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In recent decadesâthanks in large part to the volumi-
nous and influential work of Gregory Schopenâscholar-
ship in South Asian Buddhist studies has paid more and
more attention to the social history of Indian Buddhism,
or Buddhism as lived and practiced âon the groundâ
in India.[1] Shayne Clarkeâs cleverly titled Family Mat-
ters in Indian Buddhist Monasticismsâa substantially re-
vised version of his 2006 PhD dissertation (written under
Schopenâs supervision)[2]âmakes a major contribution
to this trend and establishes definitively that family did
indeed matter, far more than has previously been sup-
posed, to Buddhist monks and nuns in premodern India.
Exemplifying the meticulous, multilingual scholarship,
the careful argumentation, and the copious footnotes of
his mentor, Clarke marshals an impressive body of evi-
dence from all six complete texts of the vinaya[3] (with
some support provided by epigraphical evidence), to ar-
gue that the common scholarly perception of the Bud-
dhist monk or nun as one who has severed all familial
ties is simply ânot supported by the preponderance of
our premodern evidenceâ (p. 3).

In chapter 1, âThe Rhinoceros in the Room: Monks
and Nuns and Their Families,â Clarke first demonstrates
the pervasiveness of the common scholarly mispercep-
tion of an anti-familial monastic through a brief review

of early, later, and contemporary scholarly sources. He
attributes this scholarly misperception primarily to an
overreliance on sÅ«tra sources, which he sees as rep-
resenting the âpublic faceâ of Buddhist monasticism,
or âwhat Buddhist monks told others, particularly the
laity.â Correspondingly, scholars have shown a relative
neglect of vinaya sources, which Clarke describes as
transmitting âan âin-houseâ visionâ of Buddhist monas-
ticism, or âwhat [monks] told themselves, what monks
told other monks about their own institutions and tradi-
tions, and how they understood Buddhist monastic re-
ligiosityâ (p. 11). Particularly insidious, in Clarkeâs
view, has been the frequent scholarly invocation of the
Rhinoceros Horn Sutta, with its strident exhortation that
the Buddhist monk should give up âson and wife and
money, possessions and kinsmen and relativesâ to âwan-
der alone like the rhinocerosâ (p. 4). In an interesting
thought-experiment, Clarke contrasts this frequently in-
voked ideal of solitary wandering with three short pas-
sages taken from the vinayasâall of which demonstrate
close and continuing ties between Buddhist monastics
and their familiesâand then poses the question: âIn what
directions might the field have developed with these pas-
sages as the touchstones of received knowledge of Bud-
dhist monasticisms?â (p. 13). Perhaps the most use-
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ful aspect of Clarkeâs discussion of sÅ«tra versus vinaya
sources is that rather than viewing the sÅ«trasâ depic-
tion of the monk as the ideal and the vinayasâdepiction
as the reality (which inevitably fails to live up to the
ideal), Clarke points to the existence of multiple ide-
alsâincluding an ideal of settled monasticism in which
family ties are fully recognized and ecclesiastically sanc-
tionedâand the need to consider all types of available
sources. Two further methodological principles inform
his study: the need to consider all six extant vinayas,
rather than relying on the PÄli Vinaya alone, âin order
to ensure that what we see is not just an isolated view-
point of a single traditionâ (p. 18); and the need to move
beyond the decontextualized rules of the prÄtimoká¹£a
to consider the wealth of narrative details present in
the frame stories that contextualize each rule. Arguing
for the importance of these principles, chapter 1 thus
lays the methodological groundwork for the remainder
of Clarkeâs study.

Chapter 2, âFamily Matters,â draws partially on in-
scriptions but primarily on vinaya passages to demon-
strate, in a general way, the continuing relevance of fa-
milial ties for monks and nuns, even after they had, as
Buddhists say, âgone forth from home into homeless-
ness.â Clarkeâs careful analysis of the sources success-
fully shows, for example, that monks and nuns continued
to identify themselves in terms of their familial relation-
ships even after they had renounced the world; that âgo-
ing forth from home into homelessnessâ did not, in fact,
necessarily require one to physically leave oneâs family
at all; that it was taken for granted that monks and nuns
might visit their own families for alms, even on a daily
basis, or that they might stay with their families for more
extended periods of time; and that âco-renunciation,â
or the practice of family members becoming Buddhist
monastics together and continuing some kind of relation-
ship within the monastery, was an âentirely unproblem-
aticâ occurrence (p. 56). In all of these cases, Clarkeâs
argument is careful and sound.

Perhaps my only criticism here is that it might have
been helpful to his readers if Clarke had attempted to dis-
tinguish, even in a speculative manner, between those
practices that were truly common and ordinary and those
practices that were highly exceptional and unusualâeven
if not necessarily forbidden by the rule of vinaya law.
For example, the evidence presented by Clarke seems to
show that the practice of monks and nuns visiting their
own families was indeed common, pervasive, and com-
pletely unremarkable. But what about the practice of
monks and nuns renouncing the world and then contin-

uing to live at home with their families? Clarke uses
vinaya passages involving the monk Sudinna and the
nun DharmadinnÄ to argue that âphysical separation
from oneâs family was never made a formal requirement
for renunciationââsomething that is clear in Dharmadin-
nÄâs case but ambiguous, at best, in the case of Sudinna
(p. 50). But while the lack of any such requirement may
very well be the case, shouldnât we also go on to ask how
common this practice actually was, and to what extent
Sudinna andDharmadinnÄ constitute highly unusual ex-
ceptions? In fact, considering that Sudinna is âthe first
monk encountered in all of the Vinayasâ (p. 50), that
he quickly decides that staying with his family is not
conducive to his spiritual progress, and that when he
later visits his family, he engages in inappropriate famil-
ial relations that result in the promulgation of the very
first pÄrÄjika ruleâshouldnât his behavior be seen as a
precedent-setting example of everything that a monastic
should not do, and thereby as a highly unusual case?

Put another way, does the practice of continuing to
live at home with oneâs family really belong in the same
category as regularly visiting oneâs family for alms? It
seems to me that making some distinctionâno matter
how speculativeâbetween those familial practices that
were truly ordinary and those that were highly unusual
(though not outright forbidden) would have helped his
readers distinguish between the force of Clarkeâs various
claims and thereby strengthened his overall argument.[4]
Clarke also fails to consider the negative evidence: If the
practice of monastics living at home were anything other
than highly unusual, wouldnât the vinayas contain le-
gal procedures for how to deal with such monastics and
legislate their proper roles within the monastic commu-
nity? And if such rules are lacking, shouldnât we con-
clude that the cases of Sudinna and DharmadinnÄ were,
in fact, fairly unusual and lacked the taken-for-granted
quality of occasional visits home?

The same criticism might also be leveled against
chapter 3, âFormer Wives from Former Lives,â which
focuses more narrowly on Buddhist monksâ and nunsâ
continuing ties to their spouses, even after renounc-
ing the world. Here, Clarke provides ample and very
solid evidence that it was completely normal and un-
remarkable for Buddhist monastics to visit and inter-
act with their former spouses in the lay world, and
for husbands and wives to renounce the world together
and continue some kind of relationship with each other
within the walls of the monastery. Clarke argues suc-
cessfully that the authors/redactors of the vinayas were
much more concerned with negotiating the boundaries
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between acceptable and unacceptable behavior between
former spouses than with preventing any relationship at
all. On the basis of Clarkeâs analysis of numerous pas-
sages from the vinayas, this much seems clear.

I am considerably more skeptical, however, when
Clarke extends the argument a step further: âAlthough
aware of legal provisions for the dissolution ofmarriage,â
he states, âBuddhist jurists seem not to have required
monks or nuns to dissolve their marriages.â Thus, âit
appears that monks and nuns in India may have con-
tinued to remain legally marriedâ even after renouncing
the world, pointing to âthe very real possibility of mar-
ried monks in Indiaâ (pp. 78-79). I find the reasoning
here a bit faulty. Clarke enumerates the various types
of marriage-dissolution outlined in the vinayas, observes
that none of these procedures are required of those who
are ordained into the Saá¹gha, and thereby concludes that
monks and nuns must therefore still be married. But is-
nât it at least possible that ordination itself was consid-
ered by definition as entailing the severance of marital
ties, so that an actual legal procedure of marital disso-
lution was redundant and therefore unnecessary? Af-
ter all, the types of marriage-dissolution outlined in the
vinayas seem to be for couples who are unhappy with
each otherâwhich is a different category than the case of
couples in which one or both partners wish to renounce
the world. Isnât it possible that there were several differ-
ent types of marital dissolutionâand that one type was
understood as being effected by the very fact of ordina-
tion itself, and as therefore requiring no additional pro-
cedure? This would certainly seem to be suggested by
the vinayasâ frequent references to a monkâs âformer
wife.â Clarke makes note of this phrase, but opines that
âthe term translated here as âformer wifeâ â¦ seems to
mean, quite simply, a wife from oneâs âformerâ lay lifeâ
(p. 81)âeffectively separating the meaning of âformerâ
from the object to which it is applied (âwifeâ). I do
not find this argument wholly convincing, and the fact
that Clarkeâs own language is full of hesitation (monks
âmayâ have remained legally married, married monks
are a real âpossibilityâ) makes me wish that he had been
more explicit about the relative strength of his various ar-
guments. Nevertheless, the possibility of married monks
raised by Clarke is indeed intriguing and certainly wor-
thy of further study.

In chapter 4, âNuns Who Become Pregnant,â Clarke
turns his attention to the neglected topic of monastic
motherhood, or those cases in which nuns become preg-
nant (either before or after being ordained as nuns) and
give birth to children. How did the authors/redactors

of the vinayas legislate such delicate situations? Here,
Clarkeâs approach is more systematic and thorough than
in the previous chapters, for rather than providing us
with a sampling of different cases, he proceeds through
each of the six extant vinayas to consider how eachdeals
with the questions raised by monastic motherhood.
Though each vinaya is slightly different, Clarke succeeds
in demonstrating that overall, Buddhist monasticismwas
far more accommodating of pregnancy, breastfeeding,
and motherhood than many of us have previously sup-
posed.

In various vinaya traditions, for example, Clarke
demonstrates that the ordination of pregnant women and
nursing mothers, although discouraged, was not out-
right prohibited; that nuns who found themselves preg-
nant and gave birth to children were authorized (per-
haps even âcommandedâ) to nurse their babies within the
monastery until the time of weaning; that the Saá¹gha, in
some cases, even appointed another nun to serve as the
motherâs helper and attendant; that both women were
permitted to hold the child and stay overnight in the same
dwelling with the child, even if the child was male; that
such children may have remained with their mothers to
be raised in the monastery for a considerable portion of
their childhoods (or, in the case of daughters, perhaps
permanently); and that the nun-mother alone was re-
sponsible for deciding whether or not the child would
join the Saá¹gha or eventually leave the monastery to re-
side with lay relatives. Clarkeâs careful analysis of the
frame stories surrounding such rules demonstrates that
while the monastic jurists, in dealing with such highly
fraught situations, were primarily concerned with safe-
guarding the perceived celibacy of the nun in question,
they were also concerned with making a viable place
within the monastery for those nuns who found them-
selves to be pregnant, nursing, or responsible for young
children.

In the concluding chapter 5, âReconsidering Renun-
ciation: Family-Friendly Monasticisms,â Clarke summa-
rizes his findings and again calls for scholars of Indian
Buddhism to abandon their romanticized assumption of
an asocial and anti-familial Buddhist monastic, as well as
the highly selective reading of sources upon which such
an assumption is based. He further points out that be-
cause Indian Buddhist monasticism is treated as the yard-
stick for all other Buddhist monasticisms, this romanti-
cized perception of the Indian Buddhist monk leads in-
evitably to a problematic view of Central Asian, Mon-
golian, Nepalese, or Tibetan Buddhist monks as âcor-
ruptâ versions of the Indian original, when, in fact, they
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may be much closer to the Indian Buddhist monastic
ideal than we have previously supposed. Farther afield,
work on comparative monasticismsâbetween Buddhism
and Christianity, for exampleâcan hardly proceed in a
fruitful manner until we have a more balanced and com-
prehensive view of the nature of monasticism in India.

In short, though one might argue (as I have) that
Clarke occasionally overstates his case, the case itself is a
timely and much-needed corrective to the standard nar-
ratives and biases that have hampered Buddhist studies
since its beginnings. Family Matters in Indian Buddhist
Monasticisms is a meticulous and elegant piece of schol-
arship that makes a welcome, valuable, and highly acces-
sible contribution to the growing literature on Buddhism
and the family.[5] It is suitable for undergraduates, grad-
uate students, and professional scholars, and should be
required reading for anybody who works on South Asian
Buddhism, Buddhism in other parts of the world, or the
comparative study of monasticism.
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