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Does Buddhism respect Human Rights of women?  
 

Investigation in the Council of Europe of the limitations of traditions,  
habits, cultures & religions to achieve full gender equality. 

 

Paper prepared for the Sakyadhita Congress, Vaishali in India, January 2013 
 

When I first went to India with a delegation of Members of European Parliament in 1998, I was 
shocked to notice the difference in living conditions and access to religious education between Tibetan 
Buddhist monks and nuns and of women and men in general. Having received my Buddhist teachings 
in Europe this was something I never thought possible in Buddhist cultures.  
 
As one result of this I founded Sakyadhita France in 2006, aiming to help raise awareness, to get rid 
of gender-based injustice and to promote education and independence of nuns and women. In 2007 
Sakyadhita France became a charity association and member of the European Buddhist Union (EBU). 
With the EBU-president (Mrs. Claudine Shindoha) and other members, we obtained the participatory 
status of the EBU in the Council of Europe in 2008. This is the first time in history Buddhists are 
officially represented in a European Institution. The Council of Europe is the oldest pan-European 
Institution, founded immediately after the Second World War to prevent the return of hatred and 
barbarism to Europe by protecting Human Rights and promoting democracy & peace. One of its main 
achievements is the European Court of Human Rights.  
  
The EBU is part of what is called the “Conference of INGO’s of the Council of Europe” (around 400 
INGOS’s representing the civil society in the Council of Europe) (1).  The members of our EBU-EU-
Committee are part of a Human Rights Standing Committee. This HR-Committee has a sub working 
group elaborating a special report on “Human Rights & Religion” that aims to explore in what ways 
religions support or obstruct Human Rights in various fields of daily life in our society. 
 
The report was scheduled for June 2012 and has six chapters: 1. Emergence and evolution of Human 
Rights, role and impact of religions 2. Tensions in formulating Human rights 3. Conflicts of rights and 
liberties (liberty of religion, expression and conscience) 4. Religion and Human Rights for women     
5. Religion and Human Rights for LGBT 6. Laity, guarantee of  constructive dialogue between 
religion, school of thoughts and Human Rights.  Due to its unexpected complexity the delivery of the 
report had been postponed until January 2013.  
 
In Europe there are extensive laws protecting Human Rights and a Court of Human Rights. We have 
however noticed that often the implementation of these laws has not yet reached the reality and hearts 
of all the people in our society.  
 
It became evident that outdated habitual patterns have so deeply and strongly formed human beings 
over centuries, that by giving only juridical frames, these patterns can only be changed very slowly 
and moreover can lead to tensions. The process of consciousness rising becomes additionally difficult 
due to the immigration of people coming from cultures that are affected by strong patriarchal patterns 
and habits. This adds another field of tension between different ethnical groups, which claim the 
respect of their religious traditions even if it is at the expenses of women’s Human Rights. Self 
critically we have to notice also that often women themselves perpetuate outdated forms of traditions.  
 
I propose to share with you hereafter some significant excerpts of this report to illustrate what I have 
indicated. It starts with a presentation introducing the subject, main achievements and the results of the 
work. Then I continue with the chapter VI concerning Religions & Human Rights for women (2) 
 
While you are listening I would like to ask you to reflect the underlying question: How can we reach 
and activate the consciousness, the heart and the mind of people faster and long lastingly, to more 
support for genuine Human Rights for women and men, not only in our society but also in our 
religion. Later I recommend reading the book of HH Dalai Lama: “Beyond Religion” where he 
proposes an approach to ethics based on universal and not only religious principles; as well as the 
book Toward a true Kinship of Faiths (3).  
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To me, one answer can lie in an active grass root work as the title of this Sakyadhita conference 2013 
suggests. Concerning myself I have started to work actively in the European, German and French 
Buddhist Union and have founded Sakyadhita in France.  
 
The report starts with a general presentation of the reasons of difficulties and tensions in the relation between 
religions and Human rights in our fast changing world, an approach of how solutions can be elaborated and gives 
a list of recommendations.   
 
 “Human rights and religions have a long common history in Europe and both are based on similar 
values. Religions have initiated on one hand the raise of consciousness and evidence of the dignity of 
each human being, may it be a man or woman and the importance of respecting the liberty of each and 
every one. Unfortunately on the other hand religious people in power, but not all the followers of 
religions, have worked against fundamental Human Rights. The liberty of consciousness and other 
liberties, could have led humanity to more emancipation from religious institutions and to more 
secularism, which is in their eyes hostile to religions. But the process of secularisation in Europe has 
also helped religions to more independence and many religious adepts have helped the implementation 
of Human Rights, which finally gave birth to the Universal declaration of Human Rights. 
 
Despite this common history and work for more respect of Human Rights, there are still some tensions 
and discrepancies between religions and Human Rights especially when it comes to converting Human 
Rights into reality and action in our daily life, so that each man and woman can benefit from them and 
this despite his or her religious beliefs, philosophical or atheistic convictions.”  
 
The report describes the principal achievements and results of its work. The report examines the 
convergences and tensions between Human rights and religions. Its reflections are structured in 8 
difficulties and 3 basic tensions. 
 
“Most of the tensions between religions and Human Rights arise due to the necessity of each human 
being to live his/her own religious conviction in a world that is becoming more and more multi 
convictional. What worsens the situation is that most religions claim, that they alone possess the truth 
and tend to shape Human Rights to their beliefs. Tensions are increased by the legislative 
interpretations that support or obstruct Human Rights.” 
 
“Three types of tensions have been analysed:  

- Tensions on formulating Human Rights, notably because some religious leaders contest the 
Universality of Human Rights 

- Tensions and frictions upon their field of application – they arise especially in the rights of 
women, and of LGBT (lesbians, gays, bisexuals and transsexuals) 

- Tensions as well as conflicts with the law. Delimitations of Human rights notably for women. 
The juridical system of a state should not be influenced by religions.  

 
“Concerning the rights of women, tensions arise to the fact that responsible leaders of religious 
organisations as well as convictional groups claim laws which are making women “major 
incapables” (civic rights, economic heritage, independence, education, citizenship) and that the 
questions linked to the self determination concerning their own body (prostitution, rape, crime of 
honour) as well as the rights to reproductive health (contraception, forced or agreed interruption of 
pregnancy) are out of the field of application of Human Rights. (II.1.8) 
 
In consequence the opposition of religions to certain laws (…) is to their belief not a violation to the 
rights of women, but an opposition to something wrong, something that is contradictory to their 
concepts of life. These oppositions to practises and laws often result in imposing certain rules to 
women, even if they are not followers of this religion.  
 
Tensions also appear due to the application of Human Rights in the field of gender equality and their 
access to responsibilities in religious institutions, as some of their members have different views on 
these questions.  
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To reduce tensions it is important to allow that each person can benefit globally from Human Rights 
no matter which religious belief or non-belief they adhere to and that no woman or man is oppressed 
by politics or laws imposed non-democratically on them by religious and convictional organisations. It 
is further recommended that a state should behave neutral towards religions and forms of beliefs, 
accept the universality of Human Rights standards, democracy, and a state of law. It should also 
implement Human Rights according to all parts of public fields of daily life following three 
principles: 
 
a) A principle of freedom guaranteeing the freedom of conscience, thoughts, religion, to non-belief, 
practising a religion and to change it if one wishes to. 
b) A principle of non-discrimination which guarantees the equality of laws, duties and 
responsibilities, as well as the respect of each person, what so ever his or her gender, sexual 
orientation, belief, non belief, conviction, philosophy etc. might be. This principal imposes in 
particular the neutrality of a state towards religions and ways of belief. 
c) A principle of mutual respect of religions and states that implicates the juridical separation of 
their duties and responsibilities. (…) 
  
(13) To help advance the cause of Human Rights it is recommended to the leaders of religious 
organisations and concerned INGOs to work together on relations in-between their different doctrines 
on principles and norms of Human Rights, and concerning the importance they confer to support 
Human Rights and their implementation into daily life in the fields of inter religious dialogue, 
education, etc.  
 
Now I come to the excerpts from chapter IV of the report that tend to show how difficult it is to 
realise genuine equality between men and women, when they are limited by narrow minded traditional 
views, outdated habits, promoted by some cultures and religious followers. It starts with an 
introduction of the problem in general: 
 
(1) …Even if the influences of religions on the society can be progressive to some extend, especially if 
tolerance and equality are part of their teachings, studies observe that religions are far from 
questioning the patterns of a patriachic culture that points out hierarchical relations between the 
different sexes and legitimises the submission of women to spouses and house wives (II.3.38). Women 
do not have an equal place in all domains, including in terms of moral authority and power. The 
refusal of certain religions to give women access to religious functions is perceived by certain people 
as a proof par excellence (II.3.39). Women have to pass from the status of object to the status of 
subject. (V.63) 
 
(IV.53) Can one accept that the value, dignity and rights of women who constitute half of humanity 
vary depending on the commandments of cultural, religious or political systems in which a person is 
born or lives? Has one to tolerate everything in the name of the respect of traditions, cultures, habits or 
religions? Who has the right to determine the nature and the content of Human Rights, to confirm or to 
obstruct their existence? In the name of whom?   
 
(I.4) Nobody can deny that due to CULTURAL RELATIVISM and in the name of the “right to 
be different” all kind of excess of abuse of women are perpetuated and legitimated by culture, 
tradition, habits or a religion.   
 
(III.3.49) Even though the (European) legislation prohibits and combats practices dating from another 
age (crime of honour, polygamy, forced marriage, repudiation, no access to education...), all these 
forms of violence are carried out in many cases in the name of a religion and are opposing the 
effectiveness of the Human Rights of women.  
 
Today one needs to be aware that the equality of women and men is the most controversial universal 
value in international relations of states in the name of their sovereignty, in the differences of cultures 
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and the autonomy of religions. It is the main cause of an unceasing conflict of values, a trial of 
strength that goes through all cultures, religions, and culminates today in a strong raise of religious 
fundamentalism, quest for identity, all strongly misogynist, and of which women are the first victims. 
In this conflict of values, the universality risks to back down on the most regressive assertions of 
values against modernism, on sexism and fundamentalism, and against cultural relativism which serve 
as justification to these values and give way to an inflation of derogations to international laws.”   
 
The subchapter II.1 explains that the equality of women and men is a universal right that has a 
pre-eminent position in almost all the laws and juridical texts. The protection of this right means to 
reach beyond a formal equality of rights, a real and substantial equality in all fields and the elimination 
of all forms of discrimination preconditions their self-determination.  
“The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe underlines in its resolution “Women and 
Religion in Europe” (4), that “freedom of religion can not be accepted as a pretext to justify violations 
of rights of women”. States should be committed to fully implement the equality of gender.” 
 
The sub chapter II-3 underlines the danger of religious and cultural relativism for the Human 
Rights of women.  
(38)“Despite the revolution of International and European rights, some states formulate objections to 
these treaties: a way to refuse the universality and to go back to the traditional “chacun chez soi” 
(everybody keeps his own position). This is particularly clear when it comes to exceptions to rights of 
women “with the pretext of cultural traditions that are emptying the content of the states engagements 
of all its sense”.  
 
In the sub chapter II.2 the word was given to different religious positions (Catholics, Protestants, 
Jews, Moslems, Buddhists…). to expose their history, positions, views, problems etc. of their tradition 
on this subject. Concerning the question of Buddhism and Gender I express my sincere “THANKS” to 
Sakyadhita (especially to Ven. Jampa Tsedron and Ven. Karma Lekshe Tsomo) as many conference 
texts especially from the book “Buddhist women and social Justice” as well as from “Dignity and 
Discipline” have been extremely helpful. We have especially highlighted the problem concerning the 
access to full ordination and the need for more qualified education for women in all Buddhist 
traditions. 
 
Equality between women and men are at the very core of conflicts concerning values in our 
societies due to the “human factor”. (As I explained in the beginning there is a strong need for 
consciousness raising in our societies, and I asked you to reflect about how we could stimulate this 
more effectively.) 
 
All religions affirm the equal dignity of women and men…. But in reality the defence of this equality 
is ambivalent and gives rise to tensions, as the interpretation of what includes this equality are quit 
divers. (IV.II.2.14) 
 
It also states that in many organisations one can observe a creeping regression of rights of women due 
to a religious attack, which gives place to a real danger of Human Rights ’à la carte’. Religious laws 
take over democratically voted laws. (VI.I.3) 
 
The challenge is no other then the defence of equality and freedom against all forms of 
regression. (IV.58) The struggle for the rights of women remains an urgent actuality. Many INGOs 
state, that the equality of women and men is inseparable of a secularisation of Law. Cultural 
relativism is in any case incompatible with the universality of Human Rights.  
 
(61)If religions of the world would offer to women equal chances and positions to those of men, 
and would confer them same responsibilities this would constitute a strong signal to society and 
a big step forward to show that the subordination of women is no longer acceptable and would 
contribute to rethink outdated attitudes.  
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CONCLUSION:  
My Buddhist teachers taught me that each and every being may it be a woman, a men or even an 
animal has the inherent Buddha nature and that all have the potential to attain full enlightenment. We 
are also told to not harm and develop genuine loving kindness towards all sentient beings.   
 
The Buddha was opposed to the cast system of its time. We as contemporary Buddhists should be 
opposed to all forms of discrimination, violence and institutionalized inequalities within our society.  
 
Contemporary Buddhists translate the Buddha’s opposition to the cast system into a strong support for 
the universal application of Human Rights. Institutionalized forms of discrimination – such as the 
former Apartheid system, laws that maintain inequality between men and women or that discriminate 
people on the basis of gender are considered to be a modern form of a cast system.  
 
Further, those who state that we have done enough for gender equality, and that fighting for it is 
outdated, should open their eyes to reality. We face a situation that is unbearable. Just one example: 
women between 16 and 44 years of age, domestic violence is the major cause of death and invalidity, 
ahead of cancer, road accidents and even war. Therefore, domestic violence should be treated as a 
political and public problem, and a violation of Human Rights. (5) 
 
Why is it so difficult to overcome our outdated patterns especially in Buddhist countries, institutions 
and societies? It must be in relation with this “human factor” mentioned before.  
 
The Buddha taught us that we are the result of what we think, that all what we are and experience is a 
result of our thoughts, and that with our thoughts we create the world.  
 
I think that the Buddha’s thoughts have been completely free of any discriminative attitudes. If in past 
and today’s societies Buddhists tend to forget the Buddha’s initial intentions and continue to 
discriminate women in Buddhist societies, we need to ask us all why is this happening? What is the 
reason for the difference in living conditions and access to religious education between monks and 
nuns, and of women and men in general in our Buddhist societies?  
 
We all cling to our habitual tendencies and are afraid of change. Social conditions are changing, as 
everything is impermanent. We need to sincerely reassure ourselves weather our practise and 
behaviour is in harmony with the Buddha’s original intentions. If not, it is our generation’s 
responsibility to correct and adapt our present habits in accord with the Buddha’s teachings.  
 
From my own experience I know how difficult and painful it can appear to realize and change one’s 
own tendencies and habits based on ignorance and attachments. It needs courage and determination to 
overcome them. But once you start opening to change it is a great relief and liberation. And are we 
Buddhist not all reaching out for the ultimate liberation?  
 
Buddhism is an anti-dogmatic tradition that considers attachments to rigid (cultural, political, 
religious, philosophical and/or ideological) ideas and prejudices an obstruction towards further 
(spiritual or existential) development. Thus I fully agree with H.H. the Dalai Lama when he says:  
“We all seek happiness and try to avoid suffering regardless of our race, religion, sex or social status. 
However, mere maintenance of diversity of traditions should never justify the violations of Human 
Rights. Thus, discrimination against persons of different races, against women, and against weaker 
sections of society may be traditional in some regions, but if they are inconsistent with universally 
recognized human rights, these forms of behaviour should change. The universal principal of equality 
of all human beings must take precedence.” (6) 
 
Footnotes: 
 

(1) Conference of INGOs in the Council of Europe: http://www.coe.int/T/NGO/default_en.asp) 
 
(2) The draft chapter IV has been prepared by Mrs. Sophie Dimitroulias, from AFEM (Association of women 
in meridian Europe) and then worked out by M. François Becker and other the members of our working 
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group. This paper is based mainly on the version of the report in May 2012. The newest version of the report 
(DHR NV4) was available on 21-12-2012, which gave not enough time to adapt the entire paper accordingly 
before the Sakyadhita congress. The working language of this report is French and the translations given 
hereafter are my own translations and not from an official English version. 
 
(3)- Beyond Religion, Ethics for a whole world, by H.H. Dalai Lama, Signal Clelland & Stewart, 2011.  
   - Toward a true Kinship of faiths, ISBN 978-0-385-52505-3 

 
(4) Resolution of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe “Women and Religion in Europe”  
http://assembly.coe.int/Documents/WorkingDocs/Doc05/edoc10670.htm  
 
(5)Recommendation (1582 (2002) of the the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe “Domestic 
Violence against women”. 
http://assembly.coe.int/main.asp?Link=/documents/adoptedtext/ta02/erec1582.htm 

 
(6) Statement from H.H. Dalai Lama in Buddhist Approaches to Human Rights: Dissonances and 
Resonances, Carmen Meinert, Hans-Bernd Zöllner (eds.), Transcript Publishers, 2010, Chapter “Women’s 
Rights in the Vajrajana Tradition“, from Jampa Tsedroen, page 192. 
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- Practising since 1996 in the Sakya tradition of the Tibetan Buddhism,  
- Teacher H.H. Sakya Trizin & Kenchen Lama Sherab Gyaltsen Amipa. 
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- Representative of the EBU to the Council of Europe and the European Union 
- Since 1990 working part time in the European Parliament (EP) as assistant to German MEPs 
- 1998 - 2009 Secretary of the Tibet Intergroup in the European Parliament (involved in the 

organisation of visits of H.H. the Dalai Lama in the E.P., organising 4 delegation trips of EP-
MEPs to Dharamsala) 


