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Paula Kane Robinson Arai has had a distinguished career as a scholar and teacher. She is a 

respected author and has been recognized for her contributions to the study of women in 

Buddhism, Zen, and Buddhist aesthetics. She received three degrees from Harvard University, 

including a Ph.D. in Buddhist Studies where she studied with Masatoshi Nagatomi. She has 

taught at Vanderbilt University, Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, and Carleton 

College. She taught Buddhist Studies as the Yuki Visiting Professor at the Institute of Buddhist 

Studies in Berkeley in the spring of 2015 and currently holds the Urmila Gopal Singhal 

Professorship in Religions of India at Louisiana State University. She has written three books, 

multiple book chapters and journal articles, and has curated several art exhibits in multiple 

locations across the United States. Despite all these and many other accomplishments, her 

academic journey has not been easy. In this chapter, in addition to bringing attention to her many 

talents and achievements, I would like to explore the tensions and disappointments she has 

encountered in her academic career. In addition to the typical tensions that a bi-cultural woman 

might expect to encounter in male-dominated White academic institutions, additional unexpected 

tensions have played out in her life, for example, between tensions between gentleness and 

power, acceptance and determination, affect and rationality, art and intellect, and submission and 

authority.  

 

Early Years 

 

 Arai grew up in Detroit in a multicultural family and learned to code switch at a young 

age, toggling back and forth between the language and perspectives of her Japanese mother and 

her Anglo father. Her home environment provided opportunities to develop cultural competency 

at an intimate distance. Early on, she learned to switch effortlessly between Japanese and North 

American cultural norms and expectations. She views her hybrid identity neither as a genetic 

advantage nor a disadvantage but rather as giving her a special perspective of cultural familiarity. 

As an American scholar with a front-row seat on Japanese culture, she easily sees through sexist, 

Orientalist approaches that portray Asian women – and Asian women’s perceptions of 

themselves – as subservient, incapable, or less than. Her hybrid identity extends to religiosity, 

though she lands lightly on the Buddhist side of the fence. Her mother never described herself as 

a Buddhist, even accompanying her husband to Methodist Christian services, yet her Japanese 

worldview was thoroughly infused with Buddhist values and affinities. Her mother’s life 

experience, first in Japan and later in the United States, are the subject of Arai’s forthcoming 

book, Samurai Daughter, Indentured Geisha, American Mother: Navigating Identity from 

Buddhist Japan to Christian America. 

 In addition to navigating the gulf between two very different languages and cultures, Arai 

also navigates cautiously between her identities as a Buddhist scholar and as a Buddhist Studies 

scholar. In an interview, she seriously considered whether there a term that encompasses both 

identities. In the end, in fact, she is willing to relinquish any identity markers that essentialize 

human differences. Early in her career, Arai did not go out of her way to identify as a Buddhist, 

sensing that to reveal her religious orientation might be professionally damaging. Lest we forget, 

there was a time not long ago when it was assumed that it was impossible for an adherent of a 



religious tradition to be an objective scholar of that tradition.  Currently, recognizing how easily 

labels can become reified, she understands Buddhist scholarship and practice as fluid categories 

that inform one another.  

 Arai is not along in coming to this conclusion. Taking Buddhist philosophy and critical 

reflection at the American Academy of Religion (AAR) as a reference point, it is obvious that, 

for many Buddhist scholars today, Buddhist practice and Buddhist scholarship are not mutually 

exclusive. Ultimately, Arai wrote her own worldview. She carried the New Testament, met King, 

studied in Japan for a year, and took a class in Buddhism. It came as a surprise to her when one 

of her professors told her she was Buddhist, not Christian, because there was no God in her 

worldview. He believed she had imbibed her Buddhist views and sensibilities from her mother, 

even though Arai herself was totally unconscious of it. She credits Wilfred Cantwell Smith for 

opening her eyes to the fact that religion is ultimately beyond the categories we ascribe to it. She 

began to realize that somehow her mother, raising her in Detroit, had knowingly or unknowingly 

imparted principles and patterns of perception that were recognizably Buddhist. The version of 

Buddhist culture her mother taught her was an older, pre-war version that was so tightly 

interwoven with Japanese cultural values that it had become integral to people’s psychology, 

communications, aesthetics, and virtually all aspects of life. The consequences of imbibing a 

Japanese Buddhist sensibility from a bygone era at a young age are many. For one, Arai feels a 

natural empathy with Japanese Buddhist women of earlier generations and this has inspired her 

to conduct research on a demographic that is often ignored.  

 

Emotion and Intellect in Tension 

 

 Throughout her childhood and into adult life, Arai had an awareness of somehow being 

out of synch with her surroundings. This awareness was neither pleasant nor unpleasant but was 

different from the norm. More difficult realizations were yet to come. As Arai moved through 

her academic career, she found that certain values and ways of being in the world that came 

naturally to her were not automatically assumed or accepted. For example, she intuitively 

realized how closely women’s emotions and spiritual lives were intertwined and wanted to 

understand those intersections more deeply. In the academy, however, she encountered 

opposition. Progress on her dissertation became stalled when she proposed doing research on 

Zen nuns in Japan, because her advisor found the topic unworthy of serious consideration. When 

she proposed conducting research at a Zen convent in Japan, a similar kind of logic seemed to 

apply, affecting others’n perceptions of her proposed methodology. The dissertation topics that 

were taken seriously were those that focused on textual analysis; at Harvard at least, textual 

studies were clearly valued more highly than ethnography. The implication was that 

ethnographers got too close to their subjects, and this was assumed to  somehow distort their 

rational thought processes and capacity for critical analytical. What Arai proposed was even 

more radical than simply a dissertation on Zen nuns in Japan; she intended to literally embed 

herself in the daily lives of her subjects. Although there could hardly be a better way to 

understand the nuns’ thinking, feelings, and perceptions than to live closely among them, which 

would enable her to participate fully in the nuns’ daily schedule, when she presented her 

proposed topic and methodology to her dissertation committee, she hit a wall. Her advisor 

stopped communicating with her for a year. Her relationship with her research subjects was 

presumed to be “more emotional” or “too emotional,” an assumption about women in general 

that can also strongly affect women’s own self-perceptions. It is difficult to deny that “emotion’s 



representations in beliefs and stereotypes have a powerful effect in shaping how we interpret our 

own and others’ emotional behavior.” (Shields 423) This “differences paradigm... aids the 

circulation of essentialized beliefs about gender from popular culture to psychological science.”  

 In academia, it is not uncommon to see women’s and men’s work evaluated differently 

through the lens of affect. Taking emotions seriously can result in one’s work being dismissed 

and not taken seriously. Research that takes feelings into account may be regarded as suspect, 

lacking in academic rigor, and discounted. The assumption is that emotion and reason are 

diametrically and intrinsically oppositional rather than complementary, equally valid modes of 

perception. Moreover, there is a commonly-held  assumption in many societies that rationality 

(the provenance of men) is preferable and more worthy of value than emotion (the provenance of 

women). This assumption may lead one to devalue the affective dimension of human experience 

and hence to devalue or discount women who evince emotion or take it to heart. In Buddhist 

texts, human emotions may be categorized as positive virtues to be cultivated (loving kindness, 

compassion, patience, and so on) or negative afflictions to be eliminated (anger, hated, jealousy, 

pride, and so on). In Buddhist societies, generally speaking, the public display of emotions may 

be associated with weakness and is best avoided. The devaluing of affect and the association 

with unbridled emotion with women is not limited to Japanese or other Asian societies, of 

course. It occurs all too frequently in societies around the world, including at universities. When 

emotion is thought to cloud judgment and is associated with women, it can become a pretext for 

discrimination; women as emotional beings are regarded as less than – less suited to be hired, to 

be promoted, to become president. Discounting the affective dimension of human experience is 

an unmistakable, relentless, often crushing assertion of male intellectual superiority that women 

in the academy must endure to survive. This has certainly been Arai’s heartfelt experience. 

 

Works Cited 

 

Stephanie A. Shields. 2013. “Gender and Emotion: What We Think We Know, What We Need 

to Know, and Why It Matters.” Psychology of Women Quarterly 37, no. 4: 423–35. 

 


