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Religious Desire and Religious Beauty: Gender
Difference and Sensual Beauty as Represented in the
'~ Avaddna Literature

Yu-chen Li

Ph. D. Candidate, Department of East Asian Literature, Cornell University

The Avaddna literature has contributed to the spread of Buddhist
ideas through its concise and dramatic narrative style. The Avaddna
literature made the images of such Buddhist figures as the nun Padma, the
monk Ananda, and Sakyamuni Buddha so popular that they embodied
Buddhist beauty physically and spiritually. Based on the Avaddna
literature, this article is divided into seven sections: (1) Introduction: the
conflict between beauty and desire; (2) how does the Buddhist literature
represent sensual beauty? (3) the beauty of a Buddhist saint: Sakyamuni
Buddha; (4) Buddhist beauty of Ananda and Moon Girl; (5) Women as
embodiments of desire; (6) the female body and female sexual organs; and
(7) conclusion.

The question of whether one can achieve Buddha-hood in the female
body has contributed to debates on the nature of Buddhist soteriology. The
Buddhist textual tradition has created a substitute theory of “transforming
the female body into the male one” focusing on the illusion of gender
difference. However, it is said that pious followers will be reborn with a
non-female body into the Western Paradise of Amitabha Buddha. Unlike
previous research tending to equate body transformation  with
discrimination against women, this article first examines the
conceptualization of sensual beauty between men and women in the
Avaddna literature. Then, this article demonstrates the soteriological theme
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underlying the hermeneutic expression of sensual beauty. Not only the
Buddhist synecdoche consider the sensual beauty of women as inferior to
that of men, but it also promotes this conception of the male body as goal
and reward of religious inspiration. In sum, the Buddhist definition of
sensual beauty represents a system of ontological understanding and
soteriological discipline.

Key Words: Buddhist Hermeneutics, the conception of the body,

sensual beauty, gender and soteriology



