u t the food for the m i n d comes 
from elsewhere. Th i s is something basic that 
any mature person c a n unders tand and agree 
w i th . People i n the F i rs t Wor ld reach mater ia l 
w e a l t h a n d m a t e r i a l comfor t before m a n y 
people of the T h i r d Wor ld can , a l though many 
poor people i n the T h i r d W o r l d are h i gh l y 
s p i r i t u a l . There fore , they, those who have 
a c h i e v e d m a t e r i a l w e a l t h , s h o u l d be 
r e s p o n s i b l e for g o i n g a h e a d a n d s e e k i n g 
var ious pa ths for sp i r i tua l fulf i l lment. 

S p i r i t u a l w e l l - b e i n g i t s e l f w i l l be the 
mot ivat ion for sp i r i tua l i t y to become a lifestyle 
and not j u s t a t rend. 

Q: Many people confuse being spiritual with 
being religious. Most texts only vaguely and 
generally deHne spirituality as recognizing 
the power within one's self and using this 
to create a better world by connecting with 
everything in the universe. Can you add 
anything more to this? How does one know 
that she is indeed spiritual and not just 
observing ancient rituals or worshipping 
goddesses, wh ich seems to be the fad 
nowadays? 
A: Rel ig ious r i tua ls are impor tant for as long 
as we use them as tools to connect us to the 
beyond. B u t they become meaningless when 
they themselves become the end. 

A pe r son who is m a t u r e sp i r i tua l l y w i l l 
a l w a y s p r o j e c t h i s / h e r e n e r g y for t h e 
betterment of the wor ld . B u t th is does not apply 
vice versa; people who are he lp ing others are 
not necessar i ly sp i r i tua l . They may be work ing 
because of other external mot ivat ions. 

Q: How can a person continue to develop 
spiritually? Do you know of any centers that 
help people, especially women, along this 
often difficult path? 
A: We c a n begin w i th a l inkage, a network of 
l i k e - m i n d e d women . The objective m u s t be 
c lear that th is is a "service to God " so that we 
c a n i ron out self-centered, sel f ish motivat ions. 
You get no th ing out of th is network the l i nk is 
there to give, not to receive.P 
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