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The Elderly Woman with Ishvara Presenting
Wisdom with Liberty: Enlightenment and
Image of the female Chan Buddhist Public

Case “The Elderly Woman Living in the
Eastern City”

Su, Mei-Wen *

Abstract

This article, focusing on the female Chan Buddhist public case
“The Elderly Woman Living in the Eastern City,” observes how Chan
Masters have achieved enlightenment by penetrating and investigating
this story, and how the image of women was transferred in the male-
dominated environment of Chan.

The protagonist of this public case originated from the elderly
female housekeeper, Vikara, of “Sutra on the Ocean-like Samadi of the
Contemplation of the Buddha (Fo Shuo Guan Fo Sanmei Hai Jing)”
and “Garland of Birth Stories of Aryas$iira (Pusa Bensheng Man Lun).”
Chan Masters retold the story in the alternate history with symbol of
cultivation practices to enlighten people’s opportune point in flexible
application instead of the Chan practitioners’ attachment.

The analysis of this article is classified into eight categories by
the events of (un)seeing Buddha and the compliment/disapproval

of the figures: 1) Chan Master Xuedou’s opportune point and its
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investigation; 2) praising the elderly woman but also blaming her
for mistakes, or beyond compliment or disapproval; 3) exclusively
commending the elderly woman; 4) disparaging the elderly woman; 5)
whether Buddha was at fault or not; 6) the elderly woman and Buddha;
7) seeing and unseeing Buddha; 8) enlightening women.

There are six images of the elderly woman of the eastern city
in the interpretation by Chan Masters: 1) strength of the enlightened
ones; 2) attitude of women; 3) earnest and patient persuasion from
female Chan Masters; 4) as a woman with ishvara drawing eyebrows
and dressing herself up; 5) the elderly woman reaching Buddhahood;
6) cautionary enlightenment to the public, prophet in Buddhahood,
and compassionately supporting all beings. These images are not for
commending or disparaging the elderly woman, but for enlightening
the most fundamental teachings of attachment and relief with the
middle way of $tinya and bhava.

The women belittled in cultures were presented with more
positive images by Chan Masters in opportune points of neither praise
nor disapproval: from image of strength and wisdom to metaphor
for non-attachment and compassion by softness of women. The
investigation in female public cases not only enlightens the Chan
practitioners but also brilliantly breaks female stereotypes as well as

presenting $iinyata (voidness) of genders.

Keywords: Elderly Woman Living in the Eastern City, female Chan
Buddhist public case, Vikara, Chan Master Xuedou,

females in Chan



