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Youre Only as Good as You Look:
Indian Buddhist Associations of Virtue and Physical Appearance

JOHN POWERS

Fruics, VIRTUE, BODIES

A:ADEMIC sTUDIES of Buddhist ethics commonly focus on the cog-
nitive aspects of moral behavior. Peter Harvey, for example, high-
lights the role of intention in Buddhist ethical thought.! In his Introduction
to Buddhbist Ethics, he states that actions “must be intencional if they are

* to generate karmic fruits.”> He separates moral actions from their results:

“an action’s being good does not consist in its having pleasant karmic re-
sults, Rather, it is seen as having pleasant results because it is itself good or
wholesome.™

In his landmark study, The Nature of Buddhist Ethics, Damien Keown
asserts that Buddhist ethics shares much in common with Aristotle’s con-
ception of normative morality. In both systems, there is a fundamental te-
leological emphasis: Aristotle claims that the aim of ethical practice is “the
good” (exdaimonia), and in Buddhism, the ultimate goal is nirvana, a state
in which rebirth and its attendant sufferings are transcended. Nirvana is
the end result of a process of perfecting vircue and advanced meditative
states and is conceived as the supreme goal of all religious practice. In both
systems the ultimare end is attained through cultivation of virtues.?

Keown rejects utilitarian conceptions of Buddhist ethics. According to
the doctrine of karma, moral behavior results in positive consequences,
such as better rebirth, lives in heaven realms, wealch, health, and so forth,
but these are secondary. In Keown’s conception, “Nirvana is the good, and
rightness is predicated of acts and intentions to the extent to which they
participate in nirvanic goodness. The right and the good in Buddhism are
inseparably intertwined. If an action does not display nirvanic qualities,
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then it cannot be right in terms of Buddhist ethics whatever other charac-
teristics (such as consequences) it might have.”

Keown further contends that the relative goodness of actions is refated
to the cognitive motivations that underlie them. Actions which tend to-
ward nirvanic good are virtuous, while those that are motivated by other
concerns are either nonvirtuous or morally nentral. The motivation at the
inception of an action is determinative of its status: “An action is right or
wrong from the moment of its inception—its nature is fixed by reference
to nirvanic values, and it cannot subsequently change its status. . .. In Bud-
dhist ethics it is the motivation which precedes an act that determines its
rightness.”

Intention is certainly a central concern in Buddhist discussions of ethics,
and mental cultivation lies at the heart of the ideal process of moral devel-
opment, but a focus on the cognitive elements of Buddhist ethics obscures
an aspect of Indian Buddhist discussions of the subject that was clearly im-
portant to their authors: the intimate and pervasive correlation between
virtue and physical beauty. In Indian Buddhism morality is both personal
and social; one’s ethical decisions are made in a social context and affect
others. Moral decisions are also encoded on a person’s physical appearance,
and the current level of one’s development is proclaimed on one’s body. In
the Birth Stories (Jataka), for example, the past lives of the Buddha as a
bodhisattva (buddha in training) are recounted, and an important aspect
of his performance of extraordinary virtue is its public impact. In a number
of stories, physiognomic features are directly correlated with past actions.
In most of these tales, he is said to possess an extraordinary physique, one
that reflects Indian ideals of human beauty or the author’s conceptions of
the most perfect form for a particular species when he is born as an animal.
His body is generally much larger and stronger than the norm, he possesses
skills and abilities that surpass those of all his contemporaries, and others
perceive his extraordinary virtue simply by viewing his outward appearance
and declare him their natural leader.

In the Nigrodha-jitaka, for example, the Bodhisattva is abandoned
at birth by his mother and adopted by a woman who had been feigning
pregnancy.’ When he reaches young adulthood, he has a perfect body with
golden skin. A king dies without leavingan heir, and the royal chariot is dis-
patched with an entourage to search for a suitable replacement. When they
see the Bodhisartva, they recognize his fitness for the throne solely on the
basis of his appearance. The royal priest examines his body and finds that he
has markings on his feet which indicate a destiny to rule all of India. There
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is no interview, and no attempt is made to ascertain whether or not he pos-
sesses sufficient wisdom for the job; nor is his complete lack of experience
a factor. His physique proclaims him to be a natural leader, and the search
committee responds to this by anointing him their king. In these vales it is
assumed that a person’s ourward appearance is generally a reliable guide to
his moral stature.’

THE PUBLIC NATURE OF VIRTUE

‘The Birth Stories often recount mighty deeds performed in public that gen-
erate admiration and motivate others to emulate the Bodhisattva’s example.
In Indian Buddhist literature, vircuous deeds are almost never entirely pri-
vate; even virtuous thoughts draw the attention of others and lead to public
displays which testify to the Bodhisattva’s greatness and provide examples
that inspire audiences. For example, in the Sivi-jdtaka, the Bodhisateva is
king Sivi, an extraordinarily generous ruler who donates vast amounts of
wealth to beggars, ascetics, brahmans, and anyone else who asks.” He insti-
tutionalizes his giving by setting up permanent almonries where the needy
can come at any time, but he js dissatisfied becanse ultimacely he gives up
only material things, which hold no value for him. One day he reflects on
his efforts in giving and a new motivation arises: he hopes to encounter
a supplicant who wants part or all of his body. In the Birth Stories and in
other Indian Buddhist literature, giving away one’s body is construed as the
ultimate act of generosity, one that can even be contemplared only by the
most advanced religious practitioners. As soon as the thought is hatched,
the chrone of Sakka (Skr.: Sakra), the king of the gods, becomes hot, and he
realizes that Sivi has developed the mighty resolution to give away his own
flesh. Sakka often plays a central role in these stories: as king of the gods, it
is his job to promote virtue throughout the universe and to test those who
claim it. In addition, he publicly exalts those who measure up and uses his
position to inspire others to up their moral game."

Sakka disguises himsclf as a blind brahman and travels to Sivi’s palace.
Sivi offers him the soxts of alms appropriate to brahmans, but the guest
indicates that he has no interest in material goods or food; whar he really
needs is an eye so that he can regain his sight. When he hears this extraordi-
nary request, Sivi is delighted. Without hesitation the king offers not only
one eye, but both: he eagerly orders the royal physician to remove them and
implant them in the empty sockets of the brahrman. The story makes it clear
that Sivi endures excruciating agony, but he perseveres in his generosity. His
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performance inspires everyone around him, and Sakka ensures that all the
gods know of it and that Sivi’s generosity is widely proclaimed in the realms
under his authority.

At the end of his ordeal Sivi is blind but content. He refers to the com-
mon notion that generosity will lead to rebirth in better and more beautiful
bodies, increased wealth, and blissful sojourns in heaven, but he dismisses
all of these ends as trivial. Sivi gave away parts of his body because he wants
to attain the state of buddhahood and benefit all other beings. His generos-
ity is a means toward that end, and he is also aware that the public nature of
his performance served to inspire those who viewed it and countless others
who heard of his exploits.

Despite his blindness, Sivi never repents his actions, and his continued
resolve in the practice of virtue serves ro further his moral progress. Due to
the extraordinary nature of his gift, he also generates a vast amount of merit
(Pali: pusisia; Skt.: punya), which gives him supernatural abilities. Sakka
informs him that if he performs an “act of truth” (making a public procla-
mation of the purity of his intentions in giving away his eyes), they will be
magically restored. He follows the god’s advice, and immediately two new
orbs grow in his empty sockets. And they are even better than the previous
ones: they ate as powerful as the eyes of the gods and far surpass those of
otrdinary beings. This miracle is also widely proclaimed and serves to inspire
others to improved morality by illustrating the physical benefits that result
from virtuous behavior.

VIRTUE AND SOMATICITY

In Indian Buddhist literacure, the somatic consequences of actions are con-
strued as both testimony to one’s attainments and powerful tools that are
used to promote virtue in the world.” The Buddha and his followers are
not only individual moral agents who make decisions and reap their con-
sequences; they also play a social role that involves, among other things,
inspiring others to emulate their moral examples. Moral behavior in Indian
Buddhism is not merely an individual concern; it resonates with the larger
society, and the effects of one’s actions on others’ ethical decisions are part
of the karmic system of rewards and punishments.

Keown regards such consequences as health, wealth, better rebirths, and
worldly resources as rangential to Buddhist ethics properly understood.
This is problematic for at [east two reasons: first, much of the behavior that
most Buddhists regard as related to ethics is motivated by such concerns,

AT,
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and second, Indian Buddhist texts posit a close linkage between a person’s
physical endowments, social status, and wealth and both past and present
ethical behavior. The body is particulatly important as a marker of moral-
ity. In Indian Buddhism, virtue is beautiful, and the most morally advanced
beings are also those with the most ateractive physiques. In the Ferses of the
Elders (Theragithi), for example, the monk Vimala is said to possess a body
“as pure as a dewdrop on a lotus leaf ” because of his past virtue.” In the Con-
nected Discourse on Stream Entry, the Buddha informs Nandaka that a per-
son who has confidence in the Buddha, his teaching (Pali: dbamsma; Ske.:
dbarma),and the monastic community will be rewarded with along lifespan
and a body “endowed with beauty.”" In another discourse in this collection,
he assures his followers that if monks put on their robes in the morning,
take their bowls and beg for alms, and reach the dharma, laypeople will have
confidence in them, and they “will increase in beauty and strength.”® The
physical actions publicly performed by monks include properly arranging
their robes, assuring that their cloching is neat and clean, and maintaining
dignified comportment. Their physiques proclaim their inner virtue and are
inspected by the public. When inner perfection and outer presentation are
in conformity, laypeople will spontancously develop confidence in them,
and their own morality will be enhanced.

The Buddha often judges people by their physical appearance, which is
correlated with their moral status. In the Connected Discourses to Monks, the
Buddha sees the venerable Sujita approaching and remarks to some monks
that he is “beautiful o behold in two respects: he is handsome, good-look-
ing, pleasing to behold, and possesses supreme beauty of complexion; he is
a person who in this very life has personally realized [the truth] with direct
knowledge and who dwells in the unsurpassed goal of the holy life.” Sujaca
“shines with sublime beauty and possesses a mind that is utterly rectified.”
The ideal religious adept has both inner and outer beauty, and such a perfect
outer form is a reliable indicator of virtue.

Keown dismisses such consequences as merely proximate goals of ethi-
cal behavior and as irreievant to the Buddhist path, but Indian texts com-
monly present them as central aspects of the salvificactivities of the Buddha
and his followers, The Pali Canon contains a number of stories in which
skeprtical brahmans corne vo visit the Buddha and listen to 2 sermon. They
are reportedly favorably impressed by his words, but remain unconvinced
that he is truly a “great man” (Pili: mabdpurisa; Skt.: mabdpurusa) who
fulfills the prophecies of their scriptures. Such a person possesses transcen-
dent wisdom and has perfected morality. The proof of his attainments is
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the fact that he is endowed with the thirty-two physical characteristics
of a great man (Pali: mahipurisa-lakkhana; Skt.: mahipurusa-laksana),
which include: golden skin, flat feet, a wheel pattern on the palims and
soles of his feet, webs between his fingers and toes, a curled tuft of hair
between his eyebrows (Pili: upnd; Skt.: @rna), a fist-sized lump at the top
of his cranium (Pali: #nhisa; Ske.: usnisa), arms that extend to his knees
without having to bend over, a sheathed penis, and an enormous tongue.
This unusval physiognomy is presented as the epitome of male bodily
perfection.

In the Discourse to Brahmayu, a ssudent named Uttara is sent to examine
the Buddha to determine whether or not he is a “great man” as his follow-
ers claim. When he sees him preaching in Videha, Uttara verifies thirty of
the physical characteristics but is unable to ascertain whether or not the
Buddha has a sheathed penis and a huge tongue. The quality of his sermon
is apparently not sufficient to convince Uttara that he is in fact 2 buddha;
even fools can parrot words of wisdom, but in Indian Buddhist literatare,
the ultimate proof of wisdom and ethical perfection is found on a person’s
body.

The Buddha reads Uttaras mind and eliminates his doubts by allow-
ing him to view his sheathed penis and then sticks out his tongue: “Next
the Blessed One extruded his tongue, and he repeatedly touched both ear
holes and both nostrils, and he covered the whole of his forehead with his
tongue.” Contemporary readers might view such a display as freakish, but
Utrtara was highly impressed: “Then the brahman Uttara thought: “The re-
cluse Gotama [Skt.: Gautama] is endowed with the thirty-two marks of a
great man!” Following the Buddha’s performance, Uteara became a disciple
and “he followed the Blessed One for seven months like a shadow, never
leaving him.""”

Throughout Indian Buddhist literature, the Buddha’s body is presented
as the pinnacle of human physical perfection and is a testament to his
perfection of wisdom, compassion, and morality. People who see him are
overwhelmed by his magnificent physique and gaze at him in wonder.
After his conversion Uttara followed the Buddha constantly and minutely
inspected every aspect of his physical comportment, which the text associ-
ates with his moral perfection. Uttara described the Buddha’s movements
as deliberate, free from jerkiness or agitation, perfectly concrolled, digni-
fied, purposeful, bespeaking perfect mindfulness. Every aspect of his de-
portment, even the way he ate and relieved himself, proclaimed his exalted
inner qualities, and when Uttara recounted his exacting observations to
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his teacher, the brahman Brahmayu, the latter decided to visit the Bud-
dha so that he could personally observe his public displays of the physical
dimensions of virtue.

‘This scenario is repeated several times in the Pili Canon. The most ex-
tended discussion of the Buddha’s body endowed with the thirty-two physi-
cal characteristics is found in the Discourse on the Physical Characteristics,
which asserts that he acquired them because of various “mighty deeds,
generosity, discipline, abstinence, honoring his parents, ascetics, and brah-
mans.” In these texts, the Buddha’s physical endowments are not merely
peripheral or unimportant: they are essential components of his persona
and play a crucial role in his conversion activities. His audience expects that
a buddha will possess the physical characteristics of a great man, and skep-
tics can be convinced only by a display of all of them. They prove that he is
the “ultimate man” (Pali: purisostama; Ske.: purusottama) and that he has
perfected both wisdom and morality. Moreover, he is said to devote con-
siderable time and effort to their cultivation: 'The Great Exposition assercs
that they are acquired at the very end of a buddha’s training period and that
they are essential aspects of fully fledged buddhahood.” He devotes most
of an entire eon of training to perfecting them because they will be a vital
tool in his missionary wotk as a buddha. ‘They represent the culmination
of his countless lifetimes of religious practice. Vasubandhu contends thae
each of the physical characteristics is produced by cultivating one hundred
merits,” and Buddhaghosa similarly asserts that each “is born from its cor-

responding action.™

BrAaUuTY CONVERSIONS

The Buddha's extraordinary physical beauty is a recurrent theme in descrip-
tions of him in Indian Buddhist literature. His perfect body elicits admira-
tion from men and women who view it, and it also plays a key role in his
propagation of the dharma. Shortly after his attainment of full awakening,
he was walking along a road toward Sarnath, where he would deliver his
first sermon, and a naked ascetic saw him from a distance and was struck by
the radiance of his body. He approached him and asked: “Your reverence,
your faculties are very pure, your complexion is very bright, very clear™ His
response to the Buddha is depicted as natural and spontancous, prompted
solely by his appearance.

After the completion of the process of awakening, the Buddha fully pen-
etrated the dharma, and this effected a physical transformation, His body
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changed, and those who viewed it responded in new ways. Stories of his life
prior to the awakening abound with accounts of various beings who saw
him and were struck by his sublime beauty, but afterward his physical pres-
ence was fully perfected, and it elicited spontaneous conversion experiences
in many of those fortunate enough to see him in person,

Shortly after his awakening, he decided to preach his first sermon to five
former companions who practiced extreme asceticism in hopes of attaining
[iberation from cyclic existence. After six years of fruitless effort, he had
concluded that their path leads nowhere except starvation and premature
death. They separated from him, thinking that he was a weakling addicted
to sensual pleasures. When they saw him approaching from a distance after
attainment of buddhahood, they initially resolved not to stand and greet
him but instead treat him with casual disdain befitting a backsliding “glue-
ton.” As he drew nearer, however, they were struck by the change in his
physical demeanor.

The Extensive Sport describes them as becoming increasingly physically
ill at ease; they felt like caged birds, and their bodies rebelled against their
resolve to remain sitting because “there is no person anywhere who on see-
ing the Thus Gone One would not arise from his seat. The closer the Thus
Gone One came, the less the five were able to endure his splendor and maj-
esty. They became agicated on their seats and, breaking their agreement,
each stood up to honor him.” Overwhelmed by his physical presence, they
addressed him: “Venerable Gautama, your features are perfectly clear; your
complexion is perfectly pure”* They were already advanced meditators,
and after hearing his sermon all had spiritually transformative experiences.
‘Iwo became arhats (adepts who have eliminated mental afflictions and are
destined for nirvana at the end of their lives), and all were fully established
on the Buddhist path. His words were effective, but their initial decision to
listen to him was motivated by the effect of his physique.

His attainment of spiritual perfection resuleed in a change in appearance.
Traditional accounts uniformly credit him with a beautiful body from the
time of his birth; prior to his attainment of buddhahood, women became
sexually aroused when they saw it, and men admired him. It also bespoke
outstanding potential: when he approached a group of ascetics shortly after
his decision to Jeave the householder’s life and pursue liberation from cyclic
existence, they remarked at his appearance and demeanor and opined that
someone so beautiful would probably achieve success in his religious en-
deavors; buc this potential had not yet been actualized** No one responded
to him in the way people did after he attained buddhahood, when the mere

YOU'RE ONLY AS GOOD AS YOU LOOK 75

sight of his body prompted spontaneous conversion experiences and drew
followers to him.

Even a brief adumbration of the dharma coupled with directly viewing
the body of an advanced follower of the Buddha can also effect a profound
transformation. His two greatest disciples, Saripurta (Skt.: Saripucra) and
Moggallana (Skt.: Maudgalyayana), were converted after Sariputta encoun-
tered a Buddhist monk on the road and was struck by his calm demeanor
and physical deportment, which bespoke his inner spiritual attainments.
Sariputta approached the monk and remarked that his countenance was
pure and his features beautiful. He asked him who his teacher was and what
dharma he followed. Assaji replied that the Buddha was his teacher and
then provided Sariputea with a brief account of the doctrine of dependent
arising (Pali: paticca-samuppada; Skt.: pratitya-samutpida), and he expe-
rienced a profound awakening. Sariputta and Moggallana had previously
made a vow that if either found “the deathless,” he would pass on his insight
to the other, and so Sariputta sought out his friend, who saw a change in
his physical demeanor from a distance and remarked on the purity of his
outward faculties and physical demeanor. When Sariputta recounted what
he had heard from the monk, Moggallana was also converted to Buddhism
and became an arhat {Pali: ambant) ¥

Sariputta and Moggallina became instant converts as a result of the com-
binartion of the physical appearance of a Buddhist monk and the persuasive-
ness of the Buddha’s teachings and remained steadfast followers throughout
their lives, but for others the dharma alone was insufficient to sustain their
faith. Ultimately the sight of the Buddha’s perfect body was a decisive factor
that caused some followers to remain committed to their religious practice.
The Apannaka-jitaka begins with a story of a group of monks who had
converted from another sect after “beholding the Master’s countenance,
glorious as the full moon, his excellent presence endowed with the major
and minor physical characteristics [of a great man] and surrounded by a
fathom-wide halo, and upon the sublime glory that marks a buddha.” They
maintained their commitment only as long as he was physically present,
but soon after he left their area they returned to their former faiths. Hear-
ing that they had fallen away from the dharma, he returned, and as soon as
they saw him “opening the lotus of his mouth, like a jewel casker, scented
with divine scents and filled with vatious perfumes that are the resule of his
speaking correctly for eons,” they were again converted.”

The Buddha’s beauty functions as a cure for backsliding in several other
Birth Stovies; for example, the Samvara-jitaka begins with the case of a
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monk who stopped applying himself to his religious practice because he was
making little progress, and he decided to renew his enthusiasm by traveling
to Jetavana to behold the Buddha’s perfect body. This apparently provided
the necessary incitement for his return to diligence in training

The physical presence of the Buddha also affects animals, gods, and de-
mons. In the opening section of the Cullabamsa-jitaka, his malevolent
cousin Devadatta attempts to kill him so that he can become leader of the
monastic community. He first rolls an enormous boulder roward the Bud-
dha, but two mountains come together and crush it, and only a small splin-
ter gets through and inflicts a minor wound on his foot, which immediately
heals. Devadatta tries to hire assassins, but they becoine converts, and he
realizes “no one who sees the excellent beauty of Gotama’s body would dare
to approach him [with harmful intent].”

Devadatta’s next attempt on the Buddha’s life involves sending a mad-
dened elephant because he hopes that a violent beast will not be affected
by the Buddha’s demeanor and compelling physical qualities. Seeing the
ontushing elephant, the Buddhas faithful attendant Ananda jumps in irs
path to save him, exclaiming: “He will crush the glorious form of the ascetic
Gotamal” At this point we are informed that one result of the Buddha’s
past cultivation of virtue is a body that is utterly impervious to any physi-
cal threat, and so Ananda’s well-intentioned intervention presents a signifi-
cant danger to his own safety, but the Buddha has nothing to fear. He uses
his magical powers to lift Ananda into che air, thus preventing him from
being crushed, and he stands calmly while the violent beast charges roward
him. As the elephant draws near, the Buddha speaks calmly to him with a
voice like the god Brahma, but the decisive element is his body: when the
elephant perceives the glory of his form, he is instantly pacified. He falls
to the Buddha’s feet and becomes physically submissive.”” The author com-
ments that the Master’s presence is so overwhelming that had the elephant
not been an animal he would have entered the first Buddhist path at thac
point, but instead he undergoes a profound transformation that will lead o
spiritual progress in subsequent fives.

TRAINING FOR PERFECTION: WHY PRACTICING
VIRTUE [s BETTER THAN WORKING OUT

Among the highlights of the 2008 Olympics held in Beijing were the re-
markable performances of Michael Phelps and Usain Bolt, who respectively
dominated the swimming and sprint running evencs. Each competed with
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a field of world-class athletes who hiad the best training facilities, coaching,
and support networks, but the two comprehensively bested all rivals in
their respective fields. Every athlete in the final heats had trained hard and
prepared mentally and physically for the contest, but Phelps and Bolt won
over and over, often by significant margins. Anyone watching their per-
formances would have to conclude that they enjoyed physical advantages
over their competitors; they also had to train to reach such a high level
of performance, but no matter how hard their opponents worked, they
could not beat them. Genetic factors that began at birth were ultimately
decisive.

A similar notion pervades the stories of the Buddha’s past births, in which
he is depicted as engaging in extraordinary acts of virtue. These resule in
pleasant births as a god or in prosperous human families, and even when he
is born as an animal because of an anomalous moral transgression, he has a
large, beautiful body, which is commonly described as possessing extraordi-
nary strength that inspires others through its physical beauty and bespeaks
the inner virtues of the Bodhisattva.

One common feature is golden skin, fux, or feathers; a golden exterior is
a pervasive motif in Indian Buddhist literature that indicates moral excel-
lence. I am not aware of any instance in the Pili Discourses or Birth Stories
in which a character endowed with golden skin is morally flawed or evil.
'The Buddha, his greatest disciples, and many of his past incarnations are
described as having golden exteriors, while evil characters commonly have
dark complexions, fur, or feathers.”

An example of the closc association of a golden exterior with spiritual
excellence is a story in the Malasarvistivida Monastic Discipline in which
Devadatta imnportunes king Ajarasaten (Skt.: Ajatasatru), who has recently
murdered his father Bimbisara, to repay him for his help in seizing the
throne. Devadatta asks the king to depose the Buddha as head of the monas-
tic order and declare him a buddha. The king is willing to assist Devadatta
in his evil schemes, but declares that he is unable to name him a buddha
because he lacks golden skin, which is an essential marker of buddhahood.
Devadatra is depicted as relentess in his efforts to kill or displace the Bud-
dha, and he responds by hiring a goldsmith to gild him. Unfortunately for
the would-be buddha, the process is unsuccessful and only results in ex-
cruciating pain. The lesson of the story is that the physical signs of moral
petfection cannot be faked: one is either born with them or not, and those
who lack them can acquire them only through a long process of moral cul-
tivation and meditative pracrice.
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In most Birth Stories, the Bodhisateva is depicted as unusually beautiful
and is always physically gifted. He is stronger, faster, and better in athletic
competitions than any of his compatriots. He is also wiser and more virtu-
ous, and thus the physical and spiritual are conceptually interewined. He is
powerful and beautiful because of his past and present practice of moraliy,
and his spiritual atrainments are proclaimed by his physique. Even when
he is less than physically perfect, he still possesses extraordinary bodily
endowments.

The culmination of the process of physical perfection depicted in the
Birth Stories was reached in his final life. Shortly after he emerged from his
mother’s womb, a brahman came to examine him, He was initially impressed
by the infant’s radiant golden skin and remarked that he looked like a statue
of a perfect male physique made from molten gold. Upon further scrutiny,
he confirmed that the Bodhisattva (who was named Siddhirtha Gantama
[Pali: Siddhatcha Gotama)) possessed all of the physical characteristics of a
“great man” and described him as “a superlative being without comparison,
a precious pear of the health and goodness of the human world...of all be-
ings this one is perfect, this man is the pinnacle, the ultimare, the hero of
creatures. . . . This is the ultimate, this is the perfect man!™*

In stories of his youth and young adulthood, his perfect body is a per-
vasive element of the narrative of his life. Siddhartha excelled in martial
arts and impressed everyone who saw him with his beauty. He was given
a harem of beautiful women, and he is portrayed as a sexual “stallion” who
casily satisfied all of them. When he went out into the city, women swooned
and indicated their envy of courtesans lucky enough to share his bed.

When the time arrived for him to get married, his father sent out emissar-
ies to locate a suitable wife. The beautiful Yasodhara emerged as the leading
candidare, but her father Dandapani was hesitant to give her to Siddhartha
because of rumors he led a dissolute lifestyle unsuited to the manly mar-
tial pursuies valued by ksatriyas (the warrior and ruler class of tradirional
Indian society). Because Siddhirtha resided in the women’s quarters and
devoted considerable time and effort to sexuai dalliances, Dandapani was
concerned that the young prince had missed out on the manly training in
sports, martial arts, and other physical activities that characterized the ideal
life of a ksatriya man. “It is the custom of our family to give our daughters
in marriage only to men skilled in the worldly arts (s#pa), and your son has
grown up in luxury in the palace. If he does not excel in the arts, does not
know the rules of fencing or archery or boxing or wrestling, how could I
give my daughter to him?™
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When his father related Dandapani’s concerns, Siddhartha assared him
that he outshone all the young men of the kingdom in his proficiency in
sports and martial arts and advised him to hold a public contest in which he
could demonstrate his prowess. Dandapani agreed to the idea and promised
that the winner could have Yadodhar#’s hand. The account in the Extensive
Sport begins with a wrestling contest: first Devadarea paraded around flex-
ing his muscles and proclaiming his strength, but Siddhartha easily picked
him up and lifted him over his head, twirled him around a few times, and
then casually tossed him to the ground. Other princes came at him one at
a time, bur he effortlessly defeated all challengers. Finally he told the other
contestants to attack him en masse, but he swept them aside as easily as a
strong wind disperses a swarm of mosquitoes.

The final event was an archery contest. In Indian Buddhist literature,
archery is presented as the most valued martial art among ksatriyas. The
ability to bludgeon opponents into submission in hand-to-hand combac
is recognized as a necessary skill for a warrior, but archery is preferred: it is
depicted as an elegant way to defeat enemies that requires serength, skill, a
steady hand, and athletic ability. The other contestants shot arrows at tar-
gets, and some had outstanding results, but when Siddhartha entered the
arena, he utterly surpassed all of them. He first hefted 2 huge bow that few
others could even lift, let alone draw, but he notched an arrow and pulled
the string back with little effort while half-sitting. It pierced the targets of
all his opponents in the exact center and then plunged into the earth, fol-
lowing which a spring appeared.

'There is no indication that Siddhartha trained for this event or that he
devoted a grear deal of time to physical pursuits. Rather, his commanding
performance was made possible by past practice of virtue, due to which he
was endowed with a body that was naturally stronger, faster, and more ath-
lecically gifted than those of his contemporaries. At the conclusion of the
contest, the other young men acknowledged him as their superior in martial
arts, and Dandapini happily agreed to marry his daughter to Siddhartha.

The Bodhisattvas extraordinary skill in archery features in several Birth
Stories. In the Culladbanuggaba-jitaka, for example, he is born as a brah-
man. One day while traveling through a forest with his wife, he encounters
a band of fifty thieves. Their leader looks at his physique and immediately
recognizes that he is a great warrior, and he orders his men not to attack.
Instead, they are told to offer him some of their food, but when they only
give him raw flesh, he feels insulted. One of the robbers chafes av the idea
of standing down to a single man and challenges his fellows: “Are we mere
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women?” They decide to attack the Bodhisattva, but he dispatches forty-
nine of them with a single arrow.™

In story after story, the Bodhisattva is described as taller, stronger, more
athletically gifted, and generally more handsome than his contemporaries.
He is also wiser and more virtuous, and the two aspects of his psychophysi-
cal persona operate in tandem: his physical endowments are the natural
result of his practice of virtue, and others recognize him as outstandingly
virtuous because of his external appearance.

Ugry VirTuous PEOPLE

In Indian Buddhist literature, the most advanced practitioners are com-
monly described as possessing beautiful bodies that bear testament to their
moral cultivation in past lives and their present existence. The Buddha has
the most beautiful possible body because he surpasses all others in moral-
ity, wisdom, and other good qualities. There are, however, some notable
exceptions to this patcern. There are a few individuals who are both moral
exemplars and also physically ugly. In the opening section of the Kefi-sila-
Jjétaka, a group of monks travel to Jetavana to attend a sermon by the elder
Lakuntaka, who is renowned as a great preacher who “proclaims the sweet
doctrine” and has completely subdued his passions, but he is the shortest of
the eighty elders and is compared to a “dwarf kept for amusement.™
When the monks arrive, they see a short old man and make fun of
him by pulling on his robe, tweaking his nose, and verbally abusing him.
When the Buddha later informs chem that he is in fact Lakuntaka they
are profoundly shocked that a person of such diminutive stature could
be an advanced practitioner, and the Buddha agrees that Lakuntaka is an
anomaly. He does not rebuke them for their superficial equation of beauty
and spiritual excellence; instead he agrees that there is a discrepancy be-
tween Lakuntaka’s attainments and his outward appearance and appears
to condone their rude behavior. He informs his andience that in a past life
Lakuntaka was a king who had a pathological dislike of anything old and
decrepit, and as a consequence his misdeeds are inscribed on his present
form. He beat up old women, ordered old carts to be smashed, and forced
old men to roll on the ground in humiliating ways for his amusement. Thus
in his present life others (apparently with some justification) make fun of
his diminutive stature and frail, bent body. The Buddha does not rebuke
the visiting monks for their behavior; instead he explains it and accepts
their assumption that it is reasonable to expect that advanced practitioners
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should also have beautiful physiques. Those who do not have incurred a
natural retribution for past negative actions, and apparently others who
judge them by their outward appearance are not to blame.

Lakuntaka also appears in the Connected Discourses to Monks, where he
is described as “ugly, unsightly, deformed, and despised among the monks,’
but the Buddha praises him for his great spiritual power. In this instance
he advises his followers to look beyond surface appearances and extols
Lakuntaka as an outstanding monk. He asserts that “among humans.. . . che
small person endowed with wisdom is the one who is truly great, not the
fool with the well-built body.” Nonetheless, most of the Buddha’s leading
disciples in the Pali Canon are said to possess resplendent bodies chat reflect
their inner virtues, and the Buddha’s perfect physique is a recurrent motif
that attests to his transcendent good qualities.

VIRTUE AND PHYSICAL TRANSFORMATION

'The Buddha acquired his perfect body as a result of eons of diligent prac-
tice, during which he performed innumerable acts of extraordinary virtue.
In most cases, reward for good actions is inscribed on furure bodies, but
there are also a number of examples of instantaneous physical changes that
result from cither positive or negative deeds. Immediate retribution is most
commonly the result of outrageously evil conduct, such as Devadateas
schemes to kill the Buddha, the ultimate paragon of virtue, His demise is
described in the opening section of the Samudda-vinija-jitaka® After sev-
eral atcempts on the Buddhas life and fomenting a short-lived schism in the
monastic order, Devadatta realized that his evil was so monstrous that he
might be thrown into hell at any moment. He decided to personally apolo-
gize to the Buddha, but before he reached Jetavana his body began to burn.
Painful sores erupred on his skin, and he desperately craved water. As soon
as he stepped out of his chariot and his feet touched the ground, however,
the earth opened and he was swallowed up. As he plunged down to hell, he
called out to the Buddha and extolled his auspicious physical characteris-
tics, buc this self-serving display was too little and too late to save him.*

A man’s outward appearance proclaims his inner state of mind. The
Mudulakkhana-jataka begins with the story of 2 monk who sees 2 beautiful
woman on his alms round and develops lust for her.” No longer satisfied
with celibate monasticism, his physical state degenerates. He had been ro-
bust and healthy, but his body [oses its vitality, and he lets his hair and nails
grow long. His lack of attention to his outward appearance indicates his
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moral degeneration. He neglects to wash his robes, and others notice his
body odor. When the Buddha confronts him, he admits that his problems
are caused by sexual desire. The Buddha responds by telling him a story of
a past life in which the backsliding monk was an outstanding ascetic with
supernatural powers. He could fly through the air, but one day he hap-
pened to caech a glimpse of the body of a beautiful queen whose robe had
been blown apart by wind. Despite decades of diligent medirative practice,
a single glance provoked thoughts of desire, and he lost his ability to fly.
Fortunately, he refused to succumb to lust and retreated to his hut, where
he redoubled his efforts to subdue passion. He considered the true narure
of the queen’s outwardly beautiful body, which contained various disgust-
ing substances like urine, excrement, bile, digestive juices, blood, internal
organs, and so forth and realized that beneath its superficial attractiveness,
the body is foul and unworthy of interest. As a result, he regained his medi-
tative equipoise and supernatural powers. The Buddha concluded that the
queen was the same woman whose body had sparked thoughts of lust in his
present life and warned him that she had been the downfall of his religious
practice other times in the past.

Sometimes negative conduct results in gender change. The Commentary
on the Doctrinal Verses concains a story of a young brahman man named So-
reyya who was riding in a carriage with some friends and happened to pass
2 monastic residence. He caught a glimpse of the greac arhat Mahikaccina
(Skt.: Mahikaryayana), who had performed his morning ablutions and was
in the process of wrapping his robe around his bare torso. Struck by his
beautiful physique and golden skin, Soreyya thought: “T wish that elder
would become my wife! Or may the color of my wife’s body be like the color
of his body!” Soreyya was apparently naturally inclined toward women, and
his thought was brief and inadvertent, but because the object of his musing
was very pure, he was instantly transformed into a woman as karmic retri-
bution. Shocked at the gender change, she bolted from the carriage so that
her friends would not see what had happened. After wandering for awhile,
Soreyya entered the city of Takkasila, where she mert the son of the city’s
treasurer, and they married. For several years she lived the life of an Indian
wife and gave birth to two sons (as a man Soreyya had also fathered two
sons). One day she saw one of her former friends and invited him to her
house. At first he was unable o recognize his companion and was naturally
shocked to see him in female form, and Soreyya told him her story. The
friend advised her to confess her misdeed to Mahikaccina, and she agreed.
The next day she traveled to the elder monk’s residence and told him what
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had transpired. She begged his forgiveness, and as soon as he said “I absolve
you,” she reverted ro male form.™

PHYSICAL ALTERATIONS

"The Birth Stories have a moralistic tone and are obviously intended to warn
the Buddha's followers of the negative consequences of wrongdoing and
the beneficial effects of virtue. ‘They emphasize tangible and physical out-
comes, such as increased wealth and social status, rebirth in heaven, health
and beauty, and so on. Malefactors develop various unpleasant attributes,
often in immediate retribution. In the Cetiya-jdtaka, a king deliberately cells
a fairly crivial lie, but then obstinately persists in it even though it is obvi-
ously false. At the beginning of the story, he has four divine guardians, but
they desert him after he makes his first false statement. When he repears
the lie, his mouth emits a foul smell like rotten eggs, and his body smells
[ike a cesspool. Through previous virtue he had acquired four supernatural
powers, but he loses them all. He stubbornly persists in repeating his lie
even though everyone present knows it to be false, and with each repetition
he sinks deeper into the earth. Finally, due to the combined weight of his
wickedness, he is dragged down to hell.#

With most beings, however, karma is mixed. Virtuous deeds produce
physical effects that testify to the positive aspects of one’s character, while
physical deformities indicate past misdeeds. One interesting account of
mixed karma is found in the Kimchanda-jataka, which tells the story of a
brahman who vowed to maintain a fast but cheated. He also rendered false
judgments in exchange for bribes, but ameliorated his bad conduct by giv-
ing a mango to a virtuous woman who properly maintained the fast. Asa
result he was reborn with a body that was beautiful and healthy for half of
each day, but at nighe it assumed a monstrous shape, and he compulsively
tore at his flesh with his fingernails.®

Indian Buddhist morality tales generally exhibit little ambiguity: most
figures are either straightforwardly good or evil, and the consequences of
their actions serve to illustrate the effects of their moral choices. The most
impressive physical rewards for virtue generally accrue to those who have
positive interactions with advanced beings. In Indian Buddhism there is a
hierarchy of spiritual attainment, and gifts given to superior recipients yield
bereer results chan those given to lesser ones, including the truly needy. If
one gives alms to a beggar, for example, it produces positive results, but if
the recipient is a Buddhist monk, the rewards are far greater. Arhats provide
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an even better return on one’s investment. Solitary realizers (Pali: pacceka-
buddba; Ske.: pratyeka-buddha) rank above them in the merit hierarchy.”
Bodhisattvas and buddhas are the ultimate repositories of virtue; any posi-
tive interaction with them produces the best possible results.

Several stories involving solitary realizers report dramatic and often
immediate rewards for those fortunate enough to encounter them and
give them alms. In addition, those who make great strides in religious en-
deavors may sce the results in immediate physical transformations. In the
Kumbhakdra-jitaka, a king gives alms to a solicary realizer and later sees a
wilted fallen leaf. He experiences profound realization of impermanence
(Pali: anicca; Ske.: anitya) and immediately becomes a solitary realizer
himself. He inforins his advisors of his change in status and that he will
no longer be able to rule the kingdom (because the purity and holiness of
a solitary realizer are fundamentally antithetical to worldly life), buc they
do not believe him because he still looks like a king.® At that moment he
undergoes a profound outer transformation that refleces his changed psy-
chological state. He touches his head and the marks of a householder disap-
pear; they are replaced by those of an ascetic. His royal robes turn into the
garments of Buddhist monks, and his hands magically hold a begging bowl
and the other requisites of his new life. His hair falls out, and his retainers
remark: “Your religious life appears to be very beautiful. Your faculties are
very pure, your complexion very clear” He subsequently leaves his king-
dom and builds a hermitage in the Himalayas. In this and several similar
Birth Stories, characters who experience significant advances in their prac-

tice undergo a fundamental external change, which inspires others who see
them *

VIRTUE AND (GENDER

In Indian Buddhist literature, there is a pervasive link between gender
and morality. A male body is a testament to past practice of virtue, while
a female form is retribution for past misdeeds. The Bireh Stories abound
with accounts of female wickedness and warnings regarding the negative
effects of their wiles on unwary men. Each story begins with an introduc-
tory section that gives a reason why the Buddha raughr ir; accounts of
monks whose religious practice degenerates as a result of women’s sexualicy
outnumber all other reasons for initiating a story. Women are portrayed
as congenirally unfaithful, capricious, and sexually promiscuous. In the
Mabdindradakasapa-jitaka, for example, a beautiful princess named Ruja
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(one of the few examples of female virtue in this collection) dispenses copi-
ous amounts of alms to mendicants and gives sermons extolling righteous-
ness. Her andience wonders how a woman can be a moral exemplar, and
she informs them that seven lifetimes ago she was a man, and together with
a friend seduced married women. As a consequence, she was born in the
Roruva (Skt.: Raurava) hell. After a period of torment, she incarnated as a
castrated goat which was forced to endure heavy labor.

The animal’s pathetic condition reflects Indian societal notions: the seate
of a castrated male is a consequence of extremely negative karma, and such a
being ranks at the very lowest leve] of a given species. In her next [ife she was
a castrated ox, and following that she was born as a hermaphrodite. Her-
maphrodites are also despised figures in Indian literature, along with sexnal
deviants (pandaka), a term that is often translated “eunuch” but which in-
cludes a range of sexual dysfunctions and perversions.”

In successive births Ruja was born as a female forest spirit, still below
the level of humans in the rebirth hierarchy. In her present lifetime, as a
result of the compensatory practice of virtue since her fall from her previ-
ous masculine state, she received a beautiful female human body, and she
resolved to devote herself to cultivation of virtue. She informs her audience
that she will spend six successive lives as a goddess, and if she maintains her
virtuous conduct will then be rewarded with rebirth as a man: “for six more
births I will not be released from my female gender” But there is a light at
the end of the tunnel: she will eventually retuzn to manhood and will have
a glorious body.®

Negative female tendencies are innate and resule from misdeeds in past
lives. Women are portrayed as naturally promiscuous, and the Birth Stories
abound with accounts of female infidelity. It is the duty of Indian males to
safeguard the virtue of women under their control, but this is depicted asa
hopeless task. In a number of places the Birth Stories declare: “It is impos-
sible to guard women.”

In the Asitamanta- jitaka, the Bodhisattva is a brahman who is sent to
study with a famous teacher. The master cares for his aged mother as a son
should, but he has no illusions regarding her moral character. He knows
that like all women she is driven by base instincts and lust and decides to
demonstrate this to his student as a salutary lesson. He instructs the Bodhi-
sattva to massage her hands and feet and tell her chat she is beautiful. She
is described as a blind, decrepit hag, but she still scethes with a woman’s
sexual appetite. She deludes herself that the young brahman desires her and
propositions him, but following his teacher’s instructions, the Bodhisattva
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informs her that he would be punished if they were caught. In response she
proposes that he murder her devoted son, who has selflessly cared for her.
The narrator comments: “So lustful, so vile, so degraded are women that,
giving free rein to lust, an old hag like chis actually thirsted for the blood of
so dutiful a son ... women are depravity incarnate!™*

Women are likened to a roating fire that naturally consumes everything
it touches. They are at the mercy of their unquenchable desires, and men
who succumb to their blandishments suffer as a result. After witnessing this
display of female wickedness, the Bodhisactva resolved to have nothing to
do with women and became a celibate ascetic, and the author indicates that
this is the wisest course of action for men. '

Another account of female wickedness is found in the Bandbanmokkba-

Jjataka, in which the Bodhisattva is an uprighe priest to a king. His employer

faces a rebellion on his borders and sets forth with his army to quell it, but
he is so devoted to his wife that he sends a messenger every league he travels
to check on her well-being (and to ensure that she remains chaste). She
seduces every one of them, and then sets her sights on the Bodhisattva and
propositions him. He refuses her advances, and in pique she scratches her-
self and informs her husband thar his priest atrempted to rape her. The king
is at first enraged, but later learns of her prodigious infidelity and decides
to have her killed. The Bodhisattva dissuades him by convincing him that it
really is not her fault: “The passions of women are insatiable, and she merely
acts in accordance with her innate nacure.””

This is also the counsel of the Anabbirati-jataka, in which the Bodhisattva
is a reacher. One of his students discovers that his wife has been unfaithful
and decides to have nothing further to dowith her. The Bodhisattvainforms
him: “My son, there is no private property in women; they are common to
all” He adds that wise men realize this fact and do not become angry when
their wives cheat on them. They cannot help it; he describes them as public
resources like highways, rivers, courtyards, hostels, and taverns, which ac-
cepe all who come to them.”

Men who try to perform their social duty of protecting women under
their charge face virtually insurmountable odds because women will forni-
cate with any man if they think they can get away with it. In the Andabhita-

Jétaka, a king’s priest tries to keep his wife chaste by taking her from her
parents at birth and commissioning seven rings of guards to constantly
watch her, but still she manages to sneak her lover through them and for-
nicate with him. The king berates his priest for his foolishness in thinking
he could keep her for his own: “You imagined that by taking a girl in the
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hour of her birth and placing a sevenfold guard around her you could be
confident of her {virtue]. You could not be confident of a woman’s [virtue]
even if you kept her inside you and constantly carried her. No woman is
faithful to only one man.™ The king advises him to fully comprehend the
innate wickedness of women. As in the previous account, we are informed
that their perfidy is not really their faule: women are congenitally incapable
of distinguishing truth and falsehood, and so misconduct seems blameless
to them.

The only perspective in these stories is a male one.” In this story the
woman was married to a much older man as an infant, and her suspicious,
controlling husband hired a platoon of guards to watch her constantly.
There is no indication that either has any affection for the other, and it
seems unsurprising from a contemporary perspective that she might feel
trapped and resentful. To the authors of these stories, however, her infidel-
ity is inexcusable, but it is explained sufficiently by reference to the faults
of her gender.

In these stories women are depicred as slaves of their bodies. After a
discourse on the innate faults of females, the Sastubbasta-jitaka states
that there are three things with which a woman can never be satisfied: sex,
adornment, and child bearing. It recounts the story of a woman who was
oversexed and had numerous affairs. She also had intercourse wich her hus-
band but thought that his futile attempts to guard her virtue impeded her
ability to fornicate with other men, and so she decided to kill him in order
to enhance her chances of having more sexual encounters.”

In some Birth Stories, husbands go to extraordinary lengths to preserve
the virtue of their spouses, but their efforcs are always thwarted by the guile
and ereachery that comes naturally to women. The Samugga-jataka describes
a male yaksa (Pali: yakkha, a type of demon) who marries 2 human woman
and tries to keep her chaste by forcing her to remain in his belly at all times.
He foolishly assumes that she will be unable to find a way to cheac on him,
but when his attention is diverted, she manages to sneak a lover inside him
and fornicate.” There is no condemnation of the yaksa for imprisoning his
unwilling wife, nor is there any sense that her actions might be justified. A
hideous demon abducted her and forced her to marry him, and then carried
her around inside his monstrous body because he feared that unless she was
imprisoned she would cheat on him. But when her perfidy is discovered,
the author concludes that the faulr lies encirely wich her and her behavior
is a predictable outcome of female wickedness. There is finally no way for a
man to find happiness with a woman, and the author states: “The man who
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shuns the path of women lives happily and free from sorrows, He finds true
bliss in solitude far away from women and their treachery.™*

The pervasive misogyny of the Birth Stories is out of sync with contem-
porary attitudes, but it reflects the background in which they were written:
they were composed or compiled by monastics and attributed to the Bud-
dha, who founded an order of celibate ascetics whose very survival required
convincing men to forswear their nanral desires and renounce the life of
a houscholder. The frequent references to backsliding monks indicate that
many questioned their decision to join the order, and some renounced their
vows and returned to lay life. This dynamic is clearly at play in these sto-
ries, many of which are apparently attempts to convince wavering monks
that women are innately wicked, that worldly life may seem appealing but
is ultimarely fraught with frustrations and disappointments, and that true
happiness can be found only in a society of male renunciates who pursue
the higher goals of advanced meditative states, perfection of moralicy, and
liberation from cyclic existence.

In the Birth Stories, men’s sins are presented as moral failings of an in-
dividual, whereas women’s misdeeds are outcomes of their nature and re-
flect on their entire gender. They serve as object lessons to men that prove
women’s innate pexfidy. This reflects a common notion in Indian Buddhist
discussions of gender and morality. According to Buddhaghosa, “The mas-
culine sex is superior, the feminine is inferior. Therefore the latter may be
brought about by weak morality” He adds that 2 man who commits many
grave offenses may be changed into a woman in that very life as retribu-
tion. Conversely, a woman who performs good deeds may be rewarded by a
spontaneous sex change: “Thus [the marks of | both sexes change—[those
of males} disappear on account of many offenses, while with many good
actions {a fernale] becornes a male™

Men are naturally more inclined toward religious pursuits, buc cheir re-
solve is tested by the blandishments of women. In many stories these se-
ductresses appear to be motivated by lust, but in others simply respond to
the challenge of tempting reluctant ascetics with their charms. Many travel
great distances and endure physical hardships to seduce men who are com-
mirted to celibacy and the pursuic of liberation. In traditional India, men
were thought to be naturally cool in temperament, while women were
thought to be hot.** Men are born with an innate propensity toward virtue
and religious practice, while women are driven by their desires and fear, and
often act completely irrationally. '

Despite such negative stereotypes, however, there are numerous examples
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of female virtue in Indian Buddhist literature, and the system holds out the
possibility of salvation to anybeing that comprehends the workings ofkarma
and becomes dedicated to religious practice. Women may have congenital
impediments, but they can still engage in acts of generosity and cultivate
moral sentiments, which will result in better rebirths or even nirvina. The
Verses of the Elder Nuns (Therigitha) contains stories of women who joined
the Buddhist order and became arbatis, and some of them are portrayed
as paragons of virtue, And while men are conceived as enjoying a natural
advantage, many male figures in Indian Buddhist literature ucterly fail vo
actualize their potential. Ultimately virtue is universal and nongendered:
the good or evil of actions is confirmed by their consequences and whether
or not they conform with dharma,

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This discussion has mainly focused on associations between virtue and so-
maticity in the Birth Stories and accounts of the Buddha’s life in the Pali Dis-
courses. The former were chosen because they present an influential Indian
Buddhist vision of the training program of an aspirant to ultimate virtue.
'The Bodhisacova’s career is described, and the stories highlight how he en-
countered various difficulties and overcame them. He performed mighty
deeds that both testified to his moral character and dedication to religious
practice and led to better rebirths, enhanced resources, and beautiful bod-
ies. "The Pali Canon describes the Buddha as the “ultimate man,” a paragon
of moral excellence whose past performance of virtue is proclaimed on his
physique. His body is naturally perfect, and he does not need to exercise to
maintain firness. Even after he leaves his palace and becomes a wandering
ascetic, he still retains his enormous strength and sublime beauty.

In these texts, it is assumed that bodies are born, not made. In the con-
temporary West, avery different set of assumptions prevails: people who are
out of shape, whose flabby physiques indicate their disinclination to exer-
cise or eat healthy diets, face a general moral condemnation of their choices.
Advertisements for fitness centers and weight loss programs commonly ap-
peal to guil; those who are overweight and out of shape are often subjected
to condemnation with strongly moralistic overtones, and people who “let
themselves go” are urged to change their habits and make their physiques
conform to society’s norms.

In the society of the Buddha’s time, however, it was assumed that one’s
physiognomy is largely a matter of birth, and there is lictle that can be done
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to improve it in the short term. Well-favored beings like the Buddha out-
shine their contemporaries as a result of their past cultivation of virtue, and
their outstanding karma produces bodies that are stronger, taller, fastes,
more coordinated, and better looking than those of others whose past ac-
tions were not as positive. Their physical example serves to inspire those
who are less favored: a person who is weak, sickly, overweight, or unattract-
ive should conclude that his or her present state is the natural consequence
of negative deeds performed in past lives, but one can always change course
and practice virtue, The Birth Stories and Pali Discourses contain an implicit
message that such behavior will be rewarded and that even minor aces of
generosity to such worthy recipients as Buddhist monks, arhats, solitary
realizers, and bodhisactvas will yield vast amounts of merit and provide de-
sirable things in the future,

Such concerns are commonly dismissed by contemporary commenta-
tors on Buddhist ethics, but they were clearly important to the authors of
the texts examined in this study. They sought to appeal to their audience
in a number of ways: accounts of the Bodhisattva’s prodigious virtue were
inspirational, and his career was presented as a model for emulation. The
ultimate goal of nirvina might seem too distant for most people, and so
such proximate goals as health, wealth, and beaury are promised for those
who practice moral behavior and generosity.

In the Pali #maginaire, the good includes moral behavior, but this is only
one facet of virtue. Qualities like generosity, patience, diligence in religious
practice, compassion, wisdom, and absence of anger, greed, and delusion
are also cultivared by exemplary figures like the Bodhisattva and his elite
followers. Their resolve is tested in various ways, and when they overcome
obstacles their own progress is furthered. Their vircue also has a public di-
mension: it inspires others and is an important aspect of the conversion
activities of the Buddha and his disciples.

A recurrent theme in discussions of Buddhist ethics is the notion that be-
havior patterns tend to perpetuate themselves: actions establish tendencies,
and if one makes negative choices, these often result in downward karmic
trajectories. It is possible, however, to reverse course, and this often begins
when one encounters a positive role model (kalyina-mitra). Such beings
are virtuous and inspire others to emulate their example. Buc how does one
distinguish them from the many false claimants to vircue? One important
factor is their outward appearance: true virtue is depicted by a nonfalsifi-
able set of physical attributes, the most perfect instantiation of which is the
Buddha. Qutstandingly virtuous beings have a particular type of beauty
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that cannot be faked, and those fortunate enough to encounter them and
respond to their physical presence are inspired to virtue and themselves be-
come agents of the good.
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Mahiyana Ethics and American Buddhism:

Subtle Solutions or Creative Perversions?

CHARLES S. PREBISH

INTRODUCTION

ANDRA BELL begins her exciting chapter on “Scandals in Emerging

Western Buddhism” in Westward Dharma: Buddbism Beyond dsia
with a reference to a meeting of twenty-two Western dharma teachers
with the Dalai Lama in Dharamsala in the spring of 1993. They gathered
to discuss the problems involved in the transmission of the Buddhadharma
from East to West and particularly those focusing on the role and ethical
responsibilities of spiritual teachers. The results of that important meeting
were captured in a stirring video called In the Spirit of Free Inquiry: The
Dalai Lama in Conversation with Western Buddhist Teachers, produced by
Meridian Trust and published by Parallax Press. Clearly, the most signifi-
canc portions of that video are those that focus on sexual ethics and sexism,
with penetrating questions and discussion offered by Tenzin Palmo, Sylvia
Wetzel, Martine Batchelor, and other women participants. Bell frames the
discussion by declaring early in the chapter:

In contemporary Britain and North America, Buddhists are
most likely to be well-educated, white, middle-class folk of lib-
eral persmasion who display permissive attitudes toward their
teachers’ eccentric behavior and minor indiscretions. Bur events
have shown that tolerance breaks down when teachers make per-
sistent use of the power they wicld over their followers to obtain
material goods and sexual favors. I will argue thav scandals resule-
ing from this kind of conduct by teachers are most likely to occur
in organizations that are in transition between the pure forms of



