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<] 9] The call of spinning wheel is the noblest of all
y ’ because it is the call of love and love is swaraj’
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Sketching Gender Equality in Buddhism from Past to Present
Pragya Bhattacharjee*

Gautama Buddha was born at a time when the Indian society was dominated by conservative
Vedic thoughts. People of lower castes enjoyed very limited freedom. Women were deprived of
happiness and gender discrimination was unrestrained. The teachings of the Buddha introduced
a fresh wave of revolutionary ideas which posed a strong challenge to the foundation of the
existing conservative society. The objective was to liberalizethe society and reduce ill effects of
discriminations imposed by the rigid caste system. The aim of this article is to provide insights
into the status of women during the era when Buddhism gained popularity. In accordance with
the existing tradition of Indian Philosophy, let us first analyze the opponent’s (Purvapakshin)
view l.e. the status of women in the Vedic society before the advent of Buddhism. The social
status of Indian women has been fluctuating. Existing literature seems to indicate that there was
steady degradation of their condition. Due to some religious or, social taboo women were denied
respect in the society. However during the early Vedic period, women enjoyed the right to study
Vedic seriptures. Maitryee, Ghosha, Apala, Gargi, Lopamudra were the example of talented and
enlightened women of the era. But the later Vedic period seems to be like a nightmare for women.
They gradually lost their individual identity and basic human rights. In patriarchal socicty the
birth of a girl child was considered as an unwelcome event. Their freedom was also limited. As
the performance of the funeral rites was thought to be essential for the happiness in the life after
death, a man wanted a son as he had the right to perform his father’s funeral rites. The status of
women as wife was merely that of child bearer or, more specifically a son bearer. If she failed to
give birth to a son, the husband could easily get into a second marriage. Another role for women
was to look after the family.

The mentality of Gautama Buddha was totally different from those of his contemporarics. He
opposed the caste system and the discrimination between men and women. Buddhism accepts
the biological and physical differences between men and women. However, it proposes social
equality for both. It suggests that both men and women have some duties towards the society.
The teachings of the Buddha seemed to providerelief and hope to men and women from the lower
strata of the society.

During the Vedic era, parents considered daughters as a burden for the family, However, after
the advent of Buddhist thought, awareness among people started to increase. In Vedic period,
people were made to believe that if a son performed the last rites of his parents, they could achieve
liberation or, go to heaven. Hence, everyone wanted male children. However, with the advent
of Buddhism, this gender discrimination was arrested to a great extent. Childless couples were
encouraged to pray for a healthy baby irrespective of male or, female gender. For instance:a rich
businessman Maha Subannao prayed for a healthy child.!

*Assistant Professor, Depertment of Philosophy, Vivekananda College, Thakurpukur, Kolkata.

(Nalanda 2020-22 299



