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Abstract 

Focusing on the expression––regaining the ownership of the body––this thesis 

attempts to explore the gendered dimension of the Chinese lay meditation movement 

from two aspects. In one aspect, I examine how the ownership of the female body is 

intertwined with a nationalist discourse of the state interest that emphasized 

physiological fitness for the sake of the nation. In this sense, this essay intends to 

illustrate how Chinese females’ body was not only physically being disciplined, but 

also ideologically and narratologically controlled by the state since the nineteenth 

century. In another aspect, I investigate how the females’ bodies have retreated into 

the private area and the ownership of their bodies has been returned to them with the 

help of the bodily practice of meditation. In this sense, with a study of the embodied 

experience of two groups of female meditators, this essay argues that the lay 

meditation movement with an individual-oriented dimension has opened the 

possibility for women to have a more private interpretation of their bodies. In this 

way, the lay meditation movement raises a resistance toward the nationalist portrait of 

the female body that constantly addresses the relationship between the physical 

wellness of individuals and national strength. 
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“Thus indeed, O bhikkhus, a bhikkhu lives contemplating the body in the body.” 

Evampi kho, bhikkhave, bhikkhu kāye kāyānupassī viharati. 

––Satipaṭṭhānasutta 

At the end of January 2014, I made a trip to Dhammavihārī Arañña, the only Theravāda 

monastery in China for a two-week intensive meditation course. When arriving at the agreed 

pick-up location at a gas station from the airport at Xishuangbanna, Yunnan, I waited alone 

for a while. Then a volunteer worker of the monastery drove me up to the mountain. After 

crossing a big bamboo forest for half an hour alongside the wandering road, we arrived at the 

reception hall of the monastery. Then a lay volunteer helped me with the checking in and led 

me to the hut (kuṭī) area. Here, 40 male huts and 20 temporary female huts were newly made 

of bamboo with a separate bathroom inside. After leading me to the assigned hut and showing 

me around other living spaces, she informed me of some basic rules in the monastery. 

Meditators could only wear white clothes as required in the admission letter. No make-up or 

decoration of jewels was permitted during the stay. Additionally, shampoo and body wash 

with fragrance, and chemically-made liquid detergent were not allowed since the monastery 

advocates for environmental protection. If needed, hand-made soap or cleaning liquid was 

available in the reception hall. Meanwhile, for the purpose of decreasing plastic waste, 

meditators were encouraged to use plastic products as little as possible and are responsible for 

taking them away. Moreover, to reduce the waste produced by daily life, paper tissues were 

not allowed in the monastery. Most importantly, after taking away my SIM card, the 

volunteer worker emphasized that participants were discouraged to talk and communicate 
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with others during the meditation practices here. Then she led me to the second floor of the 

abstinence hall in which I and other meditators received the eight precepts together.  

For the next two weeks, my daily schedule was quite simple. With the bell of the 

monastery, all meditators got up at 5:00 am. After meditating for one hour together with 

bhikkhus and other meditators starting from 5:30 am, Bhaddanta Mahinda often led the 

morning prayers in Pali. Other Bhikkhus and meditators repeated after him sentence by 

sentence. Then everyone moved to the dining hall of the monastery, in which two or three 

Bhikkhunī had already prepared the food and beverages in buffet style. Then the Bhikkhus, 

male and female meditators successively got the food one by one with alms bowls or the self-

prepared lunch boxes. After going back to the abstinence hall and chanting verses about 

contemplating on food together, all the monks and the meditators ate their food in silence. 

Then with a short time of cleaning, the morning meditation session begins. After having 

lunch around 11:50 am, the meditation session lasted for the whole afternoon after a short 

break during the noontime. Beginning from 7:30 pm, the evening prayers began in a way 

similar to the morning prayers. After the last hour of meditating or the Q&A session every 

two days, at 9:00 pm, all the monks and meditators went to their huts and slept.  

The Dhammavihārī Arañña monastery is a Bhikkhu-dominated monastery. I only saw 

three Bhikkhunī who are in charge of the work of preparing food. These Bhikkhunī never 

appeared in the abstinence hall or participated in the meditation practices. However, half of 

the forty lay meditators are females. It is important to point out that even though the 

monastery is located in an isolated forest, it still keeps a close relationship with the local 
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community. Sometimes, on my way to the abstinence hall for the morning prayers, I can see 

some Bhikkhus holding their bowls going downhill for the alms-giving. Meanwhile, before 

lunchtime, the local believers sometimes would bring their donations to the monastery and 

the abbot would do the ritual of the dedication of merit for them in return.  

Two weeks passed by so fast with this simple schedule. On the last day of our stay in the 

monastery, Bhaddanta Mahinda made an exception and showed us to a two-floor male 

meditation hall, which was just newly completed and later named Ariyagabbha Bhāvanāsālā 

in front of the Tianxin lake. After meditating there for half an hour, Bhaddanta Mahinda 

opens the floor to meditators for any possible questions when we sat in front of the big glass 

window with a great view of the lake and the forests. During the conversation with 

Bhaddanta Mahinda, many female lay meditators expressed great enthusiasm to share their 

bodily changes after this two-week practice. A few reported a decrease in anxiety and 

depression with the help of meditation. Two female meditators mentioned the alleviating pain 

caused by previous diseases, such as pregnancy, reproduction, migraine, and lumbar strain. 

Meanwhile, two or three middle-aged female meditators even mentioned certain alien 

experiences of their body emerging from their meditation, and they desperately wanted to 

know how to deal with these abnormal feelings.  

I was so surprised by the bodily changes of these lay female meditators happening in 

just two weeks. I was also curious about how unique these lay females’ experiences are and 

how different they are from the male meditators. In this sense, I boldly question––whether 

Bhaddanta Mahinda is the appropriate teacher to supervise these lay female meditators 
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considering the fact that his experience is based on being a male practitioner. How gendered 

is the practice of meditation? Meanwhile, while sitting in such a beautiful and tranquil male 

meditation hall, I was curious why I could only see Bhikkhunī preparing food for the entire 

monastery in the kitchen but never in the abstinence room and practicing with us? What are 

the living strategies of meditative Bhikkhunī in other monasteries in the Theravāda world? 

Then I suddenly realized that even though the monastery of Dhammavihārī Arañña is 

structurally dominated by Bhikkhu, the practice of meditation not just opens the possibility of 

the female laity’s participation in monastic life. Most importantly, it endows the female laity, 

rather than the Bhikkhunī with an opportunity to engage in one of the most important 

practices in Theravāda Buddhism––meditation. 

Before leaving the monastery at the checking-out table, I met the two female meditators 

who mentioned alleviation of physical pain during their meditation practices. While hearing 

about my surprise at the change in their body, they encouraged me by saying that it was their 

fourth or fifth intensive meditation practice. They have tried other meditation traditions as 

well, such as Goenka and traditional Chan meditation. Even though it was their first time 

practicing the Pa-Auk tradition, they felt it was easier for them to follow the guidance with 

the background experiences of other meditation traditions. Therefore, this time, they found it 

not hard to follow Bhaddanta Mahinda’s instructions. Then I asked them how they perceive 

the role of meditation in their life. They commonly shared that they were very busy in daily 

life because of work and family. Taking intensive meditation courses once or twice a year to 

some extent is like a vacation for them. During their time in the monastery, they would not be 
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disturbed by external issues. In this way, they can fully concentrate on enhancing their body 

and cultivating an acute awareness of themselves. While living in the tranquil and beautiful 

environment of the monastery, which is surrounded by a lake and forests of bamboo, they 

both felt a sense of being detached from their daily life actively or passively. Furthermore, 

they mentioned that they even got a feeling of freedom. During their stay here, they were no 

longer mothers, wives, or teachers. They said that as the practice of meditation aims to help 

meditators take better control of their mind and body, through the practice of meditation, they 

have regained ownership of their body.  

In these female meditators’ narratives, meditation turns into the means and ends through 

which these lay females develop control of their mind and body and therefore regain the 

freedom of their bodies. However, when begging the question behind their expression––

“regain the ownership of the body,” some questions arose for me: (1) From whom do they 

retake the control of their body? (2) How was their body controlled and imagined? (3) What 

is the relationship between the forces constructing an ideal body for these females and their 

biological bodies? (4) Can these females’ biological bodies be separated from the constructed 

body that is constantly being controlled? In modern China, all these problems correspond to 

the issue of the problematization of the body––the process of how the body has emerged into 

the field of politics as the object of regulation and therefore turned into a social-historical 

conception. 

Beginning with my observation of the expression––regaining the ownership of the body, 

the aim of this essay is twofold. In one aspect, I will explore how the ownership of a female’s 
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body is intertwined with a nationalist discourse of state interest that emphasizes physiological 

fitness for the sake of the nation. In this way, I will discuss how Chinese females’ body is not 

only physically being disciplined, but also ideologically and narratologically controlled by 

the state. In another aspect, I intend to illustrate how these females’ body has retreated into 

the private area and the ownership of their body has been returned to them with the help of 

the bodily practice of meditation. In this way, structurally, my essay will begin with the 

exploration of how historically women lost ownership of their bodies within the context of 

the problematization of the body in modern Chinese history. Then the development of the 

vipassanā movement in Southeast Asian countries and China as an individual-oriented 

practice resisting state control will be provided with its correspondingly historical features. 

As the core contents of this essay, the third and fourth parts of my essay will focus on two 

groups of female meditators and illustrate how meditation practice has assisted them in the 

process of privatizing their bodily experience and in this way regaining the ownership of their 

bodies. Specifically, I will address how they obtained the private transformative experience 

through the pursuit of bodily pleasure and a different interpretation of the mind and body 

through an embodied experience in the meditation retreat center.  

Methodologically, this essay is informed by four fields of resources. First, I will draw 

the historical studies on the relationship between the building of the nation-state and the 

discourses on the physical fitness of Chinese citizens, especially on the gendered dimension 

regarding the Chinese female’s body. The materials I explore include public discussions 

presented by the social intellectuals in modern China, such as social activists and reformers in 
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the late nineteenth century, and the regulation policies from the public health institutions. 

With regard to the socio-historical approach to studying the body, Bryan Turner’s work on 

the body within the context of sociology inspires me to perceive the body as a hybrid product 

of both socio-cultural and biological forces (Turner, 2008). Second, the recent academic 

resources centering on the research of body/soma are of great value for my own analysis of 

the modern meditation movement in the Chinese context. Specifically, the theory of 

somaesthetics developed by Richard Shusterman is quite influential to my illustration of how 

the psychological and somatic experiences of the female meditators contribute to their self-

interpretation of the body as the agent of perception. Meanwhile, Michael Foucault’s 

discussion on the value of bodily pleasure for the transformation of self assists me in 

exploring the obtainment of the transformative experience of the body. Additionally, 

Merleau-Ponty’s idea of the primordial perception of the surrounding world also helps me 

identify different bodily experiences of the meditation practices. Third, the modern feminist 

scholarship on the relationship between mind and body––such as Elizabeth Grosz’s work––

points out the value of the corporeal dimension of the dichotomy of mind and body, which 

has been devalued in the history of philosophy for a long time. Last, the studies on the 

embodied experience/cognition emerging from the modern philosophy of cognitive science 

inspire me to analyze these female meditators’ experiences from a holistic dimension 

including their dressing, daily activities, the religious events these female meditators 

participate in, and the environment of the retreat center.  
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How they lost the ownership of the body: the problematization of the body in modern 

China and the nationalist portrait of the female body 

The problematization of the body became the center of modern Chinese politics in the 

late nineteenth century and was accompanied by the transformation of the horizon with 

regard to the understanding of the term––“Sick Man of East Asia.” This idea was originally 

adopted to describe the weakening of China after the Sino-Japan War in 1894 by Western 

journalists (Yan, 2020, February 27). In this adoption, China has been mentioned together 

with Turkey, Persia, and Morocco as the four “Sick Men” of the world, which were all in a 

state of decline in the world political arena. Historically, “Sick Man” in Western public 

discourse has long been adopted to describe a country that is in a political embarrassment of 

falling into decay while unable to reform. However, the internalization of this notion in China 

has gone through different stages and developed two different meanings.  

The phrase, “Sick Man of East Asia” was first accepted by Chinese intellectuals as good 

advice in a harsh tone. When the sovereign power of the Qing regime had been constantly 

challenged by the wars with Western countries and Japan, Chinese intellectuals adopted the 

notion of the “Sick Man of East Asia” to emphasize the urgency of social reform. Since the 

late nineteenth century Liang Qichao, Kang Youwei, and Yan Fu, three of the most famous 

political activists in the late Qing dynasty unanimously addressed the state of China like the 

dying “Sick Man.” (Yan, 1895) “Sick Man” in their appropriation was not just a description 

of the weakness of China, but more importantly a warning that if fundamental reforms in the 
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education, official system, military training, and economic structure were not implemented, 

China as a nation would be doomed to perish.  

Then, a shift from a description of the weakness of China into a discourse of addressing 

the physical fitness of Chinese people was presented along with the problematization of the 

body in modern Chinese history. The reason why the body became the focus of attention was 

grounded in the historical changes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century––the 

decline of sovereign power. During the reign of Tongzhi and Guangxu, a series of reforms 

initiated by the Qing government failed to support China militarily and politically. The failure 

of these top-down reforms along with China’s situation of being a “Sick Man” on the world 

political stage has set up a background for the launching of a new kind of bottom-up reform, 

focusing on the generative forces of citizens, rather than the deduction of citizens’ rights from 

a perspective of the centralized authority. In Foucault’s words, such a transformation from 

the Qing government’s reforms into a new form of down-top reform can be seen as the 

change from sovereign power to bio-power, which situates the “administration of bodies and 

the calculated management of life” at the center of its operation (Foucault, 139).  

When entering the twentieth century, faced with the interior anxiety of the failure of 

reforms and foreign aggression, Chinese intellectuals realized the impotence of the Qing 

government and its top-down reforms. They turned to Western social thought for the 

inspiration for reforms and initiated a reflection on national character. As a result, a social 

discussion on citizens’ psychical fitness entered into the public discussion. Yan Fu in this 

case introduced social Darwinism as another approach to solving the national crisis. He 
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argues that according to Social Darwinism, the competition between different countries in 

fact is the competition between different races; in other words, it is the competition between 

the people from different nations. Fundamentally, the prosperity of a country depends on the 

fitness of its people. Therefore, a new kind of reform situated the modification of the citizen’s 

body at the center of its political tactics. Chinese intellectuals in this case applied the idea of 

“Sick Man of East Asia” to describe the physical weakness of Chinese people instead of 

referring to the weakening status of China. Liang Qichao firstly adopts this notion in his 

essay, On the New People and he describes the 400 million Chinese people as “pale, sick, 

with dying appearance, barely alive, and moribund.” (Liang, 1902-1906) Influenced by 

Social Darwinism, he pointed out that the physical weakness of Chinese people greatly 

contributed to the decay of China. In this context, the idea of “Sick Man of East Asia” 

represents an awareness of the crisis embodied within national health. Additionally, public 

analysis of the cause of the weakness of Chinese people also intensified the discussion of 

citizens’ bodies and their psychical fitness. Cai E, a Chinese revolutionary leader, Liang 

Qichao, and Kang Youwei all attribute the weakness of the Chinese people to the use of 

opium, foot-binding, and the social convention emphasizing on mental training at the expense 

of physical training (Liang 1896; Kang 1898). In this context, physical fitness along with the 

modification of the body, rather than the national strength came into the center of political 

reforms.  

Here, it is important to point out that a gendered dimension of the discourse on citizens’ 

physical fitness arises from the discussion on the essential reason for the national weakness. 
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Not from a humanistic or moral consideration, but from a perspective of reproduction, the 

female body––especially on the cruel torture of foot-binding––was presented as the cause of 

the weakness of China by the Chinese intellectuals. As Kang Youwei, one of the reformers of 

the late Qing dynasty states in The Proposal for Banning the Females’ Foot-binding,  

“Please look at the Europeans, they are strong and energetic. The reason 

for that lies in that the mothers of their nation do not do the foot-binding 

practice. It is easy for them to deliver healthy offspring. By contrast, look at 

our people who are weak and ill. It is the foot-binding of the mothers that 

makes the children delivered by them vulnerable and sick.” (Kang, 1896)  

Here, Chinese intellectuals essentially attributed the weakness of Chinese people to the 

weakness of Chinese women. In this sense, they argued against the implementation of foot-

binding and regarded it as harmful to the health of women.  

With increased attention on female health and the public health, the idea of the 

population came into Chinese politics. As stated by Zhang Zhidong, “China has a population 

of 400 million. However, half of it, around 200 million are tiny-footed women; half of the 

men, around 100 million are using opium; 80 million men are lack of wisdom and good 

quality. Therefore, only around 20 million people are healthy and useful for building a 

powerful nation.” (Zhang Zhidong, 1897) Even though Zhang Zhidong does not intend to 

provide a precise social report in a statistical way, we can sense the emergence of an 

awareness of the notion of the population through the lens of public health. In this sense, 

what Zhang Zhidong attempts to include in his analysis is not “just people in a territory,” but 
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population––the “species body.”(Kelly, 102) And from Foucault’s point of view, it is through 

the regulation of population that bio-politics “brings life and its mechanisms into the domain 

of explicit calculations.”(Foucault, 143) In this sense, the close attention to females’ 

reproductive ability within the context of public health in modern China is just a display of 

what Foucault takes as the deployment of bio-politics. 

In Foucault’s understanding of bio-power, bio-power is what “made knowledge-power 

an agent of transformation of human life.” (Foucault, 143) In the case of Chinese 

intellectuals’ localized interpretation of “Sick Man of East Asia,” the internalized adoption of 

this term in one way shaped a nationalist discourse on females’ bodies in the field of 

regulation over the nation’s population. In another way, it stimulated a series of social 

movements concerning the modification of the female body in modern Chinese history. Since 

the late nineteenth century, Liang Qichao, Kang Youwei, and Cai E, plenty of social 

reformers have criticized the practice of foot-binding from the lens of social Darwinism. 

They commonly emphasized the harm that foot-binding has done to the females’ body, the 

reproduction, and most importantly, the strength of the whole nation. In this way, a series of 

policies concerning the banning of foot-binding have been issued by the government. In 

addition to foot-binding, when entering the twentieth century, the nationalist narrative of the 

female’s body spreads to other cruel practices imposed on the female’s body, such as breasts. 

In 1927, just within three months in Guangdong province, the practice of breast-binding was 

abolished. Similar nationalist logic argues that breasts are where children can get nutrients. If 

the breast cannot develop properly, it would lead to a lack of breast milk, which directly has a 
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negative impact on children’s physical fitness. Therefore, the liberation of females’ breasts is 

the essential resolution to deal with the sickness of the Chinese people for the purpose of 

building a powerful nation (Guangji Medical Journey, 1925).  

Additionally, with the influence of the discourse causally bonding female’s fitness with 

the nation’s strength, females in China were no longer just the mother belonging to certain 

families, but the mother of the whole country as mentioned in the Female Monthly, a 

publication regarding the health of female in modern China, and such discourse even lived to 

1940s (Sun Jiashou, 1942). In modern China, the field of female health was developed along 

with the arising of public health at the beginning of the twentieth century. Within the 

nationalist context, female health is equaled to gynecological health, and females are only 

visible in the public discussion with its association with their ability to reproduce. As in 

modern China, the education on female health mainly focuses on the three periods of 

females: menstruation, pregnancy, and childbirth, which are all highly related to the process 

of reproduction (Zhou Chunyan, 2010). Accordingly, beginning from the establishment of 

New China, the modern hygiene knowledge concerning disinfection, the new products for 

menstruation, the health care knowledge to prevent common diseases during pregnancy, and 

the nutrition knowledge regarding infant feeding have been brought into the public as the 

main content of female health education. Here, we can clearly see that in those social 

movements regarding the liberation of the female body and the public education on female 

health in modern China, the female body under the nationalist narrative has been reduced to 

nothing but its reproductive ability.  
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In the case of the nationalist construction of the female body by focusing on its 

reproductive ability, the biological body turns into the subject of state regulation. As Foucault 

says, “the body becomes a useful force only if it is both a productive body and a subjected 

body. (Foucault, 1975, 26)” Within the mechanism of the bio-power––the power invests life 

with its generative forces; the Chinses female’s body is indeed “one such material thing, but 

so is the prison” (Butler, 2004). It enters the center of Chinses modern politics while 

essentially contributing to the building of a strong nation-state because of its material 

uniqueness––reproductive ability. In this way, the female body obtains its niche in modern 

public health and social-political field. However, such a material feature not only functions as 

a blessing but also works as a curse for Chinese females. Since the twentieth century, we can 

see that the female body has been conceptualized as the docile body with its generative forces 

under the control of the state in the field of education on female health. Female has been only 

presented, discussed, and defined only from their reproductive possibility. Here, the female 

body, with its material blessing turns into a prison that limits other possibilities embodied 

within Chinses females regarding their engagement in the building of a strong nation. Here, 

the emergence of the female’s biological body is both a political process and a result. In this 

way, the female body has been situated at the crux of the intervention of cultural and 

biological mechanisms in a nationalist context. 

However, when entering the late 80s of the twentieth century, the change in the 

economic development pattern in China initiated a series of social movements concerning the 

modification of the body with an individual-oriented interpretation of the body. Unlike the 
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nationalist discourses of citizens’ bodies, these social movements have shifted the horizon by 

providing an unusual source of individual empowerment. As we can see from the two female 

meditators’ expressions of “regain the ownership of the body” in my recollection of my 

meditation experience, the lay meditation movement emerging from Theravāda Buddhism in 

China has developed a new way of portraying and interpreting the body. In the next part, 

before digging deeper into a different narrative of the body through the female laity’s practice 

of meditation, I will briefly introduce the recent emergence of the lay vipassanā movement in 

Southeast Asian countries as well as in China.  

 

The recent emergence of the Vipassanā movement in Southeast Asian countries and in 

China 

Vipassanā (insight meditation) as a modern lay meditation practice started in Myanmar 

in the nineteenth century and then spread into other countries in Southeast Asia, China, and 

the West. As Erick Braun and David McMahan point out, the popularity of the de-religious 

Buddhist lay meditation and the emphasis on its function of healing mind and body were the 

products of the modernism of Buddhism (Braun & McMahan 2017, 49). In this sense, the 

modern Buddhist movement has evolved into a more secular form in an attempt to permeate 

into various aspects of modern society. The less religious features of Buddhism––which is 

more compatible with modern life––such as the meditation practice, rather than the monastic 

training, the ritual performance, and the religious doctrines, have been teased out and adopted 

as the primary theme of modern religious movements. In the case of the lay meditation 
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movement, it is by adopting the less religious element of Buddhism––the meditation as a way 

of healing mind and body––that the vipassanā meditation movement as a form of Buddhist 

modernism even maps itself into a broader context of modernism: the building of nation-state 

in the modern history of Southeast Asian countries.  

As in Burma, the mass lay meditation movement was highly interwoven with politics in 

contemporary Burmese society. Under the political repression of the military junta, the 

practices of vipassanā have ensured the validity of experiencing the truth of the Buddha's 

teaching on an individual level. Meanwhile such a practice also collectively brought up the 

"enlightened citizenry" while raising the laity's awareness of their responsibility for the 

benefit of the society (Jordt 2007, xvii). Most importantly, in such a country culturally 

dominated by Buddhist values, the participation in the mass lay meditation in accordance 

with Buddhist virtues and morality situated those participants in a higher moral position to 

raise their questions toward the regime regarding the protection of the Buddha's teaching 

(sāsana) and the building of a just society.  

Meanwhile, the lay meditation movement can be seen as a Buddhist way of dealing with 

the problems brought up by the capital-oriented development mode. As in Thailand, having 

developed in a capitalist way both in economics and social construction for more than three 

decades, different problems appeared in the 1950s, such as environmental deterioration, 

social morality issues, and economic development problems. Additionally, the drastic gap 

between the development of urban cities and the countryside pushed people to question the 

validity of the western model of growth. Having shown discomfort with the westernized 
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industrialization, the Thai public called for a more feasible approach for Thailand in line with 

the local conditions. Therefore, a series of religious movements in an attempt to solve the 

problems during the social transition emerged in the late 1960s (Gosling, 1996). Following 

this wave, the lay meditation movement has greatly attracted the Thai middle class with the 

aim of achieving personal liberation under the context of the whole society confronting the 

"crisis of modernity.” (Taylor, 1990) Furthermore, the meditation movement itself also 

displays a transformative process of breaking the boundary between the monastics and laity, 

and the limitations associated with gender under the traditional Buddhist framework. Of note, 

since the 1970s, a group of female meditators in Thailand––Mae Chi––dressing in white 

robes as the non-laity and non-monastic practitioners, have gained their legitimate status 

between laity and monk not from their ordination but from their observation of percepts and 

their practices of Buddhist principles. 

Additionally, another very important feature of the vipassanā movement is its 

involvement in the revival of Buddhism from an individual-oriented dimension. As in Sri 

Lanka, the emergence of the lay gurus in modern has initiated a trend of secularism in 

Buddhism by provoking challenges toward the traditional Sangha. In this way, the meditation 

movement among the laypeople has turned into a response to political issues as a call for the 

empowerment of women and the individuals' social engagement (Bond, 1992).  

Since the 1990s, the lay meditation movement in Burma and Thailand has spread into 

China as a transnational movement. In the late 1980s, the meditation books that were written 

by renowned Theravāda teachers, such as Ajahn Chah, and Buddhadasa from Thailand, 
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Mahāsi Sayādaw, U Pandita Sayādaw, and Pa-Auk Sayādaw from Myanmar were translated 

into Chinese. Then, the practices of Theravāda meditation were correspondingly brought into 

Taiwan first, Hong Kong later, and Mainland China last (Lau, 2020). With different 

Theravāda meditation centers being established since the late 1990s in Taiwan, such as 

Mahasati Insight Meditation Association, and Goenka vipassanā Meditation Center, the 

practice of Theravāda meditation became very influential among lay Buddhists in Hongkong 

and Taiwan areas. Meanwhile, the “Chan fever”(禅学热) accompanying the popularity of 

health cultivation (养生) in the early 2000s has stimulated many people’s interest in Chan 

practice––one of the eight localized Chinese Buddhist branches, especially its practice of 

meditation. However, the lack of Chan meditation masters caused by the historical gap 

beginning from the establishment of New China forced monasteries and the public in 

Mainland China to turn to the Theravāda meditation (Lau, 2020).  

In 1999, the first ten-day vipassanā meditation retreat was held at Balin Monastery, 

which is affiliated with a Chan lineage. Then, meditation teachers from Myanmar and 

Thailand were invited to China to teach vipassanā meditation in monasteries belonging to 

different traditions over the whole country. Meanwhile, since the early 2000s, some Chinese 

monks, nuns, and Chinese meditators have traveled to the meditation centers in Myanmar and 

Thailand to learn the Theravāda meditation practice and even get ordained in the Theravāda 

Buddhist monastery. In 2013, Pa-Auk Tawya Sayādaw, the Myanmar meditation teacher was 

invited to the ceremony of establishing the boundary of the monastery (baddhasīmā), which 

marks the establishment of the Dhammavihārī Arañña, the first Chinese Theravāda 
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meditation monastery. Additionally, it is important to notice that the traditional connection 

between Chinese lay meditators and the meditation monasteries in Southeast Asian countries 

is constantly bridged by Chinese Chan or Pure Land monasteries. For example, since 2010, 

the Fangguang temple in Mount Jizhu has annually introduced the female and male laity into 

the Wat Ram Poeng in Chiang Mai to experience short-term meditation courses or even get 

ordained as a Mae Chi or sāmaṇera by enrolling in the one-month retreat program. 

Most importantly, influenced by the lay meditation movement in Southeast Asian 

countries, the Chinese lay meditation movement also displays an individual-oriented trend 

and in this way raised a nationwide response toward the state regulation of individuals’ 

bodies. As Peter Skilling argues, Theravāda Buddhism itself can be seen as a constructed 

identity and the by-product of globalization (Skilling, 2009). Similarly, the emergence of the 

lay meditation movement as a transnational movement in China is also under the mechanism 

of economic globalization and marketization, even though the Chinese government has strict 

regulations over religious issues. The international linkage between Theravāda monasteries in 

Southeast Asian countries and in China has paved the way not only for the revival of 

Theravāda Buddhism in China since the 1980s but also for the emergence of lay meditation 

practices in China since the 1990s. Inspired by the individual-oriented resolution raised by 

the lay meditation movement in Southeast Asian countries to deal with the social and 

personal problems, lay meditation in China has initiated an alternative narrative of 

individuals’ bodies in an individual-oriented way, which challenges the nationalist depiction 

of the causal relationship between physical wellness of individuals and national strength. 
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Since the 1990s, accompanied by the increasing population of “layman” Buddhists, the 

development of the lay Buddhist community with the same interest in meditation has 

gradually constructed a shared identity of lay Buddhists and even brought up a new form of 

Buddhist community in China––urban Buddhism, which is monastery-based but 

fundamentally depended on the laity. 

As the gender dimension presented in the Thailand Mae Chi practice, Chinese lay 

meditation itself also reveals a gendered dynamic. Due to the huge influence of the Southeast 

Asian Theravāda Buddhism in the revival of Chinese Theravāda Buddhism, the problem of 

invisible women in the mainstream monastery also appears in the Chinese Theravāda 

monastery. As we can see from the only Theravāda Monastery––Dhammavihārī Arañña––in 

China, Bhikkhunī can only be seen in the kitchen preparing the food for the whole monastery. 

However, as I mentioned before, the female laity nevertheless has gained the possibility to 

conduct meditation practice. Indeed, the loss of Bhikkhunī ordination linkage in the 

Therevāda world since the tenth century has prevented females from committing to the 

monastic life and practicing meditation with an ordained status accepted by the mainstream 

monastery. In modern times, even though the female ordination movement has spread into 

Southeast Asian countries beginning in Sri Lanka in the late 1990s, females are still rejected 

by the mainstream monastery in most Theravāda countries and therefore excluded from the 

“higher ‘spiritual’ training” ––meditation (Salgado 2013, 56). It is interesting to note that 

even though females as laity are welcome to participate in the meditation retreat in Burma 

and Thailand, however, the well-known meditation centers are all held by the male 
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monasteries and exclude bhikkhunī. Here, we can see that the meditation practice of monastic 

females is even more gendered biased in modern times.  

In Chinese Chan tradition, influenced by the convention of excluding females from the 

public social life in East Asian countries, lay females, as well as the nuns, are deprived of the 

chance to meditate for most of the time in history. Even today, nuns and female laity are 

prohibited to enter the traditional Chan halls (Lau, 2018). However, it is worthy to note that 

in the kōan (公案) of Zen Buddhism compiled between the Tang and Song dynasty, a group 

of female practitioners––Po Zi (biddy) appeared. They were well-known for their excellent 

meditation experiences which greatly impressed male practitioners. Po Zi can either be a lay 

female or a nun. Most of the Po Zi lived in the late Tang period. Historically, their existence 

was highly related to the local regime’s protection of Buddhism in the area of Zhao Zhou 

under a broader context of the nationwide persecution against Buddhism in late Tang. In this 

way, those nuns who were politically forced to leave the monastery and return to secular life 

can continue their practices as a laity under the local regime’s protection (Xuan Fang, 2019). 

Nevertheless, such female mediation practice did not form a long-lasting tradition in history. 

These outstanding female meditators following the Chan doctrine emerged in history only as 

individuals, never as a member of an organized group, a lineage, or a tradition affiliated with 

the gendered dimension.  

With the understanding of the individual-oriented feature of the Chinese meditation 

movement, when we return to the previous question on how gendered the meditation practice 

it is, I think it is necessary to examine this question by looking into the gendered experience 
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of the individualized body. Therefore, in the next part, I will attempt to explore the 

individualized meditation practice in China through two case studies of females’ bodily 

experience of the meditation practice.  

 

The pleasure of body: the pursuit of the knowledge of a transformative self 

At the beginning of 2020, due to the rapid transmission of the 2019 coronavirus and the 

lack of effective methods for curing and preventing its spreading, the whole Chinese public 

went through a social panic. Accordingly, the Chinese government issued strict regulations 

on social distancing. With strict regulation on in-person activities, different online supportive 

and learning groups emerged. In several online groups conducting the meditation courses, I 

met a female meditator––Dhamma Geek.  

Dhamma Geek constantly emphasizes that her lens of understanding the value of 

Buddhism is a psychological approach, not a religious perspective. While calling herself 

Dhamma Geek online, she clearly states that she is not a Buddhist (Dhamma Geek, 2020, 

December 13). She explains that the reason why she is hesitant about the identity of being a 

Buddhist derives from her doubt about the generalized value of nirvana. She argues that if we 

take nirvana as the psychological state, it is feasible to achieve it on a neurological level. 

However, what she is concerned about is whether nirvana can bring up any liberating effect. 

According to her understanding, nirvana is quite similar to a psychological state––

depersonalization. She even wrote an article to explain how depersonalization has been 

presented by a Swiss philosopher––Henri Frederic Amiel––as a self-reflection on his feeling 
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of the consciousness being withdrawn into itself (Dhamma Geek, 2020, September 6). In 

Amiel’s experience, he felt that he was outside of his own body and individuality. He got a 

sense of being “everything while being nothing.” (Amiel 1893, 132) Dhamma Geek argues 

that depersonalization is a neutral state of mind. Whether it is good for the one experiencing 

it depends on the subjects. Meanwhile, she adds that some extraordinary states of mind 

themselves do not attach any universal values. It is the social and cultural background that 

creates the meaning of such psychological states by situating them into a specific context. 

Within the Buddhist framework, achieving such transcendental states of mind may be 

regarded as liberation. However, in a different context or community, such a psychological 

state does not imply the meaning of liberation. For Dhamma Geek, she prefers to treat 

Buddhism as one of the excellent games for obtaining the pleasure of the bodily experience. 

Without solidifying her identity as a Buddhist, she argues that she got the freedom of 

wandering in different games and avoiding going too far during her practice (Dhamma Geek, 

2020, December 13).  

When talking about her meditation experiences, Dhamma Geek mentions that she was 

first exposed to the Chinese Yogācāra school and was attracted by their investigation of the 

function of consciousness, sensory perception, and different psychological states. With the 

popularity of Theravāda meditation practices in Chinese temples, she got a chance to 

experience the ten-day Goenka meditation practice in a monastery of the Pure Land tradition 

in 2017 (Dhamma Geek, 2017, July 3). After participating in the ten-day retreat of Goenka 

meditation tradition two times and meditating by herself for two years, she found that with 
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deeper personal experience emerging from her practice, the pedology of Goenka tradition––

with one teacher supervising hundreds of students––is not suitable for her. Therefore, she set 

up a trip to the Sayādaw meditation center in Bago, Burma in 2019 for more individualized 

supervision of meditation practices (Dhamma Geek, 2020, February 24). She mentions that 

while practicing the method of constant observing proposed by the Mahasi meditation 

tradition, she has learned to pay very nuanced attention to every movement of the 

psychological, mental, and physical states while marking the primary object and secondary 

object of noticing. Additionally, Dhamma Geek mentions that since 2018, she was inspired 

by the analogy between Buddhist meditation practice and modern physiological therapy, 

which is proposed by Culadasa––a western meditation master (Dhamma Geek, 2019, June 

16). She especially appreciates Culadasa’s idea of comparing the meditative absorption into 

the flow states in modern psychological theory.  

Dhamma Geek has mentioned three transformative moments in her meditation practice 

for the past several years. She states that during her first vipassāna meditation practice 

following the Goenka tradition, she found out that bodily sensations indeed can be 

categorized as the heavy one and subtle (Dhamma Geek, 2017, July 3). In daily life, most 

people can only experience the heavy one by touching a certain object since the mind is not 

fully concentrated. When the acuity of the mind increases, the subtle perception would appear 

to the people’s awareness. She cleverly addresses an example of scratching the itchy part of 

our body to explain the two different levels of bodily sensation and the useless reaction raised 

by the turmoiled mind. She explains that by scratching and therefore causing the pain of the 
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itchy part of our body, the subtle feeling of itchiness can be restrained by the heavy feeling of 

pain. However, the pain cannot fundamentally solve the problem of itchiness. The subtle 

feeling of itchiness would come back again.  

In this situation, the vipassāna practice teaches us to view every bodily sensation 

undifferentially with the mind of equanimity (upekkhā); observe the feeling, and accept the 

fact that this sensation has arisen and eventually it would pass. Any attempt to interrupt it or 

craving for it according to one’s own will is just useless and may even cause more suffering. 

For example, when one is observing the back while doing the meditation, then one may 

perceive that sweat is oozing from the pore of the back. Other than accepting the sweating as 

a fact, one may feel bothered and annoyed by this fact, and a series of following thoughts––I 

need to take a shower later or I am so thirty of a cold drink––may arise. The mind then loses 

its balance and focus. Otherwise, if one can eliminate the desire to project one’s will into 

certain facts and accept them without making any blind responses, then one’s mind would be 

more stable and acute. She compares such practice of perceiving the mind of equanimity to a 

process of magnifying the amplification times of the microscope. In this way, the object of 

one’s perception can be minimized into smaller and smaller existence. She states that when 

she feels her mind becomes sharper during the meditation practices, she can observe her body 

in the way of smooth scanning. She describes such feeling as a basin of watering sprinkling 

from the head then the water would flow down over the whole body without stopping.  

The second transformative moment for her is her first experience of joy (pīti) while 

following the Mahasi meditation method at the third stage of meditation––obtaining the 
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knowledge of three characteristics (Dhamma Geek, 2020, February 24). She mentions that 

while viewing the characteristic of suffering (dukkha) during this period, she felt great pain 

from the piercing. By adopting the method of consistently noticing, Dhamma Geek learned to 

analyze the essence and process of pain in a more nuanced way. As long as pain appears, she 

started to discern and identify the type of the pain and the scope of the painful part with a 

more frequent noticing. One day, after analyzing the great pain so carefully, she felt that her 

spine seemed to get an electric shock. Then the joy (pīti) emerged. Her whole body felt a 

feeling of unspeakable pleasure. With the arising of the happiness (sukha), she was 

overwhelmed by this delight and started to cry.  

Dhamma Geek notes that the third transformative moment of her meditation practice is 

her realization of the experience of runner’s flow as another form of meditating (Dhamma 

Geek, 2021, December 11). She claims that after continuous training on perceiving the 

internal bodily actions of every subtle movement, her concentration can be anchored on her 

bodily sensation unconsciously. While running spontaneously, she cannot help observing the 

internal states of the body, such as the distension and contracting of the lungs and the muscles 

in the leg. Importantly, she emphasizes that such a feeling is quite addictive to her. Once 

starting to observe, she does not feel the passing of time. Without any external amusement, 

such as music, she can run as long as possible until her knees cannot tolerate the intensity of 

exercising because she finds the perception of the sensation of the whole body itself very 

fascinating during her running.  
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From Dhamma Geek’s narrative, what she first learns from the meditation practice is a 

way to enhance the body’s sensory perception. As Richard Schusterman argues, admittedly it 

is true that the reliability of the knowledge obtained through sensory perception is 

questionable due to the limits of our sense organs (Schusterman 2008, 19). However, what 

meditation attempts to achieve is the improvement of bodily function by cultivating the more 

acute and skillful sensory perception, such as the heightened concentration and better control 

of the somatic movement. In this sense, meditation itself has been adopted as a practice to 

enhance the performance of our body, especially our sensory perception. Meanwhile, the 

differentiation between the heavy perception and the subtle one and the realization of the 

subtle perception with a more acute sensibility appears to Dhamma Geek as a type of self-

knowledge, which is constantly existent inside her body, however new to her. Here, two 

dimensions of the body have unfolded to Dhamma Geek. The body not only functions as a 

material object in the world but also as the “intentional subjectivity directed toward the 

world” (Schusterman 2008, 20) Here, the body is the locus connecting the world and the 

subject. The meditation practice has emphasized the body not as an external form but also as 

the agency to experience the existences surrounding the body and meanwhile feel the bodily 

internal experience, and moods. In this sense, two kinds of senses have been differentiated. 

One is the external senses––the experience of our five organs––such as listening to a song or 

touching the ice cube. The other is the internal bodily senses, such as the proprioception or 

kinesthetic experience. Here, the body itself is both the one perceiving and the one being 

perceived. 
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In Dhamma Geek’s experience, we can see that the value of such an acuity of sensory 

perception––the differentiation between the heavy sensation and the subtle one––lies in its 

role in leading the right actions based on the primordial knowledge of our body. As argued by 

Merleau-Ponty, a primordial perception of the world, as the “silent consciousness” which lies 

below the thematized consciousness reveals our fundamental needs and initiates a series of 

spontaneity. For Merleau-Ponty, the reflective representation––a thematization of our body 

and the milieu––learned from science or philosophy sometimes is just the misinterpretation of 

our basic experience and behavior within the established framework of describing. However, 

the intentionality of the primordial perception can restore individuals’ “robust contact with 

the ‘things themselves and ‘our world of actual experience’ as they “are first given to us.” 

(Merleau-Ponty 1962, ix, 57) In this way, individuals can build a more spontaneous 

relationship with the surrounding objects and their internal experience without the disruption 

of the scientific and philosophical framework external to themselves and therefore perceives 

these things as they are. As Dhamma Geek mentions, the mind of equanimity (upekkhā) is an 

attitude of perceiving the feelings and objects as they were first given to us. With a more 

acute sensibility of one’s internal experience through the practice of meditation, individuals 

can recognize every feeling of their body outside of the framework of any representation. By 

perceiving and accepting the arising, continuing, and passing of each feeling without 

distortion, the actions of projecting personal will toward the objects in vain, such as desiring 

to stop certain painful feelings in advance or craving for the continuity of happiness would be 

overcome.  
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The unspeakable pleasure of the body is what Dhamma Geek constantly advertises to 

other meditation beginners. She specifically emphasizes that the joy (pīti) and pleasure 

(sukha) that emerges to the meditator almost simultaneously at the third stage of meditation 

(jhāna) are not psychological states but bodily experience. Additionally, based on her own 

experience, she argues that the pleasure of meditation is way stronger than sexual pleasure. If 

the pleasure of sex orgasm occurs only around the genital parts, the pleasure emerging from 

meditation is like the electricity sweeping all around the whole body so overwhelmingly. 

Such physical pleasure would penetrate every cell and pores of the body. When describing 

her first-time experience of such joy and pleasure, she compares such bodily experience to a 

soda being violently shaken. When the bottle cap is opened, the foam immediately pours 

from the cap, accompanied by the burst of the foam. Then the incomparable pleasure 

emerges. She even has to bite her teeth to prevent herself from crying out too loud. 

Such bodily pleasure is quite similar to Michel Foucault’s argument about the 

transformative experience of the body. When Foucault advocates for the role that the 

experience of bodily pleasure plays in individuals’ self-transformation, he attempts to bring 

up a mechanism of bodily pleasure that is outside of the dominant heterosexual sexual 

framework. In this case, he presents the pleasure of Sadomasochism (S/M) practice among 

homosexual relationships as a kind of bodily pleasure challenging the traditional sexual 

pleasure. In his argument, the “pain” caused by the S/M practice turns into a bodily pleasure 

in practice as a desexualized pleasure. Meanwhile, he also points out the possible bodily 

experience of pleasure brought up by drugs, which is also desexualized (Foucault 1996, 384). 
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In this case, pleasure is used as “an alternative to a discourse of sexuality based on desire,” 

which is “trapped within the logic of juridico-discursive power” (Mclaren, 359). In 

Foucault’s understanding, when entering the era of bio-power, modern politics constantly 

addresses the fact that we are controlled by the power mechanism of sexuality all the time. In 

this sense, the two forms of biopower––the political regulation of population and the 

discipline of individuals’ bodies––associates desire tightly with social normalization and 

control. However, for Foucault, bodily pleasure is the key to resisting the regulation and 

repression of the social norms by providing “an alternative way of thinking about bodily 

practices that is not reducible to sex or desire” (Mclaren, 360).  

Most importantly, the reason why Foucault attaches great importance to bodily pleasure 

lies in his understanding of self-fashioning. As mentioned by Schusterman, for Foucault, self-

fashioning concerns not only the appearance of the body but also the transformation of the 

inner sense of self, such as the personality, and attitude of a person. Through bodily pleasure, 

individuals obtain the transformative experience and, therefore, constantly shape the 

development of the inner sense of self (Schusterman 2008, 9). In other words, pleasure in 

Foucault’s philosophy has been adopted as a way to orient one’s self-practice. In one aspect, 

following ancient Greek philosophy’s emphasis on the measure of achieving pleasure, rather 

than the content of pleasure, Foucault notes that bodily practice with the aim of pursuing 

pleasure turns into an ethical practice of the self––how one conducts oneself and moderate 

one’s desire. Excessive pursuit of bodily pleasure is self-indulgent, and more importantly, 

such moderation of pleasure is supposed to derive from an internal pursuit rather than 
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external enforcement. In this sense, the pursuit of bodily pleasure is a self-practice aiming at 

“choosing a beautiful life, not to normalization” (Mclaren, 363).  

The pleasure brought up by mediation practices as emphasized by Dhamma Geek is 

many times more intense than sexual pleasure. In this sense, the meditation itself, similar to 

Foucault’s advocation of the S/M practice opens a new form of the pleasant experience for 

meditators, which lies beyond the dominant sexual framework of pleasure. Meanwhile, such 

an extraordinary experience of the body as a transformative experience also plays a great role 

in building a creative self. A desexualized frame of pleasure indeed can reshape individuals’ 

understanding of desires and therefore reorient individuals’ lifestyles. In one aspect, 

compared to the greater pleasure emerging from the meditation practice, the sexual pleasure 

is so plain. With this comparison in mind, individuals would naturally pursue such intense 

asexual pleasure. In another aspect, as mentioned by Dhamma Geek, when joy and pleasure 

emerge at the third stage of meditation (jhāna), she found that it is not easy to stabilize these 

two feelings, and her mind sometimes was not able to be fully concentrated. Instead, it began 

to seek for the reappearance of pleasure. However, the more she expects its emergence, the 

less likely it would occur. The bodily experience of pleasure only occurs when there is no 

more desire. In this way, she found that the key to stabilizing pleasure is the cultivation of an 

undesirous self. As Schusterman argues, it is not the pleasure of our somatic experience but 

the “self-surrender in the quest for the self-transformation” that deploys our lifestyle and 

pragmatic activities (Schusterman 2008, 43). In the case of Dhamma Geek, her pursuit of the 

transformation of the inner self not only requires the delightful experience of the body but 
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more importantly, demands the constant self-control of the body and mind for the 

reappearance of the peak experience. It is through a series of systematic practices and strict 

discipline of the body that a transformative self––an ascetic self––emerges, and in this way, a 

certain ecstatic experience can be stabilized. Here, meditation practice as a higher 

somaesthetics practice “make(s) pleasure the essential by-product of an ascetic, yet the 

aesthetic, quest for something better than one’s current self” (Schusterman 2008, 44). 

As we can see from Dhamma Geek’s interpretation of the transformative moment of 

realizing her spontaneous concentration on the proprioception and kinesthetic sensation 

during running, she compares such feelings to a modern psychological term––the runner’s 

flow. In this sense, she expresses a psychological way of understanding the transformative 

skills she obtains through meditation practice. Such psychological interpretation also appears 

in her understanding of the Buddhist soteriological goal––nirvana. Her understanding of 

nirvana is an extraordinary state of mind, which can be compared to the psychological term, 

depersonalization. In this sense, meditation for her is more like a tool through which she can 

improve the acuity and efficient performance of the sensory perception of her body, and with 

the help of a better somatic experience, she can achieve extraordinary psychological states.  

It is very important to notice that in modern China before the 1990s, minor mental 

problems (MMPs) are treated more like daily life problems rather than the psychological 

sickness demanding professional treatment as in West countries (Kolstad and Gjesvik, 2013). 

When analyzing the reason for such an anti-medicalized approach to treating psychological 

problems in China’s society, we can find that in one aspect, psychological problems are 
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normally stigmatized in social discourses in recent Chinese history. Having psychological 

problems is usually equated to insanity or madness. In another aspect, Chinese people tended 

to treat these daily life problems with traditional values in the cultural context. For example, 

within the Confucian discourse, the way to resolve the problems of depression or anxiety 

would be constant cultivation of the moral character and the development of a self-control 

personality. However, from Dhamma Geek’s psychological interpretation of the somatic 

experience of meditating, mental problems have been considered as an independent issue 

outside of the cultural context. For her, vipassāna practice can be seen as a psychological 

therapy to defeat minor mental problems, such as depression and anxiety.  

Meanwhile, concerning her neutral attitude toward these extraordinary or altered states 

of mind, she quotes Joseph Campbell to explain the ambiguity between the madness brought 

up by psychedelics and the experience of meditation: “the psychotic drowns in the same 

waters in which the mystic swims with delight.” Dhamma Geek states that what attracts her 

most is how the Buddhist practitioners adopt their religious metaphysical framework to 

define and take control of these altered states of mind, unlike these people with mental health 

conditions who suffer and drown in these similar states of mind. Here, we can see that a 

psychological interpretation of the meditative experience also illustrates a more open attitude 

of meditation practice toward different somatic experiences. The definition of disease or 

madness in this sense is more like cultural and social construction. Meanwhile, just as 

Richard Castillo’s research on depersonalization and meditation indicates, individuals’ 

responses to such altered mental states are sometimes the by-product of the cultural 
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construction (Castillo, 1990). The bodily responses of the individuals who hold medicalized 

and catastrophic interpretations of depersonalization are different from the individuals who 

consider such an experience sacred. Therefore, rather than pathologizing or stigmatizing the 

“mythic” experience, alternative interpretations inspired by the religious framework, such as 

the vipassāna meditation can prevent us from transforming normal experiences, such as the 

“natural responses of the brain to the environment” (Castillo, 1990) into the episode of the 

mental diseases.  

 

Embodied experience: the undivided mind and body 

Since 2010, Hengyang nunnery, a Chinese nun monastery of the Pure Land tradition in 

Mount Jizu, which is said to be the place of awakening (bodhimaṇḍa) of Mahākāśyapa––one 

of the principal disciples of the Buddha––has started to initiate an annual Theravāda novitiate 

retreat program for female laity. Until 2018, over 500 lay females were introduced to a 

meditation center––Wat Ram Poeng––in Chiangmai, Thailand, to experience a one-month 

monastic life as the ordained Mae Chi right after the Chinese lunar year. Meanwhile, 

Hengyang nunnery is also inspired by the Theravāda monastic retreat program, they start to 

hold the short-term monastic retreat in the tradition of Pure Land Buddhism for elder female 

laity who cannot tolerate the high temperature and the intensive meditation practice in 

Chiangmai since 2011. The difference between these two different female short-term 

monastic retreat programs basically lies in their practices. For the retreat of Pure Land 

Buddhism, the lay females would receive the ten percepts. Their experience of the monastic 
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life would follow the Pure Land tradition, such as doing the morning and night prayers, 

learning the basic Buddhist chanting, participating in different religious rituals, and listening 

to the Pure Land doctrines. However, with regard to the Theravāda tradition, the female laity 

will receive the eight or ten precepts. Besides the morning and night prayers, the main 

practice that these females will learn is the vipassāna meditation practice.  

For the lay females participating in the Theravāda short-term retreat, they can choose to 

be ordained as the eight-percept Yogi or the ten-precept Mae Chi. The differences between 

Yogi and Mae Chi lie in that only the Mae Chi must have their hair cut and only Mae Chi can 

participate in the practice of almsgiving. Even though Mae Chi recently emerged as a remedy 

for the loss of Bhikkhunī ordination in Southeast Asian countries, in China, the intermediate 

state between the fully ordained Bhikkhunī and the laity has been adopted for the benefit of 

the laity. These female laities can have the chance to experience the monastic life before they 

make the final decision to be fully ordained, since according to Buddhist rules (vinaya), 

females can only be ordained once in their whole life. Meanwhile, with the increasing 

attention on the status of Mae Chi in Southeast Asian societies, Mae Chi is gradually able to 

be more engaged in monastic issues, such as participation in meditation practice and religious 

rituals. In this way, the opportunity of being a Mae Chi can ensure intensive participation in 

the monastic activities for these Chines female laity. Therefore, even though these Chinese 

females can keep their hair by receiving the eight precepts for the one-month retreat, most of 

them would still choose to be ordained as a Mae Chi. 
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With regard to the monastic life in Wat Ram Poeng, the daily schedule for these female 

practitioners is very intensive. The practitioners are supposed to get up at 4:00 am and sleep 

at 9 pm. The walking meditation and seating meditation alternate with each other for the 

whole day. In total, the time for practicing meditation is about 14 hours a day. Every three 

days, there would be a Q&A session. Meditators can report the problems they have 

confronted during the practice and ask for suggestions from the meditation teachers. 

Following the tradition of not taking a meal after noontime, the whole monastery would only 

take two solid meals a day. Before taking every meal, meditators have to chant the verses of 

contemplating on food, which emphasizes that the purpose of taking food should just be the 

purpose of sustaining the body for practice, not for amusement, arrogance, or decoration. 

Additionally, the action of daily events, such as eating, and washing should all be considered 

the extra practice of meditation. 

For most meditators, the first week of such an intensive meditation practice is not easy at 

all. In one aspect, because of the lack of meditative experience, meditators would find it 

difficult to obtain the pleasure of the somatic experience of meditating at the beginning stage. 

Meanwhile, it is quite hard for meditators to adapt to such an ascetic schedule of practice at 

first. To some extent, the daily schedule in the monastery is also part of the method that 

cultivates a celibate self to develop a better somatic experience and a more acute sensory 

perception. As one participant informs, the meditation schedule has changed her habit of 

constantly keeping the impeccable hair and makeup in daily life since the intensive schedule 

exclusively centers her life on the practice and, therefore, she has no energy left to care about 
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anything else. Meanwhile, she also mentions that the eighth percept prohibiting any make-up 

and ornaments and the dressing code that requires white clothes as the meditation uniform 

assisted her in the development of ascetic living habits. Together, the precept, dressing code, 

and the intensive meditation schedule have unconsciously reoriented her pursuit of 

expressing the spirituality of the body rather than the representation of the body. She says that 

at the end of the meditation courses, she is liberated from the “anxiety” of appearance and has 

started to appreciate the ascetic aesthetic of the body.   

Even though most of the female practitioners have deliberately embraced such an ascetic 

discipline of their bodies by receiving the ten precepts as Mae Chi, this choice is not that easy 

for them. Several female practitioners mentioned that they have been hesitant about shaving 

their heads for a while since, after the short-term retreat, they still need to return to their 

secular life as the mother, wife, daughter, teacher, etc. Undoubtedly, the bareheaded Mae Chi 

has nothing to do with the social portrait of a normal female. One of the partitioners 

specifically mentions her experience of returning home while being shaven-headed 

(Yilefanxing, 2015). She says that her husband was frightened by her bare head. Meanwhile, 

her son also refuses to accept the new image of his mother. Without wearing a hat to cover 

the bare head, her son would not be willing to hang out with her. Her colleagues were also 

shocked by her simple dress and the painted eyebrows. They even thought that she was in 

serious illness and had gone through chemotherapy. However, when asked whether she 

regretted the change in her appearance, she said that even though there were many side 

effects of the change, as she had worried before, she would still choose to pursue such an 
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ascetic discipline of her body. In one aspect, when entering their mid-age, she has passed the 

stage of pursuing an attractive body according to the social norms. For her, even in daily life, 

it is the experience of the physical health of the body to which she pays more attention. In 

another aspect, such an ascetic discipline of her body also renders her the possibility of 

detaching herself from the secular world. In this sense, she can enjoy the freedom of her body 

outside the social norms. By making the choice of shaving her head, she feels that she has the 

power to control her body for her pursuit of the spiritual experience of the body.            

Indeed, for the lay females who choose to be Mae Chi and follow the dressing and 

behaving code as Bhikkhunī, they express a more engaged attitude toward the monastic life 

and the pursuit of an ascetic self. For them, renouncing an ideal female image by shaving 

their heads in one way represents an assertion of their control over their bodies. In another 

way, it also expresses their pursuit of the spirituality of the somatic experience, rather than 

the pursuit of the representation of the appearance. In this sense, the cultivation of an ascetic 

self externally through appearance and behaviors turns into the means and ends through 

which these females develop the spiritual experience of their bodies. By embracing the 

celibate dressing code, following the celibate life schedule, and looking deeply into the 

characteristics of non-self and impermanence through the practice of meditation, an ascetic 

self has been cultivated. For these participants, the formation of such an ascetic subject would 

bring up “a holistic transformation of the subject, in which the dimensions of aesthetic, 

moral, and spiritual improvement are so intimately intertwined that they cannot effectively be 

separated” (Shusterman, 44). 
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Additionally, according to these practitioners, the environment of Wat Ram Poeng is 

also the feature that attracts them to participate in this Theravāda short-term meditation 

retreat. Wat Ram Poeng was established as an insight meditation retreat in 1974. The temple 

is easily accessible and located near the forest of Mount Doe Suthep. Some meditators have 

said that the temple is like an organic farm. Being in the temple has brought them into 

childhood when people have a more intimate relationship with nature and the high buildings 

have not sprouted up. The flowers, trees, and the architecture of the temple suddenly bring 

people into a tranquil and secluded space. Additionally, many participants also similarly 

mentioned the difficulty of keeping such a somatic experience of mindfulness when returning 

back to normal daily life. Some mention that even though they have time and independent 

space to meditate, their body and mind would still be easily occupied by the troubles of daily 

life. However, when staying at Wat Ram Poeng, they would get a sense of detachment from 

the secular life. Living alone in separate rooms and keeping silent without communicating 

with others except for the meditating teacher, makes it easier to concentrate on their own 

mind and bodily experience fully. Meanwhile, the tranquil and secluded environment of the 

Wat Ram Poeng is also the essential element that paves the arising of the embodied 

experience of mindfulness. Here, the design of the space and arrangement of the 

architecture’s structure is all to build an ascetic environment for meditation. Therefore, for 

these meditators, it is within the environment of the reality––a specific time and space––in 

which the body and mind have been embedded that these individuals obtained a lived 

experience.  
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In the case of these female laity meditation practices, the tranquil environment of Wat 

Ram Poeng turns into the context and the background with which individuals’ bodies interact. 

Just as Margaret Wilson says, “embodied cognitive processes are deeply rooted in the body’s 

interactions with the world.” (Wilson, 2002) For these participants, the spatial detachment 

from their normal life opens another tranquil space, which shapes the meaning of individuals’ 

different somatic experiences.  

As Foucault says, the enjoyment of sensation is greatly dependent on the context and the 

activity that shapes its meaning (Foucault, 1996, 384). For example, the activity of S/M has 

transfigured the bodily torture and pain caused by S/M acts into a sensual pleasure in a 

special context. In this case, the action of causing and receiving pain is no longer something 

that normal people tend to avoid, but a desirable thing that the practitioners enjoy. These 

“cruel” acts of causing bodily pain have gained a different meaning in this specific context. 

Similarly, for these meditators, the practice of meditating embedded within a tranquil space 

detaching from their daily life has shaped a different meaning of the act of walking, sitting, 

and those daily activities such as eating, cleaning, and living. These daily activities have 

carried another meaning of cultivating a mindful and ascetic self in the monastery through 

meditation. In this sense, meditation itself has also changed individuals’ understanding of the 

body. Under the framework of the embodied experience of meditating, individuals can never 

be reduced to a person’s physical existence. Instead, the body is an active body and a living 

body.  
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Meanwhile, the convenient location of the temple has made it possible to maintain a 

close relationship with the local community. In addition to the vipassāna meditation course 

which is open to laypeople, Wat Ram Poeng would regularly perform meritorious deeds and 

religious rituals for the local people. Meanwhile, the traditional practice of almsgiving also 

ensures a reciprocal relationship between the local community and the monastery. It is very 

important to mention that for some Mae Chi, the almsgiving, rather than the intensive 

meditation practice gives them a real sense of being ordained. As one practitioner mentions, 

despite the fact that she knew that the almsgiving might just function as a symbolic event 

since the monastery essentially does not depend on alms donation for their food supply. 

Nevertheless, by walking together with other Bhikkhunī and Mae Chis and receiving 

almsgiving from the lay community in the neighborhood, she had a feeling of solemnity and 

started to realize that the dressing of Mae Chi itself has a real sense of authority. By 

following the strict manners of receiving the almsgiving, a feeling of awe-inspiring dignity 

naturally appears to her.  

Speaking of the purpose of participating in the meditation practices, many females have 

mentioned the goal of seeking a resource of self-healing to resolve the physical or mental 

suffering that has bothered them for quite a long time. Such a desire for self-healing in one 

aspect reflects the increase in mental and physical problems during the social transition of 

China. With the rapid development of China’s economy in the late 1970s, more and more 

people have been confronting the great pressure from work and daily life. Therefore, the 

health problems such as anxiety, depression, insomnia, and migraine have emerged into the 
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discussion of public health. After the one-month meditation retreat, some of the participants 

indeed reported improvement in their mental and physical status, especially on the issues of 

depression, anxiety, and insomnia. In another aspect, these female participants also express 

the development of better control of their moods and the alleviation of the pain caused by 

diseases associated with women. Some participants reported the disappearance of the 

constant pain left by giving birth to babies after two weeks' practice of meditating. Others 

also reported fewer mood swings introduced by the regular change of the hormones in the 

female body.  

It is important to note that the pursuit of the physical and mental health reflected in these 

practitioners’ goal of meditating represents an undivided interpretation of the relationship 

between the body and mind. By conducting the practice of meditating, these participants 

intend to solve certain mental or physical diseases in the way of combining the body practice 

with the mental training. Similar to other body practices in China, such as Tai Ji and Qi 

Gong, meditation raises a challenge against the tendency to perceive the mind and body as 

mutually exclusive to each other. As analyzed by Elizabeth Grosz, the traditional dichotomy 

of the body and mind is not a neutral division but with implied meaning. She mentions that 

the dualism of mind/body is correlated with other pairs, such as reason and passion, outside 

and inside, depth and surface, reality and appearance. In these dualisms, the body has been 

attached to negative characteristics and therefore, devalued in western philosophy (Grosz, 4). 

However, for these participants with the desire for self-healing, it is through the bodily 

practice of meditation that their anxiety and depression have been alleviated. In this sense, 



 43 

within the framework of meditation practice, in one aspect, the body has been seen as a 

unique means through which individuals get access to the perception of the knowledge of 

themselves. In another aspect, the relationship between mind and body is undivided during 

the meditation practice. When one meditator attempts to perceive internal bodily experiences, 

such as the moving of the feet and the body, not only the concentration of the mind is 

required, but also the control of the body. In this sense, better performance of individuals 

implies not only an undivided relationship between the mind and body but also a cooperative 

one. 

 

Conclusion 

This article argues that the Chinese female laity’s meditation practice has constructed an 

individual-oriented narrative of body, therefore raising a resistance toward the nationalist 

portrait of the female’s body that constantly addresses the relationship between the physical 

wellness of individuals and national strength since the nineteenth century. In China’s modern 

history, the process of uncoupling the bonding between the national strength and the physical 

fitness of females’ bodies occurs with the retreat of bodily experience into private areas. With 

the deepening of reform and opening-up since the late 1970s, the transformation of the 

economic patterns has broken up the univocal ideology and disciplines over individuals under 

the highly centralized planned economy. By introducing multiple development patterns, 

people were then exposed to the new possibilities of imagining their bodies even within the 

private areas. Since the 1990s, the lay meditation movement in Southeast Asian countries has 
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spread into China as a transnational movement, which initiated an individual-oriented 

modification of the body and a privatized narrative of individuals’ bodies. Rather than 

perceiving the female body with the reproductive ability as the tools for building a strong 

nation or as the labor forces within the mechanism of the national productivity, such 

privatization of the body rejects a reductive way of perceiving the human body as a mere 

“physical substance” (Horkheimer and Adorno 1986, 234).  

Focusing on the female laity meditation practices, my essay studies two kinds of 

females’ somatic experiences. The well-educated females with great interest in psychology, 

conduct the meditation practice to acquire intensive bodily pleasure, which escapes the 

dominant framework of pleasure centering on sexual delight. For another group of female 

practitioners who seek a force of spiritual healing both from the practice of meditation and 

the ascetic monastic life, they aim to cultivate an ascetic and tranquil self with the embodied 

experience of meditating in the monastery. For them, the practice of meditating can bring out 

a holistic transformation of the self, in which the aesthetic, moral and spiritual healing are 

closely intertwined. Correspondingly, these two groups of female practitioners have slightly 

different narratives of the body based on their different somatic experiences. For the female 

laity who prioritizes the somatic pleasure of meditating as the goal of their practice, the body 

is never a tool, but a locus through which they obtain the sensory aesthetic appreciation, the 

knowledge of a creative self, and the experience of the surrounding world. For female 

practitioners who take the cultivation of an ascetic self as their aim, the body is both the 

means and ends through which they pursue a spiritual experience of the body and acquire a 
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somatic harmony. Together, through the practice of meditation, the body as the “lived 

experience” in Moerleau-Ponty’s words, rather than the “objectified instrument” empowers 

these Chinese females with an individualized narrative of their engagement with the 

surrounding world and their understanding of themselves. In this way, the ownership of the 

body has been returned to these female practitioners. Here, a female as a meditator not only 

has a body, but also is a body.  
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