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that careful thinking about religion was worth the trouble.
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Introduction

In the curious space of arguments before the arguments, let me introduce
this book by acknowledging that some readers might at first find it strange:
What could “text as father” mean, and what do fathers have to do with Bud-
dhism in the first place? The suitability of this topic will become clearer in
the course of these chapters, but let me promise here at the outset that sift-
ing through early Mahayana Buddhist stitras leaves little doubt about how
important textually produced paternal figures were for organizing author-
ity and legitimacy, in at least a portion of these texts. What is crucial in orga-
nizing my reading is that I take these Mahayana siitras to be knowingly
fabricated by wily authors intent on creating images of authority that come
to fruition in the reading experience. That is, I do not read the voices of
authority—the Buddha’s and others’—that fill out these texts as reflections
of prior oral articulations or similarly innocent statements about truth and
reality. Instead, I see them as carefully wrought literary constructions that
assume their specific forms precisely because they were designed to inhabit
and function in the literary space where one encounters them. Hence the
title Text as Father was chosen to represent the dialectic in which texts cre-
ated and presented images of “truth-fathers” who, among other things,
speak to the legitimacy of the textual medium that contains them and,
within this circle of self-confirmation, draw the reader into complex realign-
ments with the Buddhist tradition and prior representation of truth and
authority.

To explore the form and content of these textual truth-fathers, and the
narratives that support them, I have selected four interesting and diverse
Mahayana texts: the Lotus Sitra, the Diamond Siatra, the Tathagatagarbha
Sitra, and the Vimalakirtinirdesa (a work that isn’t technically a stitra but
nonetheless comes to refer to itself that way by its final chapters). In close
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2 INTRODUCTION

readings of each of these texts, I show how their narratives first gather up
authority, legitimacy, and sanctity, as they would have been previously con-
stituted in the Buddhist tradition and then relocate those items within their
own textual perimeters. Hence, in all four texts, the narrative offers a new
figure of the Buddha who, once established in the flow of the narrative,
explains to the reader that the sum of tradition is exclusively available in the
reading experience and in the sheer physical presence of the book. In a bril-
liant maneuver that fully exploits the physicality of textuality, the narratives
pretend to represent the living and supposedly oral aspect of the Buddha,
while that “orality” explains that the sheer physicality of the text—on palm
leaves, presumably—represents the presence of the Buddha. Thus, by cre-
ating plots that delicately balance the Buddha’s presence on either side of
the textualized form of the narrative—in its genesis and in its reception—
these siitras were designed to serve as the singular vehicle for Buddhist
authenticity, promising to actualize truth and legitimacy for any reader, in
any time or place.

More exactly, in condensing and displacing the totality of tradition in this
manner, each of these sttras offers a quid pro quo exchange in which it is
said that if the reader accepts the encapsulation of tradition within the text
as a legitimate fait accompli, then the reader can expect to receive from the
text the totality of tradition. Thus the reader’s gift of legitimacy ¢o the text
results in the reader acquiring direct access to just that legitimacy from the
text. Exaggerating only slightly, each text promises that one becomes a legit-
imate Buddhist by reading and believing narratives that explain, first, how
the “real” Buddhist tradition is not in the monasteries, or in the recognized
body of rituals, codes, and practices that shaped Buddhism since its incep-
tion, and, second, that tradition is fully installed in the text that is accom-
plishing this rhetorical overcoming of tradition.

Consequently, salvation in these four texts is no longer defined as the
straightforward Buddhist task of overcoming desire and ignorance by seeing
the true nature of reality. Instead, salvation is predicated on the reader’s
devotion to these new textual narratives that, among other things, com-
pletely redefine tradition. Putting aside the standard assumptions about
Mahayana Buddhism—its supposed emphasis on emptiness and compas-
sion—I think a careful and balanced reading of these texts leaves little
doubt that salvation, more often than not, was defined not as the function
of a view on reality but as a view back on tradition. That is, one’s salvation is
said to be won through a change in allegiances—from traditional Buddhism
to textualized Mahayana Buddhism—and not as the effect of a straight-
forward grappling with existence. In a fully circuitous manner, then, these
texts promise that one becomes a buddha by reading and assenting to par-
ticular theories about how one becomes a buddha.

Of course, this is not to say that these texts represent anything but a slice
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of the truly expansive body of writing and thinking that made up heteroge-
neous Mahayana Buddhism. However, even with this small sampling, I think
we can uncover a number of thematics that invite a very different style of
reflection on the origin and function of Mahayana rhetoric. Similarly, in see-
ing how their composition as literary works makes a number of demands on
their form and content, we gain perspective for rethinking the doctrinal ele-
ments of these texts that, until now, have been read without reference to the
“politics of textuality” that I am trying to resituate in our interpretations. In
short, for some time we have been quite aware of the politics of textuality
during this early phase of Mahayana Buddhism, but we have not used that
problematic as a point of entry for reading these narratives.

On a basic level, then, this book is an effort to understand the antago-
nistic interface between Mahayana textuality and the wider Buddhist tradi-
tion. And, naturally, this book ought to be located within the recent trend
in scholarship that has, in the past two decades, reconsidered the emer-
gence of Mahayana Buddhism and veered away from the sugar-coated text-
book explanations that are still often relied on, even in scholarly discus-
sions. Whereas other researchers have been interested in using epigraphy,
art, architecture, and travel memoirs to rewrite what now appear as unlikely
and untenable histories of early Mahayana Buddhism, I have chosen literary
analysis, with a focus on narrative dynamics and the various strategies em-
ployed for luring the reader away from traditional Buddhist ideas and prac-
tices. And, similarly, whereas other scholars have been interested in writing
social histories, I have opted for something closer to a literary history, which
nonetheless has many implications for writing social or cultural history.

One of the many good reasons for rereading these texts is that heretofore
they have been approached with kid gloves and rather clumsily used as evi-
dence for a cheery account of early Mahayana Buddhism that is not sup-
ported by other kinds of evidence, or even by the texts themselves, once they
are read with the gloves off. In short, it is becoming increasingly clear that
we do not really have a good idea about the nature of early Mahayana Bud-
dhism. Was it, as Gregory Schopen suggests, a peripheral, underprivileged,
renegade movement with tendencies toward resentment and hysteria?! Or
was it something more like a virtual community of readers having limited
contact with one another and little or no institutional presence? Or, again,
was it a diverse grab bag of new styles of thinking and practicing that defies
any singular description? However we end up sketching these scenarios,
there is every reason to start work with a return to these texts to ask more
carefully what they are about and what they might tell us about the concerns

1. Foran introduction to one of the ways that Gregory Schopen has asked us to rethink the
history of the Mahayana, see his “The Mahayana and the Middle Period of Indian Buddhism:
Through a Chinese Looking-Glass,” Eastern Buddhist 2, no. 2 (2000): 1-26.
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of these early writers and, better, what their authors imagined were the con-
cerns of their imagined readers. To that end, I have chosen these four texts,
which, though a sliver of early Mahayana textuality, can be read to show
sides of Mahayana Buddhism that have gone unnoticed. In particular, my
hope is that by concentrating on a few Mahayana works, we will gain a use-
ful platform for addressing the narrative complexity of these texts and their
deep involvement in the project of seductively rewriting authority so that
they can be seen as having the authority to rewrite authority.

A PROBLEM WITH AUTHORITY

A variety of themes will come and go in my close readings, but three are cen-
tral throughout. First, I have organized my analyses around the dialectical
procedures that these texts use for erecting new images of authority, proce-
dures that invariably involve recycling earlier, more established forms of
Buddhist authority. Unavoidably, then, there is throughout these texts a play
of levels: prior forms of authority and value are relied on and built on, even
as they are fully supplanted. Second, I have paid particular attention to the
authors’ calculated production of desire in the reader for these new forms of
authority. Apparently, the various authors of these Mahayana texts recog-
nized that authority is authority only when it is recognized as such, a dynamic
further heightened when authority is constructed in the space between text
and reader, a place where there are no other securing frames, sites of appeal,
or modes of punishment. Keeping in mind the complexity and delicateness
of this kind of textreader relationship sheds light on the seductive tech-
niques that these texts embody as they seek to enlist the reader in just this
project of redefining the text’s singular authority vis-a-vis tradition.

Given the reader’s involvement in this effort to redefine authority, it is
not surprising that these narratives also spend considerable time redefining
the nature of the viewer of that authority. Actually, in one way or another, all
four texts offer a full conversion experience in which the reader formally
“kills” his or her relationship to older forms of Buddhist authority in order
to be initiated into this new textual form of Buddhism. Thus these texts
reveal a tight interweaving of authority and desire such that they only effect
the transfiguration of authority by exciting in the reader the possibility of
gaining direct access to Buddhist truth and value through previously
unknown and unsanctioned conduits of power, conduits that the texts cre-
ate, monopolize, and purvey.

With these basic polemical and contractual issues at least partially in view,
the third theme—the role of fathers in the rhetoric of these Mahayana
sttras—makes more sense. Though it would not be sensible to argue that
the paternal trope was the dominant idiom in early Mahayana literature, it is
still undeniable that the cycle of initiating Buddhists into “textual Bud-
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dhism” was at times, and in important works, constructed as a process for
recovering a lost truth-father. By casting the conversion sequence as the
rightful reconstitution of a religious father-son connection, the texts won for
themselves a host of interesting logics that increase the aura of legitimacy
around the claims to authority, even as they increase the reader’s desire for
the narrative. Thus the paternal motif is not simply a kind of lazy metaphor
set in place to facilitate a shift in authority. Instead, it appears as part of an
aggressive rhetoric intent on explaining to the reader how and why he or she
is already rightfully “owned” by the father-in-the-text. Though this kind of
rhetoric seems rather pushy, it is also clear that such claims to “own the
reader” were expected to be attractive precisely for their ability to explain the
reader’s origin and destiny and to position the reader to be ready to receive
legitimacy in surprisingly direct exchanges with the narrative itself.

In fact, these authors seemed to have recognized a range of advantages
in designing their narrative seductions around the father-son trope. For
example, it maps well on to the basic divide between text and reader: the
text, in the role of the progenitor, claims to have the timeless overview onto
the origins of truth, value, and being; the reader, on the other hand, is cast
as the son unaware of his origin and his “preestablished” relationship to
these larger realities, even as he is positioned as one desperately in need of
rejoining his legitimate “ground of being.” Too, with the text as father, the
reader is offered an already purified, fixed, yet disembodied voice of legiti-
macy that hangs forever in the suspended time of the narrative but nonethe-
less arrogates the right to promise purity, identity, and inclusion to the
reader, and does so all the more convincingly because its own relationship
to the Real of history and productivity is altogether purified, rewritten, and
contained within itself.

In considering this parallel between fathers and sons, and texts and
readers, we ought to recognize that all claims to paternity involve a claim
to both know and own an abiding reality behind the given. That is, in patri-
archal situations when a man claims a child as his own and gives it his sur-
name, he has to discount the obvious origins of the child in the mother
and then deny the activity of any other productive force. Thus in claiming
a kind of sameness with the child, the father is asserting confidence in an
enduring continuity undergirding the sequence, a continuity that though
claimed in narrative form—I conceived this child some time ago—also
promises a kind of extranarrative reality: this child’s real being is related to
my being, and that shared sameness goes beyond the narrative that
explains why this should be so.

This issue regarding the way paternal rhetoric turns into paternal “being”
foreshadows another important theme in this book. In brief, I regularly
point out how rhetoric tries to actualize itself by getting the readers of these
new forms of Buddhist sonship to shift their gaze from the text, and the read-
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ing moment, into the misty past where these magical paternal elements sup-
posedly are lodged. Captivated by the possibility of regaining that lost link to
total truth, the reader neglects the oddness of the entire literary structure
that produced the gaze, the claim of paternity, and the textual structures that
will harvest just this longing for a familial connection to the Buddha. In
effect, then, Mahayana authors, who were writing at least three hundred or
four hundred years after the death of the historical Buddha, devised con-
vincing rhetorics for making their new rhetorics look infinitely old, even as
they offered readers the chance to regain “what was always theirs.”

Part of making the new look old is the immaculate production of the tex-
tual father in the narrative. To focus on this issue, we first have to remember
thatin these skirmishes over the site and “voice” of real paternity, legitimate
Buddhist identity is supposedly won or lost through correctly identifying
with new versions of the “oldest,” and therefore most reliable, father of tra-
dition. For the reader, these identifications are fully won not just by accept-
ing the new version of the truth-father but also by performing the complex
gesture of embracing and ignoring the narrative in which he appears. Thus
the narrative only succeeds when the reader is led to install a “speaking
truth-father” within the literary framing of the text, even as the reader ig-
nores how the narrative constructed and purveyed the image of such a “live”
truth-father who then, ironically, commands the reader to cherish this very
textualized narrative as the solution to all Buddhist problems of legitimacy.
Naturally, for this circle of reciprocity between text and textual father to
work, paternity, as an inescapably narrative claim, only functions when the
Real of the paternal narrative—that past mystical event that explains iden-
tity and legitimacy in the present—appears to exist independently of the
narrative. These paternal narratives work, then, only when their literary
nature disappears into the Real (father) they have constructed, so that this
constructed Real (father) can be the basis of their own literary construction
and the basis of a textually based form of legitimacy.

Put in semiotic terms, the signified father must at all expenses appear to
escape his origins in the matrix of signifiers in order that he may go about
his business of installing signifiers and signifieds and explaining the legit-
imizing effects that those signifiers have on those who consume them. Thus
paternity, though produced in the text, is designed to appear to lie on either
side of the text—in the (pretextual) speaking truth-father and his intended
filial reader. If the narrative succeeds in convincing the reader that both it
(the narrative) and the son came from the father-beyond-the-narrative,
then the narrative will be on firm ground for mediating this gap between
that father and the reading-son by offering the following bargain: admit
unreservedly that the “voice” of this narrative explaining paternity and
these new forms of authority and identity came from said father, and you
will have committed the single most important Buddhist act, an act that will
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result in you regaining a legitimate relationship with said father and full
legitimacy as a Buddhist. Thus lurking here is a form of that fundamental
configuration found throughout the world’s religions: admit that the theory
of immaculate identity is itself immaculately conceived, that is, not a theory,
not language about language, and so on, but simply the truth, and you will
have your own form of immaculate identity.

Clearly, when we read these texts as literary creations intensely preoccu-
pied with their legitimacy and their reception, these bargains, and the
framings that support them, suddenly seem more sensible and we cannot
but reflect more carefully on the play of form and content. Moreover, we
gain a rich sense for how supposedly fixed and independent items such as
identity, tradition, and truth-patriarchy are created along the organized
tracks of narrative development that exist in that fecund space between the
production and the reception of language.

COMPLICATIONS

Though setting out to reconsider the gentle, sexless, and even democratic
images of Mahayana Buddhism that we produced and heartily consumed in
the twentieth century probably sounds interesting enough, I need to admit
that this book is, in places, challenging to read. This is, I would like to believe,
a result of the subject matter at hand. It is never easy or straightforward to
make sense of the way patriarchal systems assert ineffable connections
between things that are otherwise perceived as separate and distinct. What,
after all, holds father and son together, whether in the reproductive family or
in the more rarified zone of Buddhist community? If it is some sameness that
is posited between them, how is this sameness known? And, equally impor-
tant, how is the chaos of time, women, and Otherness suppressed and
removed in this claim to paternal sameness and continuity? Then it turns out
that defending this sameness-over-time has the additional task of needing to
appear natural and unconstructed, that is, simply true and uncontrived, for
it to be convincing. Thus, in fact, part of the constructedness of patriarchal
sameness-over-time has to hide the constructedness.

Even for those with a background in thinking about related matters,
working through the rhetorical architecture that presents these wished-for
connections between father and son, as well as the logics that support and
naturalize them, can make for demanding reading. Also, for better or
worse, to deal with the complexities of patriarchal logic, I have relied on
some less than wonderful neologisms, often hooked together with hyphens.
Some readers may find terms such as “truth-father” and “sameness-over-
time” unnerving at first, but I decided that the ideas behind these neolo-
gisms were significant enough to warrant their own titles. As always, the
proof will be in the proverbial pudding.
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Given the density of interpretations offered here, one might also ask, why
must the discussion of Buddhism, or religion in general, be so complicated?
Or again, why must we deal with the issues surrounding fathers and sons,
immaculate conception through narrative, and the ever present problem of
desire-in-literature? This reaction, provided it is not just resistance to criti-
cal inquiry, seems useful since it opens up the possibility of placing Buddhist
literature on a timeline, situating it within a history of various forms of sym-
bolic communication.? For instance, when Mahayana stitra writers began,
roughly a century or so before the common era, writing multilayered nar-
ratives about truth and paternity, Buddhist thought moved into new zones
of creativity, full of intriguing notions of intersubjectivity and seduction.
When read in this more literary manner, it is hard to avoid the conclusion
that the authors of these texts were supposing to know enough about you,
the reader, to design a reading experience that would shift your whole
notion of truth and identity. In short, these narratives are revolutionary not
just for their shift in medium from orality to literature, but also for their
attempt to completely reconstruct significant aspects of identity and author-
ity in the Buddhist tradition. And, in fact, there are good reasons for think-
ing these two aspects are linked in significant ways: a new medium for iden-
tity and authority both required and encouraged new forms of identity and
authority. Clearly, narratives of this caliber complicate religion and, conse-
quently, explanations of religion.

With regard to complexity in analysis, it seems equally fair to ask, why
bring to the reading of Buddhist literature perspectives that owe much to
Mikhail Bakhtin, Roland Barthes, Wayne Booth, Peter Brooks, Mary Douglas,
Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, Slajov Zizek, and others? To address this
question, we first ought to let go of the illusion that we have a choice between
theory and no-theory. Most readers probably would agree that any attempt to
construct meaning in a text unavoidably requires a particular hermeneutical
position. As other scholars have noted, the traditional twentieth-century
reading of Buddhist literature in a supposedly nontheoretical mode is a com-
plicated hermeneutical venture prejudiced toward a rather circumscribed set
of interpretive positions. Thus I am in the group of interpreters who believe
that there is no such thing as an “open reading,” since every extraction of
meaning requires that two-step maneuver in which a particular interpreta-

2. This kind of questioning is essentially parallel to Georg Lukacs’s interest in the emer-
gence of the historical novel; see his The Historical Novel (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1962). I am not interested in pushing the Marxist agenda that Lukdcs had in front of him, but
his work is relevant to my inquiry and stimulating in its own right. In particular, one can see in
Lukacs the idea of “imagined community” (see pp. 24 ff.), if not the phrase, that would be such
a useful concept, especially once Benedict Anderson gave it fuller attention; see Anderson’s
Imagined Communities, rev. ed. (London: Verso, 1991). Apparently Anderson was unaware of
Lukacs’s views for he does not mention Lukacs despite the obvious affinity in their perspectives.
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tion is pulled from the matrix of all other possible readings and then set
within the lexicon of the reader’s own meaning system. Given these suppo-
sitions, what I have attempted to do in this book is restart the hermeneutical
circle with the emphasis on underappreciated aspects of these siitras, such as
their authority structures, their modes of seducing the reader, and their anx-
ious polemical stance vis-a-vis earlier forms of Buddhism. The result, I hope,
is that these previously overlooked elements gain a place in the discussion
and that recognition of these elements provides new layers of evidence for
thinking about the nature of early Mahayana Buddhism and its place in the
evolution of the Buddhist tradition.

READING TEXTS AS TEXTS

A key element in restarting the hermeneutical circle is to read these texts for
their plots.> Buddhist studies, though rather developed philologically, has
been less willing to engage Buddhist literature as literature. In fact, there are
very few studies of Buddhist narratives, and even fewer studies that seek to
understand the evolution of narrative devices through different phases of
Buddhist history. Apparently, there is a stable resistance to thinking about
these texts as literary constructions, designed for readers who are to move
through the narrative and absorb information on several layers of symbolic
communication. This lack of enthusiasm for reading narratives as narratives
is even more limiting when it becomes clear that many Mahayana siitras are
quite aware of themselves as plots lodged in physical texts and thus seem to
be functioning at a fairly sophisticated level of symbolic exchange. Conse-
quently, I would argue that reading these texts without considering how the
plots work rather skews how we appreciate their content and intent.

To briefly outline what is implied by shifting to this reading strategy, it is
useful to imagine a triangle of engagement wherein each of these texts
explicitly displays three figures for the reader: (1) an image of the siitra
itself, objectified as a sublime Thing that is exchanged by figures in the nar-
rative as the singular means to produce and reproduce supposedly perfect
and final versions of tradition; (2) new forms of Buddhist patriarchy that
stand behind the text to validate it, even as the text takes those patriarchal
essences into itself and makes them available to those readers who would
correctly read and worship the text; and (g) the hoped-for adoring reader
who is to receive this text, and its supporting patriarchy, as the center of a
newly reconstructed Buddhism that claims to both supersede and predate
any other previously known form of Buddhism. It is these three elements

3. I have taken this phrase, “reading for the plot,” from the title of Peter Brooks’s impres-
sive and engaging book, Reading for the Plot (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,

1984).
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that, besides holding down the corners of the text’s “public appearance,”
regularly receive the lion’s share of the texts’ interest.

Moreover, the other content in the texts, while not necessarily directly
related to these three corners, can often be shown to be shaped by the con-
cerns of these three entities and the roles they are expected to play. Thus,
as I argue below, supposedly abstract philosophic or metaphysical argu-
ments about Buddhist issues are often better read as efforts to establish and
fortify this triangle instead of simply being about their purported topics.
That is, given the structural insecurities of these narratives-in-print, we have
to be ready to treat various polemical projects in the narratives as set pieces,
or performances, whose inclusion in the narrative is a function of the nar-
rative’s structural concerns and not representative of a straightforward
desire to communicate views on Buddhist truth. This kind of reading, of
course, is simply one that remains sensitive to the dialectics between form
and content, dialectics that are particularly tight in the case of texts that
seek to eviscerate tradition as it had been known and claim, in its stead, to
represent total truth and the paternal legitimacy to claim that truth.

To clarify what is at stake here, I should add that instead of reading for
the plot, which can only be understood in a mobile, cumulative, fabricated,
and seductive manner, earlier styles of interpretation were more interested
in processes of extraction that treated literature as a static entity from which
one could, supposedly, recover selfsufficient doctrinal elements. In this
manner of reading, interest is focused on particularly interesting passages,
statements, or even terms, without giving attention to the supporting and
structuring narratives to which they belong. Thus, for instance, one can find
the standard claim that the layman Vimalakirti in the Vimalakirtinirdesa is a
radical antinomian figure, even though it is clear that when we give due con-
sideration to the bulwarks of authority and continuity that frame his place
in the text, his role appears much more conservative and undeniably
involved in the restructuring of authority and legitimacy. In fact, by the end
of the text, Vimalakirti as a dangerous and daunting character disappears
from the narrative action, and the narrator spends the last three chapters
encapsulating Vimalakirti’s performances within the boundaries of the text
itself, thereby domesticating his destabilizing comments and preparing the
discourse, itself, to be worshiped as the center of a new version of tradition.
As a passage near the end of the narrative explains:*

4. Burton Watson, trans., The Vimalakirti Sitra (New York: Columbia University Press,
1997), p- 135, with important revisions; T.14.555c.22. (“I” in this citation, and all those fol-
lowing, stands for Taisho shinshii daizokyo, which is the modern Japanese edition of the Chinese
Buddhist canon that is most regularly cited for scholarly purposes. I cite it by volume number,
page number, folio, and line, when this is appropriate. Thus T.54.928a.5 refers to Taisho, vol.
54, p- 328, folio “a”—the first of three folios—and the fifth line from the right.)
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One who has received, in hand, this siitra (jingdian) has thereby acquired the
storehouse of the jewels of the Law (fabao zhi cang). If one reads and recites it,
understands and expounds it, and practices it in accordance with what is
explained [in the text], then the buddhas will remember and protect that per-
son. And, those who give alms to such a person should know that they are giv-
ing alms to the Buddha. If there are those who copy and preserve these siitra
scrolls (jingzhuan), let it be known that it is as though the Tathagata is in their
rooms. And, whoever hears this stitra (jing) and is able to follow it happily (neng
suixi), then this person will obtain all wisdoms. If one is able to believe and
understand this siitra, even as little as one quatrain, and explain it to others,
then this person will surely receive the prediction of highest enlightenment.

Once the text is considered in light of these important framing devices that
dictate how the narrative seeks to position itself vis-a-vis the Buddha and tra-
dition, the content of Vimalakirti’s radicalism at the “core” of the text appears
to be part of a rather sophisticated literary putsch that hollows out tradition,
even as accepting the narrative of tradition’s “failure” turns into the basis for
building faith and devotion in a new form of tradition. Thus what was previ-
ously assumed to be the “message” of the text—those central chapters that
wickedly belittle and embarrass famous traditional figures—now seems part
of a much more sophisticated literary effort intent on insinuating itself at the
apex of the Buddhist symbolic system with the right to control direct access to
the Buddha and authenticity, as the above passage suggests. This sequence of
performed-antinomianism-for-new-order is all the clearer when the narrator
then has the Buddha transmit the Vimalakirti, as text, to the future Buddha
Maitreya, repeating tradition’s oldest recipe for legitimacy and continuity.

What is really radical here, then, is that the narrative includes a narrative
about itself and its relationship to the reader in which, having first encap-
sulated tradition within its borders, the narrative offers itself to the reader,
thereby putting the totality of “legitimate” tradition in the reader’s hands
and inviting him or her to assume kinship with Maitreya, who, according to
the narrative, received no more and no less than just this text. Clearly, once
we resituate the figure of Vimalakirti in his multilayered narrative that both
reconstitutes Buddhist patriarchy and delivers it immaculately to the reader,
Vimalakirti’s antinomian rhetoric appears designed to serve constructive
and, in many ways, conservative agendas that are the opposite of what is usu-
ally said of him. In fact, just like the old joke that communism is the fastest
way to move from capitalism to capitalism, antinomianism and negativity
seem to be the surest way to move from order to order, as Arnold van
Gennep pointed out nearly a century ago.

This approach leads into the rich vein of figuring out how Mahayana
Buddhist narratives work around ritual-like reading sequences that regularly
begin with a traditional item or practice, vacate it, and then reconstitute it in
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a hyper or aggrandized form that subsumes the prior form in a Hegelian
kind of dialectic. Hence it would seem that the narrative in the Vimalakirti is
an example of a Mahayana text creating a new version of tradition by seduc-
ing the reader with the idea that real tradition is won by accepting that [old]
tradition did not exactly have tradition. Consequently, in this text, and oth-
ers like it, there is the repeated attempt to rewrite, or perhaps we should say
replumb, prior narratives of authority to show that tradition is somewhere
else, located in previously unheard of origins, and now available in hitherto
unknown outlets—the text that holds that very narrative.

While pointing to this kind antagonism of Mahayana writers to earlier
forms of tradition may sound familiar, I should emphasize that my reading
is more directed toward the paradox that these texts often evince: the
Mahayana versions of truth and tradition can often appear nearly vapid of
free-standing content and instead manifest their claim to own truth and tra-
dition simply by forcefully arguing that truth and tradition are not in the
early forms of Buddhism. That is, Mahayana content is often produced via
negation and overcoming, acts that are expected to be enthralling and sat-
isfying enough for the reader and manageable enough to be folded back
into the text’s stabilizing structures of authority and continuity. In fact, as we
will see, the right-to-negate is taken to be the very heart of authoritative dis-
course, and thus voiding prior forms of authority is doubly the basis for
founding new authority since old authority now no longer holds sway and
the “voice” that declared the prior forms lacking has, de facto, declared its
own authority to define authority, which is arguably the essence of authority.

In sum, to make sense of these various efforts to rewrite legitimacy and
tradition, it is absolutely necessary to read the segments of these narratives
in the context of their whole narrative matrixes. Moreover, it is essential to
respect the framing of the outcome, a framing that will inevitably be con-
servative and intent on establishing new structures of closure and hierarchy.
Hence thematics such as “staged negativity” or “performed demolition of
prior forms of authority and tradition” become crucial pieces of the puzzle
for figuring out how these texts work as reading experiences. That is to say,
the humiliation and overcoming of traditional forms of tradition served as
both the doorway and the living room for inhabiting the house of early
Mahayana Buddhism. Of course, once read in this manner, we will be on
solid ground as we turn, in the sequel to this book, to consider how Chan lit-
erature works.

LIMITS

Though I am convinced that the approach outlined above is useful for inter-
preting these texts, I have to admit that I am far from having exhausted
interpretive strategies for the dialectic processes in the narratives. Likewise,
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I expect that the next several decades will show even more shifts in our ideas
about early Mahayana Buddhism, shifts that likely will require repositioning
my analyses of these rhetorical strategies to accord with new findings. This
is unavoidable, of course, but I would like to point out, too, that even in the
present, several basic questions remain at large in my theorizing about the
symbolic effects that these narratives generate as they move readers through
sequences of destruction and reconstruction. For instance, in terms of his-
tory, is this dialectical reframing of the tradition simply the effect of shifting
rhetoric from orally transmitted forms to newly discovered literary spaces,
or might there be other forces at work here? That is, might these polemics
aimed at overcoming tradition be evidence of basic dynamics that appear in
the historical evolution of any tradition as it moves forward in time to re-cre-
ate and reconsolidate itself? Similarly, might these dialectical patterns have
evolved partially under the influence of other patterns in the wider Indian
context, in particular sacrifice and cosmogony, both of which seem to be
arranged in parallel formats?

And, on a phenomenological level, what are we to make of narratives that
have punch lines and endgames and yet ask to be repeated over and over,
even as the reader surely knows the outcome? Certainly children consume
narratives in this manner—demanding that all the details of the story be
played out exactly over and over, even when the ending is well known—but
might this command to repetition be indicative of something else? In par-
ticular, since all the texts considered here work at generating an identity in
the reader that is built on the ruins of a prior identity, might we not postu-
late a boundless desire to repeat a story that regenerates identity and
authority for itself and for the reader? And, finally, even without imposing a
sacrificial structure on the reading experience, isn’t the command to repeat
these narratives attractive because these narratives relate, and effect, the
emergence of a full symbolic world, with a place of glory reserved for the
reader who participates unreservedly in the process? To read and reread
these texts, then, is to re-create oneself and the world over and over. What
could be more intoxicating?

Answers to these questions will not come easily, and I do not want to give
the reader the impression that I have firm and fixed solutions to these
conundrums. On the other hand, I feel confident that for each of these
texts I offer analyses that trace out several layers of meaning and intent,
which, if far from being the final word on certain issues, will encourage a
wider and more thoughtful range of readings in the future.

ORAL TEXTUALITY/TEXTUAL ORALITY

Among the tenuous aspects of this argument there is one more point to
mention—a not so quiet elephant in the corner that will no doubt elicit
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some controversy. Obviously, I have chosen to assume that these texts were
written as texts. I made this assumption based on several types of evidence
that likely will hold up, but the problem has several angles that are not easy
to resolve. Let me first sketch the types of evidence that influenced my deci-
sion, points that are developed in the chapters that follow, and then offer
some initial reflections on how, even if we assume that literary formats gov-
ern the composition of these works, there still likely was a porous border
between literary and oral forms as these narratives developed in time.

I count seven types of evidence of literary composition. First, the narra-
tives at times speak of themselves as texts that could and should be copied
and transmitted to others. The word book is often used, the act of writing is
regularly mentioned, reading is often discussed, and so on; consequently,
there is no doubt that a range of Mahayana siitras were composed not only
in an awareness of writing, but also chose to rely on the new medium for a
variety of narrative agendas. Of course, one could argue that these passages
were added later, after a narrative shifted from an oral format to a literary
one, that is, that these specific lines and the entire cult of the text that
figures so prominently in many Mahayana works were an afterthought unre-
lated to the composition of the rest of the narrative.

However, besides being unprovable at this point, this post facto explana-
tion of the overt presence of discourse on textuality in Mahayana sitras
seems to run up against the second form of evidence: in many cases the
Mahayana stitras represent a very different style of presenting the voice of
the Buddha, a style that seems quite at odds with early non-Mahayanic mod-
els and suggests that the shift from orality to textuality was not simply
effected by writing down oral discourse and then lightly embellishing it by
tacking on simple statements about the value of rewriting the literary ver-
sion of the previously oral teaching or worshiping it as a sublime Thing.
Thus explaining away the explicit references to textual forms of the narra-
tives in the narratives will not be very convincing, because Mahayana siitras
often work on a level of narrative sophistication that is largely absent in non-
Mahayanic writing. Hence if we do not posit something monumental—such
as the shift from oral tradition to literary composition—we will still have the
looming problem of why Mahayana narratives often seem so different.

Moreover, these shifts in narrative scale and technical ability also include
the third type of evidence: self-reflexive narratives, in which the narrative is
often about itself. Non-Mahayanic texts rarely take themselves as objects of
discourse; they simply are the word of the Buddha gathered up into a par-
ticular teaching with a title attached. Mahayana siitras, on the other hand,
often present the Buddha speaking and discussing the text itself in ways to
promote and legitimize it. The shift is telling insofar as the Mahayana siitras
are self-aware in ways that earlier Buddhist discourse is not, a fact that could
be opened up to argue that a narrative’s ability to objectify itself in this man-
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ner is also likely the effect of literature since the flow of language now is fully
visible as object beyond its simple virtual presence in oral recitation. In
short, once language was visible in orthography and book form, it was a
whole lot easier to write narratives in which the narrative, as object, figures
in that flow of narrative events.

The presence of explicit themes of self-reflexivity leads to the fourth type
of evidence: many of the Mahayana suitras evince a deep-seated insecurity
that is absent in pre-Mahayanic works. Thus one regularly finds a variety of
passages dedicated to threatening what happens to those who do not accept
the text, just as the texts regularly spend large portions of their dialogues
advertising the merit and value to be won from simply accepting the text as
valid. In effect, Mahayana siitras regularly seem insecure about their rights
to be “speaking” in the first place and consequently build for themselves
complex economies of threats and promises in which Buddhist practice and
authenticity is condensed around the recipient’s relationship to the dis-
course. This kind of pressure to engage the discourse as the litmus test for
being authentically Buddhist is largely, if not wholly, absent in what we
understand to be the early forms of representing the Buddha’s teaching and
marks an implicit awareness that these forms of discourse were fabricated
under the expectation of no small amount of resistance from other wings of
the Buddhist community. In sum, Mahayana siitras seem acutely aware of
their place in that triangle I sketched above wherein tradition, the text, and
the reader are clearly held in view with specific mechanisms employed for
getting the reader to see the text and tradition in particular ways that over-
haul the former structures of Buddhist authority. These complex forms of
reader seduction and narrative selfjustification are strong points of evi-
dence for a budding literary culture that was quite aware of the liberties it
was taking and sought to hide its ingenuity and fabrication in order to find
a defendable place on the field of Buddhist discourse.

For the fifth type of narrative evidence for assuming literary composition,
one could point to the way that many Mahayana siitras deal in omniscient
narrators that are fundamentally impossible. In many sttras, the story is told
from a point of view that no one in the story could occupy and in fact
bounces between geographic and temporal time zones that no one person
could be privy to. Similarly, there is no attempt to explain how actual action
and discourse were observed and then compiled into one narrative
sequence. Consequently, one has the distinct impression that the narrative
sequence has broken free of a simpler form of narration and now is the
product of literary genius that chose to re-create the world as need be.
Though it might be objected that this level of imagination is compatible
with oral narratives, I would respond that the scope of poetic license is sim-
ply much expanded in many Mahayana works, even to the extent that it
exceeds the viewpoint of the buddhas. In other words, these texts seem to
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have arrogated the right to make and remake the world as they saw fit and
on a scale that surpasses the scope of prior forms of narrating. How and why
this massive shift in scope occurred is a recurring issue in this book.

The sixth form of narrative evidence is only convincing in the context of
the close readings that I provide below, but I mention it here to foreshadow
those arguments. A portion of Mahayana stitras seem dedicated to under-
mining and overturning the basic building blocks of the Buddhist tradition.
Hence, whereas early Buddhist rhetoric struggles to validate itself in the face
of Brahmanic criticism, Mahayana rhetoric regularly takes as its primary tar-
get traditional Buddhism. Thus, at times, the clergy, the traditional teach-
ings, the familiar ritual forms, the monasteries, and even the buddhas, are
brought in for a kind of negation that is thoroughgoing in a manner again
at odds with earlier forms of Buddhist discourse. In particular, Buddhism as
a tradition seems objectified and externalized as a reality that can be over-
come and mastered from some higher vantage point. This gesture of over-
coming tradition is regularly linked in the narratives to finding closure
around the text itself, and thus there are reasons for imagining that this ges-
ture of radically overcoming tradition was only possible through the advent
of a new medium that (1) likely escaped established and ingrained oral
models of managing discourse and authority and (2) could ground its “rev-
olution” in its own physical textuality that could serve as a bodylike presence
for the fabricated voice of the Buddha. Thus it is that so many Mahayana
texts eviscerate the form and content of prior forms of tradition and then
offer themselves, as texts, as the summation of the form and content of
tradition.

This point about the narrative essentially killing tradition only then to
supersede it and re-create it within its own borders seems to go hand in hand
with a very different treatment of time in many Mahayana works—which I
take to be the seventh form of evidence. Whereas pre-Mahdyana works are
often set in the simple past tense of what the Buddha might have said on
some occasion, or in a previous lifetime, Mahayana siitras seem to be nar-
rated from positions that are temporally much more flexible and that often
organize action to promote the possibility of giving the reader direct encoun-
ters with the buddha/s. I count this as a form of evidence in favor of literary
composition because the texts seem composed fairly far from the earlier oral
versions of Buddhist teachings, under very different circumstances, when all
sorts of techniques might be employed for drawing the reader into imagin-
ing intense engagements with the buddha/s, promises that in early non-
Mahayanic forms of discourse would be out of place if not scandalous. That
is, insofar as the argument for the oral origins of Mahayana texts is often cast
as the hope that the textual versions of Mahayana siitras might have long
chains of oral history behind them, the rather prominent feature of over-
coming time to get back to the buddha/s suggests that they were composed
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in zones of Buddhist history fairly far from the living memory of the Buddha
when alienation seems to have been assumed. Thus the ingenuity of Maha-
yana narratives suggests an urgency and audacity that speaks not to the recy-
cling of long trains of received orality, steady in their confidence that these
traces trail back to the origin of tradition, but to stunningly inventive and
insistent techniques for suddenly getting to the heart of tradition. Arguably,
then, just this tenor of “the new solution” jibes much better with the advent
of a literary overhaul of tradition and much less with the slow percolation of
oral narratives. Or put differently, many Mahayana stitras seem to delight in
having found strikingly new ways to be Buddhist, and the promotion of these
forms seems much more a part of developing new religious techniques
related to textuality than the simple evolution in oral narration.

Taken together, these seven points of evidence ought to be convincing for
assuming that many Mahayana siitras were first produced as literary compo-
sitions. However, this hardly closes the discussion, and I need to mention at
this early point in the book a set of complicated interactions that might have
occurred between oral and literary forms of Mahayana discourse, exchanges
that I am not able to demonstrate but still ought to be put squarely before
the reader. First, as Jan Nattier has recently argued in the case of the early
Mahayana text Ugrapariprccha, there may be good reasons to speak of the
“stitrafication” of discourse in which a narrative or discussion at first appears
simply as the words of a particular Buddhist teacher and then is gradually
morphed into the voice of the Buddha, thereby gaining value and sanctity.?
This model seems plausible enough for some of the simpler Mahayana
sttras, but it is for the most part impossible to document. Moreover, it is
quite clear that the narratives of some Mahayana works are too taken with
proving their legitimacy to fit this model, which essentially only imagines
that the names of speakers were changed here and there.® As Nattier admits,
this model likely will not work for most other Mahayana texts.”

Nonetheless, it seems to me altogether possible that even once Mahayana
authors started to write selfjustifying narratives posing as the original word
of the Buddha, there could have been a steady cycle of exchange between
written and oral forms of Mahayana discourse. Thus, once the Perfection of
Wisdom in 8,000 Lines was written, it could have been partially memorized in
a condensed form that circulated free of the text—this is actually recom-
mended by the text itself—and which then was later written down and re-

5. See her A Few Good Men: The Bodhisattva Path According to “The Inquiry of Ugra (Ugra-
pariprecha)” (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2003), p. 11 ff.

6. Nattier’s argument that this model might fit the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Linesis much
less convincing, and one can go through her series of points to argue that what she takes as evi-
dence for siitrafication could be better taken as evidence for imagining basic authorial invention.

7. Nattier, A Few Good Men, p. 13 n. 4.
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edited, say, in the condensed form of the Diamond Sitra, which shares so
many passages and forms with the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines.

This pulsing back and forth between mediums, while interesting and
likely representative of some of these developments, need not upset my
basic assumption of literary construction: it doesn’t really matter where an
author got grist for his text—an oral recitation of a literary work or a read-
ing of a stitra he might have seen while visiting a friend in a neighboring vil-
lage. What matters the most for my readings is just that act of fictitiously gen-
erating the voice of the Buddha to reconstruct authority and to draw the
reader-listener into a completely innovative account of Buddhist truth and
legitimacy. Just that audacious fictionalizing of tradition, with the accompa-
nying literary maneuvers to cloak that act, are paramount for my reading,
since that fictionalizing seems to grow out of a literary culture and repre-
sents an altogether different appreciation for language, communication,
and the play of authority and legitimacy.

And, of course, addressing this role of knowingly reconstructing the
Buddhist tradition is precisely what the field of Buddhist studies has been
reluctant to address. In the end, Nattier’s model of the sutrafication of
Buddhist discourse, just like the hope that there is some kind of honest oral-
ity or living community supporting the Mahayana texts, avoids and post-
pones the discussion of what it means when authors actually set out to
seduce their audiences with new versions of tradition. In short, while there
is a very rich discussion to have here, part of that discussion has to face the
difficult topics of willful misrepresentation and irony—topics I will return to
in the later chapters of this book.

AGGRESSION AND ACADEMIA

Despite the rewards of reading Buddhist texts as literature, reading against
the grain has a certain aggressiveness built into it that warrants mention. In
the acknowledgments in Mothers and Sons in Chinese Buddhism, 1 briefly men-
tion the aggressiveness of the historian who moves from era to era, bound-
ing over the heads of the historical actors as he or she crafts a narrative
explanation of their lived events, a narrative that would have remained un-
available to the participants confined to only one sector of time. Ironically,
then, history in this macro sense is invisible to those who lived it. The aggres-
sion of the close reader is in a sense parallel to the historian’s insofar as both
hope to see more than the normal participant. In the case of the close
reader, the text is read and analyzed with the expectation of catching sight
of more levels of signification “in” the text than would have been available
to the traditional reader and, at times, perhaps even the author.

In either case, what is distinctively aggressive and self-aggrandizing in the
venture is that the historian and the literary critic claim to have overviews
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and insights that the participants lack. I see nothing wrong with assuming
this privileged perspective as long as it is admitted that this all changes when
that privileged position itself is taken as a subject for close reading, thereby
revealing things about itself that had remained opaque and unthought.
This chain of disappearing awareness and authority arises from the fact that
the act of looking at something means that you will be blind to other things
and, in particular, the very way you are looking, and more, the way you
might appear to others as you look at them.

For a fully dialectical example of the shifts in authority that are produced
when the looker is looked at, one could, for instance, agree with Foucault
and read Freud as a cog in the development of twentieth-century state-man-
aged subject control, but this ought not to prevent the reverse—bringing
Foucault in for Freudian analysis. Either position is potentially valid and yet
is still valnerable to the very Other that it thought it was dominating in its
analysis. The point is that there is nothing to be ashamed of in claiming, at
least temporarily, a privileged reading position, as long as it is admitted that
all positions are suitable for “higher” readings. Furthermore, we probably
ought to admit that all readings, even the gentle and noninvasive ones, are
constituted through invoking and practicing certain privileges against their
sources and against other interpretations, traditional or otherwise.

Actually, in working to produce “higher readings,” the argumentation of
this book is in many ways as mundane as that of a standard book review: I
have for each of the texts attempted to respeak its form, content, tone, logic,
claims to value, polemical agenda, and so on. This very simple “coming to
language” about the language of the texts—a reader’s twist on the painter’s
dictum to paint just what you see—works well to open up the texts’ logic
and renders them thinkable in a more stabilized and graspable manner.

A HISTORY OF CONSTRUCTION AND SOME LIABILITIES

To give some insight into the way I have come to these arguments and per-
spectives, I should explain that this book was once a very long introduction
to a very long book titled Patriarchs on Paper in Chinese Buddhism. The struc-
ture of that book was to have been twofold: to move from examining the
paternal tropes in a number of important Indian Buddhist literature, as
read in Chinese translation, to the developments in seventh- and eighth-
century genealogical writing that ultimately led to Chan Buddhism. Thus,
originally, my plan was to present an array of literary strategies that would
have been available to Chinese writers as they again reconstructed truth,
authority, and legitimacy in what was to turn into the Chan tradition. Essen-
tially this original program of reading Chan literature against these siitra
templates still informs Text as Father, but I have separated the arguments into
two books so as to give both sides of the argument fuller treatment. Given
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this original agenda, I have here and there left in comments about how we
ought to approach Chan’s appropriation and reconstruction of a number of
claims to paternal truth and authority as they appear in the sttras.

However, structuring an argument that locates Chan as a rather late
development in a long sequence of overcoming truth and authority in
Buddhist rhetoric has two points of tension that I do not want to paper over.
First, in reading these siitras with the hope of building the context for Chan,
I have walked into a serious problem: I offer here accounts of Indian nar-
ratives as they appear in Chinese. Obviously, for trying to imagine situations
in India this approach has drawbacks, deriving mainly from the added
hermeneutical trouble of interpreting Indic material through the lens of
Chinese translations—naturally, direct access to the Sanskrit versions of
these texts would have been preferred. However, several factors lessen the
gravity of this problem. For instance, given the clear fact that these stitras
were, especially early on in their careers, somewhat unstable in form and
content, working from Chinese sources presents a useful angle for under-
standing their development. As long as we avoid fixating on some imagined
ur-text as the only valuable version in the often convoluted history of these
works, then the Chinese translations will be useful on several levels.

A more important reason for valuing the Chinese translations is that in
some cases Sanskrit manuscripts have not survived for these texts, and in
other cases they have not been critically edited because of the complexities
of the recensions and the paucity of sources. For instance, the Tathagata-
garbha Stitra does not survive in Sanskrit, so we have no choice but to read it
in Chinese or Tibetan translation. On the other hand, though various
recensions and fragments of the Lotus Siitra survive in Sanskrit, a satisfactory
critical edition and translation has yet to appear, despite several attempts
over the past one hundred sixty years.® Similarly, while a Sanskrit manuscript

8. For reflections on the state of modern studies of the Lotus Siitra, see Gérard Fussman’s
“Histoire du monde indien,” in Annuaire du College de France, 1995—-1996: Résumé des cours et
travaux (Paris: College de France, 1996), pp. 779—99. For interesting details on the earliest
translation of the Lotus Siitra, see Daniel Boucher’s “Gandhari and the Early Chinese Buddhist
Translations Reconsidered: The Case of the Saddharmapundarikasiitra,” Journal of the American
Oriental Society 188, no. 4 (October 1998): 1-86. For a discussion summing up Japanese re-
search on the recensions of the Lotus Sitra, see Michael Pye’s Skilful Means (London: Duck-
worth, 1978), App. B, pp. 168—-82. Though I agree with Pye and Fuse Kogaku (who he cites as
his main source for this part of his assessment of the structuring of the Lotus Sitra) that the first
set of chapters of the Lotus Sutra represent an integral whole, I believe that it is a mistake not
to include the tenth chapter as the cap to that initial sequence. Based on Fuse’s argument that
since the tenth chapter includes self-referential terminology that specifically means “book,”
pustaka, Pye argues that it is not of a piece with the preceding chapters. I believe the argument
ought to go the other way, since, as in the Tathagatagarbha Sutra and the Vimalakirti, just that
kind of book language is exactly what one would expect to find at the end of such a sequence
because it serves to ground the faux orality that preceded it in its thingified presence as book.
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of the Vimalakirti has been discovered recently in Japan, it has yet to be pub-
lished, and there is no reason to assume that it will represent an earlier or
somehow more authentic recension than the one that Kumarajiva worked
from, though of course it will be interesting to see how it relates to Kumara-
jiva’s version.? As for the Diamond Sitra, Sanskrit manuscripts have survived
in several places, and yet, according to Gregory Schopen, this text too has
not been published in a reliable critical edition and translation.!® Given this
state of affairs, and especially in a work such as this one that is focused on
narrative structures and strategies more than on philological issues or tech-
nical terminology, there are only minimal risks in working from Chinese ver-
sions of these narratives.

The second tension in this book revolves around the possible complaint
that I have not sufficiently historicized these texts. For instance, some readers
might respond that I have not associated the siitras with particular Indian
schools or geographic regions, or traced their careers in the Sanskrit, Chi-
nese, or Tibetan commentaries. This criticism has some bite but should not
be seen as damning. Here is why. First, each of these texts claims that it is at
the center of the Buddhist tradition—the be-all and end-all of all Buddhist
truth. Given this strident claim to uniqueness and self-sufficiency, each of
these texts warrants a reading on its own terms, free of the refractions pro-
vided by later commentators who inevitably had other interests. Of course,
even to read a text with a commentary requires having independently read
the “target” text in order to gauge the various ways that the commentary is
reconfiguring the original. Moreover, to assume that commentators “speak”
for tradition is already to commit to a rather naive reading of the text, the
commentary, and the image of tradition that supposedly holds them together.
As usual, faced with this swirl of text, commentary, and tradition, there’s no
way to find an uncompromised site to enter the hermeneutical circle.

Equally important, it is probably already obvious that I am reading these
narratives in a manner diametrically opposed to traditional commentaries,
which are almost exclusively laudatory, submissive, and adamant in avoiding
just the issues of fabrication and reader seduction that I am raising here.
That is, by exploring the narrative architecture at play in structuring a read-
ing experience, I am digging into the very topics that would ruin these texts
as valuable and authoritative for traditional commentators. Consequently, it
is precisely because I am interested in how these texts work as symbolic pro-

9. For reference to this finding, see Jan Nattier, “The Teaching of Vimalakirti (Vimalakirti-
nirdesa): A Review of Four English Translations,” Buddhist Literature 2 (2000): 235.

10. For Schopen’s comments on prior publications on the Diamond Siitra and a critical edi-
tion and translation of a manuscript found at Gilgit, see his “The Gilgit Manuscript of the
Vajracchedika,” in Studies in the Literature of the Great Vehicle, ed. Luis O. Gémez and Jonathan A.
Silk (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1989), pp. 89—139.
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grams designed to mold the reader’s desires and images of truth and legiti-
macy that the traditional commentaries will have little to contribute.

To offer an analogy: my reading of these texts differs from the traditional
commentaries as much as a critique of modern football, say, akin to Pierre
Bourdieu’s essay “Sports and Social Class,” differs from the standard week-
end sports wrap-up offered on network television.!! In the case of Buddhist
commentaries or the weekend sports wrap-up, the commentaries are in-
house insofar as they assume the parameters of the “game” without reflecting
on the constructedness of the cultural activity or its implications for subject
formation and general modes of consumption and social praxis. In short,
though the project that I am engaging here could be profitably expanded to
include how traditional commentators consumed and framed these siitras,
those commentaries, too, will have to be read in a critical, against-the-grain
manner. Most important, the commentaries, written essentially as acts of
piety, won’t ever be able to contend with issues of fabrication and the play of
authorial intent in the clandestine reconstruction of tradition.

In lieu of relying on later commentaries to provide an interpretive con-
text, it should become increasingly evident in what follows that the sitras
can be read next to one another as belonging to a shared intellectual and
religious climate. Once we identify the dominant elements that structure
these narratives we will see that these stitras have much more in common
with one another than was previously thought. Thus, against a kind of
“school” or “sect” approach to these sttras still favored by some researchers,
I would argue that grouping the siitras in this looser manner allows for a
rich context to emerge simply from intertextalia. Recognizing this level of
shared con-textuality seems to me to offer a kind of historical foundation
that is as—if not more—telling than trying to figure out exactly when a text
was written and by whom. Of course, we would like to know these details,
but unfortunately the very nature of these texts as unadmitted forgeries
makes it unlikely that we will ever know such basic information.

And finally on this point of avoiding traditional commentaries, though it
won’t be clear until the sequel to this book is published, my interest in these
sttras was, from the beginning, focused on reading them in a way that
would intersect with what I take to be one wing of their traditional com-
mentaries—early Chan literature. Thus from the outset I hoped to carry
out my analysis in such a way as to build a body of interpretive approaches
for reading early Chan literature as a very specific kind of commentary on
these stitras—a style of commentary that was deeply indebted to the siitra
form, even as it overcame that form. Though there is no doubt that these

11. For a slightly condensed version of Bourdieu’s article, see Chandra Mukerji and
Michael Schudson, eds., Rethinking Popular Culture: Contemporary Perspectives in Cultural Studies
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), pp. 357-73.
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sttras served as the source for a substantial portion of early Chan rhetoric,
we have not yet considered that Chan authors also read these texts to
understand how authority was reconstructed in the tradition and, with
these models in mind, went about the business of again reconstructing
authority. The key here is that without first seeing how the rhetoric of recon-
structing authority works in the stitras, we have no way to judge how rhetoric
works in Chan literature, or whether there might be deep resonances be-
tween them, as well as surprising inventions and discontinuities. To put it
more sharply, I will be arguing that Chan authors only figured out how to
“Vimalakirti the tradition” by seeing how the Vimalakirti “Vimalakirtied the
tradition.” At any rate, by neglecting how Buddhist literature works as liter-
ature, we left off a chance to think about how tradition reconstructs itself by
replaying and reworking its literary forms in such a manner that it can con-
tinue to recognize itself even as it continues to change.

One last caveat: in the past decade there has been a growing appreciation
for the possibility that the stitras that have received the most attention in
modern Buddhist studies were not necessarily that important in the Indian
tradition. On this point, Jan Nattier, Gregory Schopen, and Jonathan Silk
have made thoughtful arguments weighing the evidence for determining
the historical importance of texts such as the Lotus Siutra or the Vimalakirti.
I'm in favor of these revisionist reflections but also feel that in these argu-
ments there is a tendency to fix the criteria in too limited a manner. Thus
while it is crucial to know whether a text was rendered in art, or cited in later
commentaries, or grouped with other works in a compilation, this is but one
set of criteria. Several other lines of influence and impact are equally impor-
tant and need to be added to this list. For instance, if it can be shown that a
text such as the Lotus Sitra presents narrative material and rhetorical strate-
gies that also appear in other siitras, then we have good reason to count the
Lotus Siitra as important and perhaps even pivotal in the emerging literary
culture of Mahayana Buddhism, regardless of the number of times it is ex-
plicitly cited or drawn on in later commentaries.

This is even more important when we consider that early Mahayana writ-
ers apparently were writing many more stitras than commentaries, and in
writing siitras they could not directly quote one another, since to do so
would show that their construction of the Buddha’s orality was derivative of
the writing culture to which they belonged—a problem that I consider
more closely in chapter 1. More important, it seems to me altogether possi-
ble that what was important in the early phases of Mahayana writing might
not have been that important or even acceptable at later phases. Thus it is
not useful to assume that because the later incarnations of Indian Mahayana
Buddhism had little use for the Lotus Sutra or the Vimalakirtinirdesa, these
earlier works were not crucial in preparing foundational elements for those
later phases.






Text as Father

Tradition is just the illusion of permanence.
WOODY ALLEN, Deconstructing Harry

TEXTUAL PATERNITY

Though Buddhism was constructed around the act of “leaving the family,”
the motif of paternity is actually quite prominent in Buddhist discourse. In
the early literature of the Mahayana, the so-called Great Vehicle of Buddhism
that arose several hundred years after Buddhism was founded, fathers of var-
ious sorts, familial, monastic, and ontological, are arguably even more in evi-
dence. What this book seeks to do is give close readings of four of these early
Mahayana texts to point out how these patriarchal rhetorics work, especially
vis-a-vis the textuality that housed them, and then to begin to sketch a kind
of literary culture that appears to have supported and encouraged the writ-
ing of just these kinds of texts.

My choice of the four works covered in this book certainly privileges my
interpretive agenda, and I do not want to give the impression that they are
necessarily a well-balanced sampling of early Mahayana writing. One could
easily point to a large number of early Mahayana siitras that do not present
sophisticated narratives and do not rely on these complex techniques for
generating authority for themselves. In fact, it would be very useful, and
interesting, to begin to build something like a lexicon for these early siitras
in which their formal rhetorical and narrative strategies are identified. A
thumbnail sketch of such a lexicon would include sttras that are largely
about new forms of Buddhist ethics and function basically as lists of good and
bad behavior with little rhetoric in place to seduce the reader into these prac-
tices. Another category might include texts that present, not themselves as
the solution to getting at the totality of tradition, but another item—be it the
name of a buddha or a particular samadhi.! These texts often can be shown

1. Two good examples of this kind of rhetoric are the Pratyutpanna Samadhisutra and the
smaller Sukhavativyihasiitra. For a translation of the former, see Paul Harrison, trans., The
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to work in a manner parallel to the sitras considered here, but they also
show divergent strategies in rewriting and condensing tradition. A third cat-
egory could be those siitras that seem to come a bit later, such as the
Samdhinirmocana Sutra, and seek to harmonize and solidify a range of posi-
tions apparently already on the field of Mahayana polemics. Beyond these
basic groupings, which could be significantly expanded, we should also leave
room for a potpourri class, as it is quite clear that many Mahayana siitras
evince writing styles that move between various strategies and likely were writ-
ten by more than one author and then reedited several times with different
goals in mind.

However involved such a lexicon of early Mahayana writing might end
up, by focusing on these four texts, I hope to draw out a number of the-
matics and literary strategies that seem crucial to at least one wing of Maha-
yana writing, and likely will be of use in approaching other Mahayana texts,
even those much less reliant on explicit patriarchal figures. Hence, by inves-
tigating the symbolic machinery at work in these narratives, I believe we will
gain significant advantages for understanding the desires and fears of at
least a sector of Mahayana authors and their intended readers, and it is pre-
cisely on this field of desire and fear that the paternal figures appear so
prominently.

For instance, in the Lotus Siitra, conversion to the Lotus Sitrais defined
as the sole means for being legitimately Buddhist and reclaiming one’s
true sonship to the Buddha. The efficacy of this contorted reading ges-
ture is guaranteed by a Buddha-figure in the narrative who claims to
know all beings as his sons and who is prepared to legitimize them as
such, once they convert to just this narrative about fathers and sons.
Obviously, this elaborate “reinduction” into the Buddhist family is set up
to serve as the grounds for replacing traditional Buddhist identity with a
new Mahdyana identity, a process that follows from aggressively replot-
ting the narratives that traditional Buddhists had relied on to explain
their identities and destinies. Moreover, this renarratization of Buddhist
identity is largely based on a complex process of negating and sublating
traditional forms of Buddhist sonship, a procedure that naturally also
requires faith in a new kind of paternal master-signifier in order to work
properly. As I show in chapters 2 and g, convincing the reader of the
veracity and availability of this newly minted Buddhist sonship, and then
of the limitless value won from worshiping the text that promises this new

Pratyutpanna Samadhi Sitra/ The Stiramgama Samadhi Sitra (Berkeley: Numata Center, 1998).
For a translation of the latter, see Luis O. Gémez, trans., The Land of Bliss: The Paradise of the
Buddha of Measureless Light (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1996); and for a discussion
of its narrative strategies, see my forthcoming “Of Texts and Tongues: Orality, Textuality, and
Pleasure in the Land of Bliss.”
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sonship, exceeds other doctrinal concerns in the text. With this sort of
evidence in view, the father-son motif clearly warrants special attention as
a meta-level governor that generated a host of other forms and contents
in the text, and, equally important, defined the reader’s expected recep-
tion of those forms and contents. Given these opening comments, it
should be clear that I am aiming for a reading in which the medium and
the message are inseparable.?

AND THE WORD BECAME LETTER

To offer an imperfect analogy for the way I am treating the form and func-
tion of tradition-sublating Mahayana stitras, imagine that there arose in Italy
in the year 600 C.E. a chain letter that claimed to contain within its borders
the totality of Christian truth, as well as the ability to make that truth
directly available to the reader, in lieu of any other kind of contact with the
Christian tradition. Furthermore, it explained that if the recipients of this
letter accepted and reproduced the letter, with its account of His full sup-
port of the letter and His presence therein, then such readers would have
fulfilled all the religious expectations that God had for them. Last, faithful
readers would be promised to finally gain the identity of “child of God,”
which, according to the letter, had only been illegitimately bestowed on ear-
lier Christians who had received the Gospels’ version of divine paternity but
had not received and accepted the letter.

In making this audacious claim, the letter would do well to explain in
detail what was wrong, limited, and impossible with the prior dispensation
of truth in the traditional version of Christianity and how the chain letter
version of Christianity overcame those obstacles and shortcomings to
deliver this totalizing narrative in the only form that matched God’s original
and undeviating intent. In attempting to undermine and hollow out stan-
dard Christianity in this manner, the chain letter would also naturally seek
to explain how it itself served as the unique mediator between God and the
reader. Here, the letter’s narrative might attempt to explain how some mea-
sure of divine presence had been brought within its own borders, allowing
it to “directly” present God to the reader. If this were claimed, then the let-
ter would take on relic-like qualities as it promised to deliver divine pres-
ence in a material form, even as it promised to return the believer to the
Father.

In these narrative ploys, the letter would have to concern itself with just
the kind of triangle I sketched in the introduction, with paternal essence,
textual vehicle, and reader carefully arrayed and engaged to provide for

2. On this topic I have been particularly influenced by Marshall McLuhan, Jean Baudril-
lard, and Hayden White.
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their needed contact in this aggressive reconstitution of the Christian tra-
dition. And it would have to evolve a rather sophisticated rhetoric for
explaining its origins in the nontextual Father and how worship of the
text—as both narrative and divine presence—would ultimately be able to
return the reader to the Father. Or put otherwise, the narrative would have
to explain its own origins in such a way that its doorlike function of leading
the reader back to the Father would appear as a natural consequence of its
own production in the Father. The narrative, then, would have to work at
making its own “sonship” appear as the cause of being able to legitimately
“refather” the reader.?

This example, with some refinements, is not that far from characterizing
the form and function of the Mahayana stitras that I treat here. While I'm
not claiming that this is all that the vast corpus of Mahayana literature cov-
ers, still, clarifying this triangle of paternal essence, text, and reader does
offer us a useful paradigm for interpreting many of the basic dynamics that
can be found throughout a number of Mahayana stitras.

THINGIFIED TRUTH—THE STUFF OF PATRIARCHY

To explore the intricacies of Mahayana siitras presenting themselves as the
totality of the Buddhist tradition, it is crucial to reflect on the narrative
process whereby discourse and paternity were thingified. To get a sense for
how this thingification works, let me note that on one level these narratives
established parallel tracks for textuality and paternity. Regularly it was
claimed that transmission of the text created and extended Buddhist pa-
triarchies of truth—as in the case of the Lotus Sutra, the Tathagatagarbha
Sttra, or the Vimalakirti—and that it was these discourses as the transmitted
item that linked buddhas together in paternal succession. But besides this
simple ploy to externalize themselves in valorizing “historical” scenes, there
clearly is another level that has to do with solidifying or thingifying rhetoric
about paternal origins into something nonlinguistic and exquisitely perfect,
powerful, and, best of all, present. Thus the narratives’ flow of nouns and
verbs about fathers and sons collapses into a solid nonlinguistic totality of
truth and patriarchy, even if this collapse is only accomplished through the

3. I chose to offer the image of this chain letter overhauling the Christian tradition speci-
fically because it is also worth reflecting on the possibility that early Christian rhetoric actually
functioned a bit like this, with the Pauline letters and the Gospels explaining a new conduit
to God that was built around a father-son transmission presented in narrative form that, if
taken as true and beyond narrative construction, would refather the recipient as a real “child
of God” and supplant the Jewish tradition as it had been previously known. I will consider this
problem more fully in another publication, once the Buddhist version of refathering is more
clearly in view.
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linguistic work of the narrative itself. Thus it is that according to the rhetoric
of the Vimalakirti, holding the Vimalakirti text in one’s hands equals the pres-
ence of the Buddha and produces magical, talismanic functions. Clearly,
written language has this unique ability to define and advertise its own pres-
ence and in this manner literally articulates a place for itself in the reader’s
symbolic system.

To clarify how these rhetorics work this triangle of presence, reference,
and desire, consider the situation of finding a sentence on the pavement
that reads, “This sentence was written with 14k gold chalk,” a claim that pro-
duces a slightly complicated situation in which language as form and lan-
guage as content are brought together. The sentence as rhetoric—the
sensible sentence in English about the kind of chalk used—provides infor-
mation about the sentence’s reality as dusty, yellow orthographic presence.
On the other hand, the particular handwriting style, size, density, gold ele-
ments, and so on, present the form needed by the rhetoric in its task of
explaining the nature of the stuff of orthography.

In a similar way, narratives in these Mahayana texts first claim to derive
from the various truth-fathers and then explain that the narrative as textual
presence partakes, in a physical way, in that essence of the truth-father
figure that had just been conjured up in the narrative. Thus these narratives
recount patrilineal descent in order to collapse or condense that patriarchal
truth within their borders. Consequently, truth-essence is first demonstrated
moving through a lineage, only to have it then essentially poured into the
text where that truth-essence comes to rest as a timeless and yet physical
presence. In a rather brilliant way, then, these texts exploit the dual pres-
ence of textual discourse—its literary content and the stuff on which it is
written—in an effort to offer paternal essences to the reader. That is, in
addition to recognizing themselves as alienated language set free of the
human body, these texts seem quite aware of making use of the text’s phys-
ical presence—on palm leaves, presumably—that could receive, contain,
and deliver the paternal essence that the narrative was constructing. In
effect, then, these alienated forms of “textual orality” are being subtly rein-
vested in a substitute body of sorts. Thus, the Diamond Siitra will claim, just
as the Vimalakirti had, that wherever it is, there one should believe there is
a buddha or one of his revered disciples.

At first this might seem logical and uninteresting: siitras about the ori-
gins of tradition simply explain themselves to be the representatives of
those origins. However, on reflection, we can see that there is something
sophisticated and counterintuitive at work here, and it has to do with the
word re-present. As the narratives seek to collapse themselves into the
books that hold them, it seems like something magical or alchemical is
occurring: the rhetorical and physical aspects of the text end up balancing
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one another in a completely workable manner just as in the case of the
sentence on the sidewalk, “This sentence was written with 14k gold chalk.”
Obviously the goal is to get the patriarchal explanation of paternal pres-
ence to appear as actual patriarchal presence. However, this literary gam-
bit will only work if the reader has been enticed into reading “through”
the narrative to find “behind” the narrative, the vastness of patriarchal
truth and legitimacy that the narrative constructed “back there,” and
then accept the teachings of such paternal figures who insist that their
legitimacy and presence is recoverable in the totality of the narrative in
both its rhetorical and physical forms. The deepest irony here is that one
first ignores the narrative as physical text in order to give full presence to
the paternal figures produced in the rhetoric, even as these figures then
instruct the reader to return to the text as object and treat it as their direct
representative.

In fact, all the texts that I consider here work around rhetorics that are
intent on thingifying their narratives into a singular, physical representa-
tion of themselves as a total Thing that it has bound within the text’s inte-
rior, not as a heterogeneous and complex set of narrative segments, but
rather as the pure invisible truth-patriarchy that it constructed to give it
legitimacy in the first place. Arguably in these siitras, then, discourse seeks
to become a relic in the full Buddhist sense of a living presence that is the
condensation of the Buddha. Thus, just as the life of the Buddha or a saint
is believed to be condensed in his remains, so, too, do these narratives
hope to turn their narrative enterprises into hallowed presences. In keep-
ing with this parallelism, perhaps we should say that just as the cremation
of the saint’s body is that magical process that confers on the remains the
totality of the saint’s life and sanctity, so, too, does finishing the narrative
and believing it to be from the father and of the father, since in submitting
to the narrative, one “cremates” that language in order to render it in this
relic form of the book, now physically infused with the presence of the
truth-father.

In this complex process of rediscovering “descent,” the narrative has to
rely on substantializing truth in the paternal figure, the text, and the
reader, all three of which are, in the reader’s imagination, to find them-
selves inhabited by the presence of paternal truth and the totality of tra-
dition that it vouches for. If the reader accepts the narrative’s claims, truth
in this thingified form can flow directly into the narrative and then into
his own being where it finds a version of itself already properly installed.
This always-already aspect of the rhetoric makes the reader’s assent to the
narrative easier and more delightful, particularly because it does not look
like assent at all but rather the recuperation of that which was always
already true, especially before the narratives explaining innate essences
showed up.
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MAHAYANA SUTRAS AS ANTINOVELS

Given the richness of these narrative operations, and especially their self-
reflexive gestures, it is worth trying to locate their rhetorical machinery in
some wider, comparative framework. Looked at vis-a-vis Western literature,
perhaps the most important thing to say is that each of these texts seems to
be the antithesis of the modern novel—and for three reasons. First, there
is very little character development. The texts are largely mathematical in
moving essences and value around, and individual players are important
only through the roles that they play or for their symbolic associations.
Conversion sequences do occur—Sariputra and others in the Lotus Sitra,
as well as Subhiiti in the Diamond Siitra—but there is nothing especially per-
sonal about these moments. In either case, the figures simply seem to stand
as metonyms for the unregenerated form of the Buddhist tradition, and
their conversions are narrated to stimulate a similar reaction in the reader.
Moreover, by proving the narrative’s efficacy in converting stalwart emblems
of tradition, the narrative gains legitimacy by having old tradition validate
new tradition. Similarly, characters do not really exist on specified life time-
lines: their ages aren’t mentioned, no life events intrude, and they do not
worry about getting things in order before they die.

Conversely, the death and apparent absence of the Buddha is a regular
theme, since fundamentally these texts are designed to replace his pres-
ence and power. Thus the identity and life of the recipient are eclipsed by
the effort to re-create the presence of the Buddha in the narrative and posi-
tion the reader to interact with that textually present buddha. The details
of any particular subject’s life are therefore irrelevant and even encum-
bering to the texts’ agenda to produce faith in the continuing textual pres-
ence of self-same Buddhist truth and identity. In fact, in several of these
narratives there seems to be the implicit need for the subject to totally
efface himself or herself in fulfilling the narrative’s commands. Thus there
is the call for a kind of reading-suicide that ironically is the doorway into
final identity and life.

Second, there is no tragedy in these texts—nothing but happy endings
here. There is no possible leak, distortion, or degradation in the gap be-
tween the narratives’ patriarchs and the texts that are to deliver that pater-
nity to the reader. The only risk is that the reader might turn away from the
narrative, and this possible rejection is forestalled by explaining that such
readers naturally lose their legitimacy, both as sons and as Buddhists, and,
worse, are described by the Buddha-father as arrogant, dull, and headed
for eons of punishment, or at least so says the Lotus Sitra. This lack of
tragedy makes perfect sense insofar as the texts are intent on collapsing
time, not in chronicling its richly disturbing effects on human identity and
meaning, as the modern novel is arguably intent on doing. In these Maha-
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yana stitras, the past is perfectly present within the narrative, and as long as
the reader accepts this basic compression of time and “paternal” fidelity,
then the book form of that narrative is poised to solve all problems of time,
legitimacy, and alienation. Thus all anxieties about authenticity, legiti-
macy, and the maintenance of tradition are condensed in the reader’s rela-
tionship to the narrative, which, itself, argues that it has solved all these
problems.

Third, though all these texts are built around producing a kind of dou-
ble vision in the reader, vis-a-vis tradition and legitimacy, I argue that
there is, ultimately, no irony at work here if irony means upsetting and
diverting the flow of meaning in the narrative. Though the siitras are
intent, in their interiors, on upending tradition as it was known, the
effects of that displacement are never left unexplained or ambiguous.
Thus though there may be radical and disconcerting language in the mid-
dle sections of the narrative, it seems to work in the service of the agen-
das announced by the framing of the narratives that are dedicated to that
basic task of putting the totality of tradition into the physical perimeters
of the text and offering it to the reader. Hence there is never any dan-
gerous language in the explanation of the text’s origins or its ability to
deliver those origins to the reader. Similarly, the reader’s response is to be
univocal: pure desire and devotion. Nothing less will do, and certainly a
cagey, ironic appreciation of the text’s narrative ploys would be ruinous.
Perhaps, then, we ought to say that the texts command an unironic con-
sumption of irony since the reader is shown the collapse of stable tradi-
tion’s meanings, and yet is told exactly what this means and what his
response should be.

HOUSING AN ARGUMENT

To explore these connections among narrative, paternity, truth, and the
seduction of the reader in Mahayana literature, I chose to begin with the
Lotus Siutra for several reasons. First, its aggressive reformulation of an older
version of Buddhist patriarchy allowed me to clarify a number of narrative
ploys that would be useful in reading the other siitras. Second, its enchant-
ing layering of several sets of fathers and sons showed how images of pater-
nity were relied on to both seduce the reader and cloak that seduction in
the gauze of always-already. Third, the Lotus Siitrais an excellent example of
how Mahayana writers linked conversion to their texts with “rediscovering”
one’s ultimate sonship to the Buddha, a doublejjointed gesture in which the
current reading moment determines one’s past relationship to the Buddha-
father, even as that father only takes form in the reading moment. Thus
believing the Lotus Sitra and holding to its definition of the Mahayana pro-
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gram of value and identity seem to involve refathering oneself in a two-step
act of faith: first, the reader installs a father in the text by accepting that this
text is not just any narrative but one that comes from the father who
irrefutably knows the reader as son; and second, the reader allows that
father-in-the-text to present his knowledge of the reader’s past sonship as an
undeniable extratextual reality that was true before the son came into exis-
tence, and certainly true before he started reading this text on fathers and
sons.* It is just this process of “reproductive reading” that warrants calling
texts “fathers” and speaking of “textual patriarchy” because once the text
has induced faith in the narrative of fathers and sons as from the father, the
text has effected a new identity in the reader based on a new notion of his
own intimate involvement in a Buddhist patriarchy.

Given its overall richness and its rather extended discussion of
Buddhist paternalism, I privileged the Lotus S#tra by analyzing it first, in
chapters 2 and g, and by using it as a proving ground for a number of
interpretive frameworks that I export to my treatment of other texts.
Though I have privileged the Lotus Siiira in organizing my argument, I
believe Jonathan A. Silk is largely right in pointing out that we need to be
much more cautious in assuming the importance of the Lotus Sitra in
Indian Buddhism.5 And yet, though I accept many of the points in his
argument, I think he may be defining influence in too narrow a fashion.
As the rest of this book argues, the Lotus Siitra appears to have been part
of'an evolving matrix of literary techniques that was shared by several cen-
turies of writers. Thus, though direct quotes may be limited or absent in
later scholastic works, it is crucial to look for the Lotus Sutra’s influence on
other Buddhist texts on the level of narrative ploys and plot schema, cat-
egories that were not included in Silk’s list of types of influences that one
should consider.®

There is, too, a much larger problem looming here: what if early Maha-
yana Buddhism has little to do with middle or late period Mahayana Bud-
dhism, particularly once it was institutionalized in the big university-style
monasteries? Imagining such tectonic shifts, it seems to me that we should
not assume a steady transmission of “tradition” from the early period to the
middle and late period, and we ought not, as Silk seems to do, judge the
early period simply in terms of how the later one came to relate to that early

4. This s, in essence, a process that requires the reader to read “past” or “beyond” the lan-
guage of fathers and sons in order to accept as fundamentally true the tautological statement,
“Believe me when I say I am your father because, after all, I am your father.”

5. See Silk’s “The Place of the Lotus Sitra in Indian Buddhism,” Journal of Oriental Studies,
vol. 39, no. 2 (2001): 87—-105.

6. See esp. Silk, “The Place of the Lotus Sitra in Indian Buddhism,” p. 88.
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one. To put it succinctly, what might have been terribly important for
Mahayanists in the first century c.E. might have become secondary and even
embarrassing to seventh- or eighth-century Mahayanists.

Following the Lotus Sitra are close readings of the Diamond Sutra (chap.
4) and the Tathagatagarbha Sutra (chap. 5), where I consider how images of
truth and perfect paternity work; even if these siitras are not as explicit as
the Lotus Stitra in announcing father-son logics, they still provide very inter-
esting constructions of pure reproduction through accepting the text as a
parental figure. Chapter 6 on the Vimalakirti concludes my study, because
the fascinating figure of Vimalakirti represents the most vivid example of
reconstructing authority and paternity through the negation and humilia-
tion of tradition. Then, with the Tathagatagarbha Sitra’s and the Vimalakirt's
clear use of scenes and tropes that echo material from the Lotus Sitra, I'll
have evidence for opening up the fascinating problem of what kind of inten-
tionality was behind the construction of these texts that are clearly indebted
to other literary works, even as their authors avoided admitting that influ-
ence by creating “oral” truth-patriarchies in which to ground their writing,
despite the fact that they presumably learned of such techniques for gener-
ating “oral” truth-fathers from reading parallel works. Thus I’ll round out my
argument by asking about that odd form of literary repetition in which
these Mahayana authors so freely rewrote the paternal origins of Buddhist
truth through reading and mimicking other authors who also were com-
mitted to just this kind of lese-majesté.

THE TRANSMISSION OF TRANSMISSION

With these themes and problematics introduced, I would like to briefly
mention some of the more complicated aspects of patriarchy that are useful
for the discussions that follow. To preface these reflections, I should say that
my comments are not committed to any particular theoretical paradigm—
feminist, Lacanian, or Derridean—and instead have come largely from
thinking about how paternal figures work in these Mahayana stitras. Conse-
quently, here and elsewhere I use the term “patriarchy” loosely to refer to
styles of discourse and social practices that create and legitimize identity via
paternal language that relies on the mythology of unseen male realities mys-
tically moving between men, and sometimes to women too, but whose ori-
gin is always separate from women, sex, and physical bodies, and which
never strays beyond the command of the father figure who is both the font
of that paternal essence and the source of the language that defines, con-
trols, and distributes that essence.

Employing this generic definition of patriarchy will assist in a number of
readings, but it is worth pointing out here that as a symbolic system this
form of generating identity has some peculiarities. For instance, a common
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trope in most of these texts is the account of the father who fathers his sons,
not with sex and women, but with language and, in particular, the transmis-
sion of devotion to the idea of the perfect father who is able to perform just this kind of
task. Thus what ultimately marks successful patriarchal transmission in these
sttras is transmission of the idea that this kind of linguistic paternal trans-
mission is, on its own, complete and valid for serving as the basis of one’s
identity. Or put otherwise, this patriarchal form of generating identity
comes when the subject-to-be-identified takes the paternal figure and the
legality of the entire narrative project as the final basis for finding the form,
content, and destiny of his being. And, of course, this only happens when
paternal language disappears into the paternal realities it conjures up, even
as it demands to be repeated as language.

Recognizing how readers are seduced into new identifications with a nar-
rative father, won simply from devoting oneself to the narrative of that
father, should not seem bizarre given that fathers of all kinds are only found
in narratives that link the “real” of present identity to some past creative
moment, a past moment that nonetheless takes form in a current narrative
process. This oddly means that in any patriarchal construction of the sub-
ject, one gains the essence, cause, base, or horizon of one’s present identity
by submitting to a narrative or history about a past fertility that is not visible
anywhere but in the narrative. Looked at carefully, this kind of paternal nar-
rative fuses current faith in the narrative to the narrative’s account of that
past moment of “first-cause” fertilization, a fusion that is only effected when
the narrative plays the crucial role of stretching between two places in time,
serving as a conduit in which the past fertility effectively moves forward to
the reader, even as the reader’s faith moves from the reading moment back
to the fertile act. In producing this movement from reading to “being,” the
narrative effects an immaculate delivery of an immaculate identity that
crosses time and differences, of many kinds, to install an untrammeled ver-
sion of a past essence in the present. That is, the narrative’s ability to con-
fuse paternal language with paternal being will be the basis for the son con-
fusing a theory of his being with his being.

In all this we should not miss that the narrative seems to father the son at
the same time that it fathers itself, relaying itself and the son back to that pre-
ceding “spark” that gave birth to both of them, even as we ought to say that
the narrative gave birth to the whole series: the father himself, the spark, the
son, and, of course, the narrative of father and son, with its emphasis on
some continuing paternal essences. Given the inevitable dependence of this
dual track of narrative and paternity, it is no wonder that narrative and patri-
archy are so completely linked: both transmit images of sameness across
chasms of time and difference, and, quite likely, neither could exist without
the other.

Part of initiating a fantasy of “reinclusion” in an all-male family through
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the consumption of this kind of father-son narrative is the intriguing
dialectic in which the literary production of the image of some past per-
fect production requires that the particulars of the narrative’s own pro-
duction—when it was written, by whom, where, with what motivation, with
what limitations, and so on—be erased and overlain with the image that
the newly created father in the text was actually the father-author of the
narrative he inhabits. Thus each of these texts disengages their discourses
from contact with any particular moment in history in order to father a
father who, once his identity is quite literally a nonissue, can turn to
rather noisily father others through the dissemination of the very narra-
tive that he himself relies on for his existence. Though there are several
ways to cloak this circle of father-in-the-text who explains the text-about-
the-father, the author’s crucial challenge is to avoid introducing an exter-
nal cause for this circle, and this can be achieved by making narratives-of-
fathers and the fathers-in-the-narratives mutually productive. For this to
happen, the authors of texts about perfect fathers have to disappear to
give way to these textual fathers who rise up in the text to be in charge of
reproduction, and even claim to produce the medium that produced
them, the text.

FIELDS OF CONTENTION

Given this opening discussion, it is probably already clear that I need to
locate my analysis in a larger history of Buddhist studies. To begin with,
one might ask, Why after one hundred fifty years of Buddhist studies
aren’t there other books on this topic, if it is as prominent as you claim?
A short answer would simply be that we have read Buddhist texts for other
things. We have sought wisdom, purity, identity, security, and the plea-
sures of exoticism in these texts and have, on the contrary, not been inter-
ested in looking at how these desirable entities were constructed in these
texts and how much these constructions often involve patriarchal formats,
formats that might have on occasion seemed distressingly familiar to
Western models. One only needs to reread Burton Watson’s introduction
to his translation of the Lotus S#tra to see what a gap there is between the
actual tone and content of the text and what Watson highlights as the
tone and content of the text. I choose to criticize his comments simply
because he is a trustworthy translator whose views on these texts are
widely shared by both professional buddhologists and more casual read-
ers of his translations.

Speaking of the content of the Lotus Sitra, he asserts (pp. Xiv—xv) that
Mahayana Buddhism’s worldview rests on a certain notion of emptiness, and
this, he claims, is essential for understanding the text. However, there is in
fact almost no discussion of emptiness in the Lotus Stitra; I can find only one
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passage that even begins to develop a view of emptiness, and this is tucked
back in chapter 19 (p. 198), far from the formatting concerns of the text.
Throughout the rest of this lengthy stitra other issues are much more im-
portant, issues that coalesce around learning to despise one’s prior Bud-
dhist identity in order to convert to this text through a new recognition of
one’s sonship to the Buddha, won through consenting to the need for the
conversion process itself. In fact, part of this rhetoric urgently advertising
conversion includes the necessity of leaving off meditation on emptiness
(p- 81), which is deemed tiresome and even decadent.

One does not need to engage in high-tech, postmodern analyses to see
that effecting this conversion in the reader is the main work of the Lotus
Satra, not the staid elucidation of some pure content, such as emptiness.”
Actually, as we will see, content becomes increasingly hard to find in this text
that is primarily about itself (a fact that Watson acknowledges, p. xx), which
of course invites speculation that the text is propaganda in the fullest sense
of the word; that is, what we need from you, the reader, is simply inspired
submission to this discourse. However, shifting to such a reading is disturb-
ing and puts in question the guidelines that have informed our reading of
Mahayana sttras. Furthermore, once one opens this door to say that the text
is about the reader’s seduction into the project of sublating older forms of
Buddhism, many other monsters come springing out, and it becomes in-
creasingly clear that we need to rethink and rewrite a history of Mahayana
thought based on a much more sensitive and open-minded appreciation for
what is actually contained in these texts.®

7. This criticism ought to be applied to Roger Jackson’s recent review of Malcolm David
Eckel’s To See the Buddha: A Philosopher’s Quest for the Meaning of Emptiness (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994). Jackson unequivocally states at the beginning of this review: “Emptiness
(Sanskrit, sunyata), the lack of identity or self-existence (svabhava) that is said to be the true
nature of all phenomena, is the most important single concept in Mahayana Buddhism” (History of
Religions 35, no. 1 [1995]: 86 [emphasis added]). Obviously this is a problematic statement on
several fronts. A quick look through many Mahayana siitras suggests that emptiness is a rather
peripheral topic for many Mahayana texts. Clearly, Mahayana writers defined themselves with a
plethora of other terms, techniques, and ploys. Given this evidence, we have to ask, why exactly
is Jackson saying this, and, since it is a fairly common remark, when and under what circum-
stances was this tradition of identifying the Mahayana in this manner generated? The Tibetan
tradition came to see the distinction between Mahayana and Hinayana in this manner, but tra-
dition’s appropriation of itself may be far from a historically responsible account of tradition.

8. Ishould add that despite these overwhelming trends in twentieth-century depictions of
the Mahayana, one can still find here and there thoughtful and careful comments on the
nature of Mahayana literature. In addition to Schopen’s thorough and insightful work, Lewis
Lancaster’s article on the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Linesis quite sensible and judicious in its
account of the content of that siitra; see his “The Oldest Mahayana Stitra: Its Significance for
the Study of Buddhist Development,” Eastern Buddhist 8, no. 1 (1975): 30—41. Equally cogent
is Paul Harrison’s “Who Gets to Ride in the Great Vehicle? Self-Image and Identity among the
Followers of the Early Mahayana,” Journal of the International Association of Buddhist Studies 10,
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As already mentioned, at the forefront of a rereading of these texts is an
awareness of the way that they are constructed to produce desire—desire
for the text as a sublime object, desire for the presence of the Buddha in the
text, desire for the merit that might be won from worshiping the text, or
again simply the desire to be more than one was before reading the text.
Assuming the seductive qualities of the Lotus Stitra and others like it would
ironically bring us much closer to Watson’s purported goal: “The present
translation is offered in the hope that through it readers of English may
come to appreciate something of the power and appeal of the Lotus Satra”
(p. xxii). If Watson had stopped right there, we likely would have received
a very different presentation of the Lotus S#tra, one that reflected more
accurately the wiles of the narrative. However, Watson finishes this phrase by
offering his own kind of seduction, portraying the contents of the text as
unquestionably positive and useful for readers: “and that among its wealth
of profound religious ideas and striking imagery they may find passages that
speak compellingly to them as well.” Exploring the complexities of why
Buddhist scholars want their readers to desire Buddhism would take
another book, but one can see that in the reproduction of the text for mod-
ern English readers, its role as seducer has remained intact, even as it is
taken into the supposedly critical domains of modern research.’

no. 1 (1987): 67-8g. Currently, Richard Cohen, David McMahan, Jan Nattier, and Jonathan A.
Silk are exploring thoughtful ways to recontextualize Mahayana identity and rhetoric.

9. One could point out that the choice of Monet’s dreamy water lilies for the cover of
Watson’s translation, presumably chosen as an echo of the word /lotusin the stitra’s title, perfectly
demonstrates the inadequacies of Watson’s introduction. “Lotus” in the text’s title probably isn’t
there to invite romantic reverie in a tranquil garden setting but was employed in its standard
Buddhist sense of pointing out a rare quality on an otherwise unattractive field of mud and
muddy water. That is, the Lotus Siitra is presenting itself as the only Buddhist teaching that mat-
ters on the otherwise muddy field of Buddhist discourse. Of course, this is a rather radical appli-
cation of a metaphor that had a long history in Buddhist discourse. In Pali literature this
metaphor is often used to distinguish Buddhists from their supposedly more delusional Brah-
manic neighbors. For instance, in the Mahdapadana Sultain the Digha Nikaya (p. 214 in Maurice
Walshe’s translation), we find the newly enlightened Buddha reflecting on the chances of con-
verting anyone to his newfound truth. With the help of the god Brahma he comes to the con-
clusion that he should persevere in his teaching of sentient beings who in this realization are
homologized with lotuses: “Some [sentient beings] are born in the water and, having reached
the surface, grow out of the water and are not polluted by it,” thus making them suitable objects
of teaching. In short, there are good reasons for thinking that the lotus in the title marks a very
important shift in Buddhist polemics, found throughout the text, wherein the Lotus Siitra does
to Buddhism what Buddhism did to Brahmanic traditions. Hence the title marks a kind of
internecine struggle within Buddhism in which a metaphor that used to be employed to distin-
guish Buddhists from non-Buddhists is turned on Buddhism itself. Now the “real” Buddhists are
the believers in the Lotus Sutra and all other “Buddhists” are just so much unresponsive mud.
This reading of the lotus in the title is clearly supported by the content of the text, and yet in the
hands of moderns this aggressive metaphor translates into the lazy ease of Monet’s Water Lilies.
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In setting out on this track, I am interested in recognizing Mahayana
stitras as a newly discovered religious tool, or better, a platform of pristine
elocution, prized for its nearly limitless potential to signify alternative reali-
ties and then to draw readers into living within those newly defined struc-
tures of the Real, even as they inhabit this world.!® This tension of living in
two places at once is discernible in quite a few of these texts, and Mahayana
literature in general might be said to be concerned with generating a stable
and unironic appreciation for this kind of double vision, whether it be be-
tween nirvana and samsara, or this world and the Pure Land, or one’s mun-
dane personality and an innate Buddhist nature.!!

BUDDHIST STUDIES: ON THE GROUND OR UP IN THE AIR?

Focusing on literary fantasy as the doorway to inhabiting alternative world
systems seems to me the next phase of a dialectic begun in Buddhist studies
when scholarly writing turned toward thinking about “Buddhism on the
ground,” that is, Buddhism as it was actually lived and practiced, not as it was
idealized and prescribed in texts.!? However, to focus on flights of fantasy
in literature is not to discount the much-needed turn to an archaeological
description of Buddhism; instead it simply asks that we return to Buddhist
texts and read them not as descriptive of Buddhist practice but as construc-
tive of particular tracks of desire that formatted the shape of Buddhist sub-
jectivity. In other words, Buddhism on the ground always was fantastical and
only makes sense within the purview of an extensively built up cosmos of the
“surreal,” by which I mean that flowery and fantastic set of referents that,
ironically, anchor one’s perception of the here and now.

In reflecting on this dialectic in Buddhist studies, I think we have to
admit that the problem has been that modern scholars have often wanted

10. Ishould clarify that my objective here is not to decide whether the advent of textuality
was responsible for massive shifts in Buddhist thinking, as Walter Ong and others would expect.
Instead, I am simply setting up a discussion of how the new technique of writing affected
Buddhist rhetoric, especially in terms of redefining authority and value. What impact literature
might have had on paradigm shifts in cognition, and so on, are beyond the scope of this work.
For an assessment of the value of Ong’s position for Buddhist Studies, see Donald S. Lopez Jr.,
“Authority and Orality in the Mahayana,” Numen 42 (1995): 21—47.

11. I'should add that I am not assuming a nonmythic real that was then overlaid by the tex-
tual fantasy. Quite the opposite, the old set of fantasies are usually the basis for the second layer
of fantasies, which, though claiming to supersede their matrix, still bear a rather dependent and
parasitical relationship to their origins. In discussions of these multiple realities, I am particu-
larly interested in understanding how the act of writing new fathers into existence gives identity
to the reader that sustains the performance and perpetuation of these complex fantasies.

12. Gregory Schopen’s work opened up this realm of scholarly thinking in Buddhist stud-
ies, and I have benefited much from his contributions. For a collection of his remarkable
essays, see Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1997).
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to take at least some of the fantastic material in Buddhist literature as real,
or least potentially real, in our own terms of the Real, terms that have re-
mained studiously unexamined. Thus, for instance, though most modern
scholars would not want to include as historical events splendiferous flow-
ers falling from the sky or bejeweled reliquaries spontaneously bursting
from the ground, still these same scholars seem to find discourses on the
purification of the self through meditation, or the successful realization of
one’s true nature, as nonfantastic and acceptable prima facie. However,
with a bit of reflection, these more philosophic- and soteriological-sound-
ing items might seem as mythic and impossible as magical flowers and
jumping reliquaries.

Given my interest in exploring how desire and fantasy work in these texts,
I suppose that I ought to admit that, on occasion, there is a sort of nausea
in this book. This is, I guess, simply the effect of taking Buddhist language
as language and not as a natural bridge to a world beyond language that
could be expected to return to support the language that first called atten-
tion to it. However, I did not purposefully plan to make readers queasy by
resisting the siren’s call of the signifier to dive into that pristine real beyond
language, but nonetheless, by focusing on the techniques by which Bud-
dhist texts work to create the certainty of these prelinguistic realities, I have
ended up with a body of analyses that may leave the reader feeling as
though I keep writing about the Buddhist attempt to write about a set of
items that seem never to be present.

To make matters worse, there is an incessant form of hysteria in these
texts, defined as the tantalizing possibility of achieving impossibly wonder-
ful goals, and this high-pitched command to “be all you can’t be” or “to be
the perfect son who becomes his father” collides rather heavily with a feel-
ing of claustrophobia born of holding meaning in a two-dimensional system
of mutually referencing terms. In other words, the texts bustle with calls to
jump up into the rarefied certainties of total knowledge, total power, total
purity, and so on, and yet if one resists the texts’ gestures, one sees that the
only authority present to secure these leaps is other narrative examples of
the leap. Thus, in attempting to hold a steady stream of incitements to
miraculous achievements in a flat semiotic topography that grants equal sig-
nificance to all statements made in a text, I have ushered in the chaotic
reign of democratic meaning just in a domain filled with cacophonous
claims to ultimacy.

For example, if we do not assume that a singular enlightenment is the
final goal of all human experience, a point of closure that supposedly exists
as the self-existent object behind all Buddhist rhetoric, then the careful
reading of every aspect of a Buddhist text should be equally warranted,
since all those aspects are presumably placed there to perform different
rhetorical tasks that might tell us much about the text and the evolution of
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tradition. Looking at choices that have been made in the past century of
scholarship on Buddhism gives the impression that tarrying with the wide
array of topics that appear in Buddhist texts was precluded by the anxiety
that to do so would take us off-track and perhaps deny us a taste of the
promised fruit of enlightenment or wisdom discussed in other choice pas-
sages.!® Given the value that Watson and others have assumed is lodged in
these texts, to reread them with an evenhandedness that has yet to decide
what these texts are “about,” hedges toward introducing a nihilism, since
the assumed telos of the text under consideration is suspended, leaving a
flat spirograph of rhetoric.

Nausea, claustrophobia, and nihilism, however, needn’t be the result of
my project. Instead, I would like to think that in close reading a number of
Mahayana siitras there is the satisfaction of reconsidering the construction
of meaning in Buddhist rhetoric, which I hope at the very least adds to our
sense of the history of humans’ experimentation with literature and desire.

THE METASTASIS OF FATHERS

Without going more fully into the complex interplay of transcendence and
immanence, past and present, form and content that must be invoked in
even basic patriarchal claims, I want to close this overview with some brief
reflections that return to the first sentence of this chapter—the apparent
incongruity of patriarchal family figures in Buddhism, even though
Buddhism emerged from a call to leave the family. In particular, I want to
offer a model for understanding what I call the “metastasis of patriarchy,” a
perspective that I hope offers insight into the repeated attempt by Buddhist
authors to reframe truth and legitimacy in the tradition by redrawing the
lines of descent for father and son. To appreciate this process of reconceiv-

13. On another level, one might think, too, that just this kind of reading is patriarchal in
nature as it seeks a selfsame essence beyond the heterogeneity of actual content. For example,
much of what is written in traditional Buddhist studies begins to lose its clarity as soon as you
pose a simple hermeneutical question such as, Does the term “Prajnaparamita” (Perfection of
Wisdom) really refer to the same thing in all Mahayana texts, or did different authors have dif-
ferent ideas about it? Or, more poignantly, what shall we do with all those Mahayana texts that
are poorly written and chaotic, even as they claim to be engendered with ultimate wisdom,
which they promise to dispense? Does the song remain the same when the musicians can’t
play? But even this music analogy assigns too much fixity to the referent of the term
“Prajnaparamita” since it suggests some kind of recognizable perimeter around the song, a
perimeter that might not be determinable for most Buddhist terms. The problem here hinges
on whether one is willing to accept a hermeneutical structure in which meaning relies on other
meanings (a kind of Saussurian or Lacanian notion of an infinite chain of signifiers) or
whether one insists that signification leave the realm of the signifiers to jump into that com-
pletely other space where there is a pure referent, that is, meaning, free from the presentation
and reception of meaning, and the matrixes that allow that to happen.
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ing patriarchy, we first have to consider that Buddhist patriarchy and “home-
style” or “domestic” patriarchy might have a lot in common. Moreover, it is
worth considering that despite being separated by the wall of monastic reg-
ulations, monastic and domestic patriarchy can be seen as a father-son pair
themselves, with the home-style version serving as the fatherly template
from which the monastic took form. In fact, I suspect that not only did the
home-style version of patriarchy set up a template that migrated forth into
the realm of Buddhist thinking and writing, but that this template has a
peculiar tendency to keep migrating away, ironically, from the families that
it creates—a kind of restless metastasis of patriarchy.!

Thus, arguably, successful patriarchy is always a risk to itself, for once it is
effectively installed as a model for reproduction, its very logic of transcen-
dence and detachment has a tendency to turn on itself to create an antago-
nistic form of itself on another level. This struggle between levels of patri-
archy is clearly visible in the biographies of the Buddha: the authors of these
biographies need the Buddha to be the son of his father, Suddhodhana, and
a member of the Sakya clan, yet this cannot get in the way of his transcen-
dental sonship produced through a higher form of paternal predecessors
defined either as the six or twenty-four preceding buddhas.!®

This model of self-overcoming patriarchy fits the evidence in early forms
of Buddhist patriarchy, but it also seems to be discernible in patterns of
Mahayana rhetoric, which, when it appears several hundred years after the
founding of Buddhism, often replays that home-to-Buddhism jump by
doing to Buddhism what Buddhism did to the family. Thus it seems that
patriarchy does to itself what it does to a community or society in general:
as it creates sameness and difference on one level with a theory of patriar-
chal presence, it sets up a tendency for this vision of sameness and differ-
ence to jump its tracks and take that level of functioning patriarchy as some-
thing that can be overcome with yet a higher form. And yet, oddly enough,

14. For afuller discussion of this “migration” of patriarchy, see my “Homestyle Vinaya and
Docile Boys in Medieval Chinese Buddhism,” positions: east asia cultures critique 7, no. 1 (spring
1999): 5—50; and my “Buddhism,” in Sex, Marriage, and Family in World Religions, ed. Don S.
Browning (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005).

15. For early examples of this tension between dual patriarchs, see the Mahapadana Sutta
and the Atanatiya Sutta (both in the Digha Nikaya), or the apparently later biographies in the
Buddhavamsa, the Mahavastu, or the Buddhacarita. The fuller biographical accounts, such as in
the Mahavastu or the Buddhacarita, give the distinct impression that the Buddha fathered him-
self and was not the issue of his earthly father, thereby rendering redundant, at least logically,
his apparent paternity via Suddhodana. For a useful synopsis of the two early buddha-lineages
and helpful references, see Jan Nattier, Once Upon a Future Time: Studies in a Buddhist Prophecy of
Decline (Berkeley: Asian Humanities Press, 1991), pp. 19—22. For an important early discussion
of the Buddha’s biography, see Frank E. Reynolds, “The Many Lives of Buddha,” in The
Biographical Process, ed. Frank E. Reynolds and Donald Capps (The Hague: Mouton, 1976), pp.
37-61.
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this metastasis of patriarchy only works when the newer form denies its patri-
archal relationship to its template: the monastery can only look legitimate
when it both replicates its atthome template and asserts its independence
from that template. It is in this complicated dyad of doubling and disavowal
that Buddhist patriarchy can be seen as the unrecognized son of a home-
style version of patriarchy. The problem is that this newer form of patriarchy
needs its defining template even though admitting such a derivative rela-
tionship would ruin its claims to having been “fathered” by a higher form of
patriarchy—the track of buddhas. Or put otherwise, admitting its real his-
torical relationship to antecedent patriarchal theories would ruin its chance
to create the image of a perfect patriarch.

As I will argue in the sequel to this book, this cycle of overcoming what
had been “the father” with a new system of fathers continued as Chan seems
then to have done to Indic forms of Mahayana Buddhism what Mahayana
Buddhism had done to traditional Buddhism. In short, though this may at
first seem like an unlikely way to structure a history of Buddhist rhetoric,
there are good reasons for seeing in Buddhist polemics this cycle in which
patriarchal family structures, once established at one level to govern iden-
tity, authority, and inheritance, tend to be renounced and overcome by a
“higher” form that then, too, is susceptible to the ongoing rarefaction of
identity. Of course, this is not how we have been thinking about Buddhist
rhetoric, but I think the evidence will suggest that this is a fruitful avenue.

Key to catching a glimpse of this pattern of the reproduction of models
of patriarchal reproduction via cannibalistic consumption of just those
models is appreciation for the way that patriarchy, in general, is established
through a mode of negation. Speaking in general, negation figures at the
core of patriarchal claims that insist that a duplicated form of patriarchal
sameness can only be installed in the son once some other mode of identity
has been erased. For instance, in the “at home” version of constructing
identity, patriarchy moves forward from father to son by negating images of
difference deriving from the mother and any other nonpatriarchal identity
that might have hitherto accrued to the boy. In this sequence, father-as-
patriarch is imagined to be in charge of dispensing a singular, invisible, and
transcendent Something that he lodges in his son-to-be through rituals and
narratives that construct and commemorate that sameness, and which is
then evidenced in clan, caste, and surname legitimacy.®

In effecting this “mystical” injection of patriarchal sameness in the son,
the mother, who is obviously located outside the patriline, must be com-
pletely negated as a place of origin for the boy in order for the father to

16. For an interesting and rich discussion of this phenomenon, see Nancy Jay’s Throughout
Our Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, and Paternity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1992).
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reconstitute his pristine patriarchal identity in the son. Thus, in making this
mystical jump from father to son, over or through the mother, patriarchal
identity replicates itself by striking out difference in the son by asserting the
son’s sameness with the father, despite the son’s obvious origin in the mother
and his obvious difference as a being other than the father.!” Hence patri-
archy claims to have the power to install male identity first by “executing” or
obliterating the maternal element (i.e., purifying the son of his nonpaternal
past) and then by filling it in with the preserved essence of the patriline.!8

Regardless of how we metaphorize the logic at work in assigning patriar-
chal identity, and it likely is somewhat different in different settings, it might
be best for the moment simply to rephrase what I briefly pointed out above:
what is actually transmitted between father and son is faith in the very discourse that
explains how real identity is passed from father to son, along with a disciplined atti-
tude toward transmitting that theory of transmission. Thus patriarchal transmis-
sion only succeeds when the new generation first establishes its identity
through an appeal to sameness with the prior generation and then seeks to
pass this identity forward, through a mother-to-be-removed, so that the
sameness will again emerge when the next generation also identifies itself by
repeating the gesture of appealing to the presumed sameness that predated
it, and so on. Looked at slightly differently, patriarchal reproduction occurs

17. Here I am developing ideas that Jacques Lacan put forward, in his usual turgid
prose, regarding paternity and metaphor: “So, it is between the signifier in the form of the
proper name of a man and the signifier that metaphorically abolishes him that the poetic
spark is produced, and it is in this case all the more effective in realizing the signification of
paternity in that it reproduces the mythical even in terms of which Freud reconstructed the
progress, in the unconsciousness of all men, of the paternal mystery.” “The Agency of the
Letter in the Unconscious, or Reason Since Freud,” in Ecrits: A Selection (New York: Norton,
1977), p- 158.

In an earlier passage he argues that metaphor “flashes between two signifiers one of
which has taken the place of the other in the signifying chain, the occulted signifier remain-
ing present through its (metonym) connexion with the rest of the chain” (p. 157). I believe
Lacan is trying to argue that the notion of the father is just like metaphor insofar as sig-
nification jumps between two parties, magically entering both of them but only remaining
significant in their mutual juxtaposition. Figuring out how Buddhist texts work to jump just
such a spark of paternity between father-text and reading-subject is the primary question for
the chapters that follow.

18. Both Buddhist and Brahmanic sources speak of reproducing the son sometime after he
was born. In Brahmanism, this might include a washing, or a shaving of the head, or a formal
introduction to family gods, or a sacred rite explicitly designed to rebirth him, an event marked
with such visible elements as the sacred thread of the twice-born caste. In either case, though,
what is especially tricky to theorize is how the negation of the son’s nonpatriarchal origin works:
does that negation of the son’s temporary origin in the mother create a hole with a perimeter
that needs to be filled by paternal content, or does that negation open up a space “behind” the
boy that needs to be completed with material from the “higher” patriarchal plane?
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when the transmission of the theory of transmitted content is taken as proof
of the transmitted content. This is, of course, just another way of saying that
as the narrative of transmitted content goes bumping down the generations,
one overlooks the role of the narrative and instead imagines a Real content
bumping down the generations too.'

This perspective on how the structure of patriarchal discourse moves for-
ward in time also sheds light on the processes by which one patriarchal lin-
eage structure is overwritten by a “higher” lineage. Patriarchy, as I have
sketched it here, appears as a metastasizing discourse that jumps over some-
thing to make more of itself in new subjects by causing them to perform just
this “jumping over” when they in turn reproduce. However, this style of
reproduction is predicated on an act of erasure that can be directed to
mothers just as well as it can be to fathers, provided, of course, there are
higher fathers to whom one can appeal for that patrilineal sameness that
will jump over apparent difference and distance.

Supposing this unstable agent in patriarchy that moves both vertically (in
time) and horizontally (in social space) is particularly useful when these lat-
ter, and supposedly more refined, forms of patriarchy, such as Buddhist
patriarchy, turn on themselves to again make more versions of patriarchy,
setting up lineages within lineages, with each new form cutting itself free of
an older matrix, claiming to be “higher” and yet more “fundamental” than
its predecessor. Thus patriarchy’s power to assert sameness in difference,
that element of transtemporality in the very act of reproduction, makes it a
particularly likely choice for reshaping public and jural identities because it
can be inscribed in ever more general systems of signification.?

19. One could extend these comments to produce interesting commentary on the popular
Zen expression that in Zen one doesn’t focus on the finger-pointing-at-the-moon but the moon
itself. In this parable, the pair signifier and signified (finger and moon) are themselves made
into a signifying metaphor in which the “renunciation” of Buddhism is urged in order to find
some unconstructed truth beyond tradition, a truth as natural and prelinguistic as the moon.
Thus tradition replicates itself by passing on faith in the idea that tradition is to be overcome in
favor of that truth that supposedly supports tradition. Obviously, in this trope the finger-point-
ing-at-the-moon-of-truth is yet another finger; yet insofar as it can avoid that acknowledgment it
will remain the organizing trope that effectively constitutes that which is passed down from
father to son in the lineage. Thus transmission is only effected when all agree on taking literally
the metaphor about how signifiers of truth are to be discarded in favor of truth.

20. Recently Jonathan S. Walters has drawn connections between the universalism of
Asokan policies and the emergence of the Buddha’s fuller cosmic lineage, a lineage that seems
to have been designed to include, ultimately, all those who faithfully gathered at the widely dis-
persed sites of public worship established around his relics. For his interesting argument see,
“Stiipa, Story, and Empire: Constructions of the Buddha Biography in Early Post-Asokan
India,” in Sacred Biography in the Buddhist Traditions of South and Southeast Asia, ed. Juliane
Schober (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1997), pp. 160-94.
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Though these issues regarding Buddhist patriarchy are abstract, some-
what counterintuitive, and admittedly distant from previous issues in Bud-
dhist studies, still I think they offer a workable entry into the question of
form and content in Mahayana discourse that is useful for the chapters that
follow. Furthermore, once we position a discussion of Buddhist patriarchy
in this manner, we are in better shape to ask whether or not Buddhist
renunciation and patriarchy, though apparently contradictory, might not
have some common ancestor. Besides the obvious fact that you need to
have family in order to renounce the family, it is worth noting that both
forms of patriarchy on either side of the monastic wall produce identity
through cutting the subject away from one matrix and then installing that
purified subject in a kind of formal order that claims to be transtemporal,
and less particular. In the lay patriarchal family, the son is inserted into a
long chain of reproductive ancestors and cut away from his mother and
any matriarchal lines of descent, as well as his own “native” identity.
Similarly, in the Buddhist monastic family, the initiate is cut away from his
natal patriarchy and installed as a son of the Buddha in the family (sangha)
of the Buddhist institution with its claims to being the living repository of
ahistorical truths that have been discovered and transmitted by numberless
buddhas in the past.?!

Thus, arguably, Buddhism, as the very leaving of the patriarchal family,
appears in part as a reflection of the logic inherent in the patriarchal fam-
ily since Buddhism seems to do to familial patriarchy what patriarchy does
to the mother and her family: it negates an obvious origin and installs the
subject in a higher chain of subjectivity and legality. And, if we see it this
way, just as the spark of the father jumps over the gap between genera-
tions to lodge itself in the son, so, too, does patriarchy jump from the
realm of the physically reproductive family into the religious spheres of
Buddhist institutions and identity. In both zones, a discourse is formed to
explain why apparent reproduction is not the final word on the identity
and responsibilities of the subject. Later, in the much-contested struggles
over truth, inheritance, and legitimacy in the Buddhist tradition, it is not
too far-fetched to speculate that Buddhist polemicists returned to this
fundamental gesture in their efforts to create and sustain immaculate

21. There are several elements that mark ordination as a kind of second birth, but it is par-
ticularly significant that hierarchy was established within the Buddhist order through a system
of seniority that was defined by one’s length of time in the order. This implies that joining the
family of Buddhist renunciants is a kind of birth that then installs one in a certain pecking
order based on “birth order.” That this hierarchy is actually patriarchal is underwritten by the
way that the Buddha, as shown in the Mahaparinibbana Sutta, institutes this system of seniority
on the day he dies, clearly setting it up to serve in place of his guiding fatherly role; see Maurice
Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Digha Nikaya (Boston: Wisdom
Publications, 1995), pp. 269—70.
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identities of transcendental sameness in the face of difference, dispersal,
and dissension.

In sum, it is just this kind of discourse that insists on that invisible reality
behind the given, a presence that supposedly produces higher identity and
which persists through time, difference, and language, that is the enduring
topic of this book.



Who's Your Daddy Now?

Reissued Paternity in the Lotus Sutra

Once you ve determined the right plot, plot is over.
PETER BROOKS, Reading for the Plot

SETTING THE STAGE

One of the most striking things about the Lotus Siitra is its sophisticated use
of father-son motifs to explain its own identity and then to insert itself as the
defining element in creating a new identity for the reader and his relation-
ship to the Buddhist tradition.! The brilliance of the text lies in the way that
it is designed as a pivot that achieves its own legitimation by offering legiti-
macy to the reader. Thus there is a formal mimesis between the text and the
reader, both of whom are given their fathers in the reading event, and it is
precisely by arranging that double fathering that the text effects its most
basic seduction. That is, the text is designed to enact an amazing exchange:
give me the paternal right to give you, the reader, your proper paternity.
More exactly, the Lotus Sitra attempts to draw the reader into accepting its
redefinition of Buddhism by claiming that it, as text, was the final product
of a perfect patriline of twenty thousand buddhas and that this heritage
allows the text to then offer the reader entrance into that patriline, once the
reader assents to the Lotus Sitra’s genealogical claim to be of that lineage.

In addition to this impressive narrative architecture, and its likely influ-
ence on other early siitras, the Lotus Stitra warrants special attention for dis-
playing a complex relationship to earlier forms of Buddhism. Of particular
interest is the way the Lotus Sitra defined this newly created Mahayana son-
ship as a kind of rebirth out of a previously established father-son identity
that had already explained Buddhist identity as a kind of sonship to the

1. I've chosen this campy title for this chapter to echo the Lotus Sitra’s arrogance in call-
ing all readers sons. An early version of this chapter was presented at Leiden University in May

1999.
48
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Buddha.? Standing back from this play of paternity, it seems that the Lotus
Sitra created the image of a hyper-Buddhist family that is formed by explic-
itly renouncing a previously established paternal Buddhist family, even as it
borrowed many of its defining elements and logics.

Thus, throughout these narratives of conversion there is something like
a ritual structure for dying to one identity in order to adopt a new one,
though there is no ritual format or institutional setting provided to support
this shift in Buddhist identity. Hence the text attempts to effect what Pierre
Bourdieu would call “rites of institution,” even though there is no institu-
tion mentioned other than the reading moment itself and no external
props, save for the physical presence of the text as book.? This lack of exter-
nal or institutional support explains many of the narrative’s contortions as
it attempts to legitimize itself from within itself in order to place itself at the
center of a newly defined form of Buddhism that offered itself as the gate-
way to gaining a revamped form of Buddhist identity.*

In organizing such a reading of the Lotus Siitra, I need to emphasize that
I am assuming that the text, or at least the chapters that I analyze closely
here, were composed as an integrated plot with a governing set of principles
dedicated to achieving goals that remain fairly constant over the arc of the
narrative. In other words, I am assuming that at least a part of the Lotus Stitra
has a plot and that we can, with care and attention, begin to understand its
construction and the deeper set of authorial strategies that were relied on
in creating a reading experience. If we do not adopt this kind of “reading
for the plot” approach, then we have to fall back on one of three options.
The first is that we could simply consider that the text emerged as an
unwished-for grab bag of unrelated narrative snippets, pasted together with-
out a governing intent or a steady editorial notion of the work to be accom-
plished by the very act of compilation. This option is altogether unsatisfying

2. For an overview of sources that employ the term “son of the Buddha,” see the article
“Busshi” in Hobogirin: Dictionaire encyclopédique du bouddhisme d’apres les sources chinoises et japon-
aises, vol. 1 (Paris: Adrien Maisonneuve, 1927), pp. 171—"74. For an interesting discussion of
the problems of inclusion and differentiation that work around this particular nomenclature
in non-Mahayana sources, see Gregory Schopen, “Monks and the Relic Cult in the Mahaparinib-
banasutta,” in From Benares to Beijing: Essays on Buddhism and Chinese Religion (Oakville, Ont.:
Mosaic Press, 1991), pp. 196—-98. More recently, Richard Cohen has approached similar issues
surrounding paternal terminology in Indian Buddhism; see his “Kinsmen of the Son: gﬁkya—
bhiksus and the Institutionalization of the Bodhisattva Ideal,” History of Religions 40, no. 1
(August 2000): 1-31.

3. For Bourdieu’s insightful essay “Rites of Instititution,” which reworks some of Arnold
Van Gennep’s ideas, see his Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1991), pp. 117-26.

4. For an excellent discussion on creating the appearance of closure and gestalt in a read-
ing, see Samuel Weber’s Institution and Interpretation: Expanded Version (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2001), esp. “Caught in the Act of Reading,” pp. 180-206.
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since the text clearly shows authorial or editorial intention. The second
option is the religious one that assumes that the narrative, in all its bits and
pieces, reflects real events and thus cannot be read for a plot since it simply
is what happened. In this view the text as text and the author as inventor
completely disappear into the Real that the text creates for itself. The third
option is trickier and I think represents the standard choice in Buddhist
studies: the text has something of plot, but it is not the result of authorial
ingenuity but instead reflects, in some distorted manner, a summation of
the will and wishes of an early Mahayana community who wanted to create
this document as a quilting point for their beliefs and practices.

As for this third possibility, on reflection this image of “writing by com-
mittee” is problematic and particularly so once we see how much seduction
and deception are at work in the narrative. The assumption that the text is
a kind of platform statement of the earnest Mahayana community in no way
matches the subtle seductions that the text achieves precisely by working on
the reader without the reader ever realizing these machinations. Moreover,
it is altogether obvious that the Lotus Siitra is about making religious com-
munity rather than reflecting it in some Durkheimian manner. In short, I
cannot see any way to interpret literary seduction, especially at this level of
intricacy, other than via authorial intention. Too, by the final chapters of
this book, I will have provided solid evidence that the Lotus Sitra and other
sttras from this period belong to a literary culture of authors who, them-
selves, read each other’s work for the plot and borrowed and manipulated
plotting techniques in the knowledge of how and why certain plot config-
urations were effective. Thus, though itis one of the heftier bugbears in the
field of religious studies, we need not be afraid to imagine the role of the
clever and complicated authors of religious content who gained their tal-
ents by reading tradition and seeing how it worked and then going on to
create new and more inventive forms of tradition precisely because they
had, in some measure, learned how tradition could be reworked.

Given my intention to read for the plot, I treat only the first four chapters
of the Lotus S#tra in detail since they represent an integrated narrative that
establishes the platform, authority, and agenda of the text and arguably
belong to the oldest strata in the text.® Actually, if we follow the theme of
the Buddha converting old-school monks, and prophesying their future
buddhahood, there is a measure of coherency and focus that continues
through chapter g, though even in these chapters it seems clear that mate-

5. Since I am ultimately interested in its effects in China, I will be reading from Kumarajiva’s
popular translation done in 406; for a modern edited version of this text see the Taisho text,
T.g.1 ff. For a detailed discussion of the various recensions of the Lotus Siitra, see Michael Pye’s
Skilful Means (London: Duckworth, 1978). Though I disagree with Pye’s assessment of the Lotus
Satra’s narrative and agenda, his account of the historical development of the text is useful.



WHO’S YOUR DADDY NOW? 51

rial from the first four chapters is replayed and reworked. This sequence of
conversions from old-style Buddhism seems to close out in chapter 10,
which is clearly designed to cap the discussion as it is devoted to explaining
rules for receiving, upholding, and worshiping the text as book. Subsequent
chapters clearly break with the structure, orientation, and dramatis personae
of the earlier chapters, and even advertise themselves as suitable for circula-
tion separate from the text, as chapter 23 on the Medicine King Bodhisattva
does. And yet, though it is clear that much of what constitutes the later chap-
ters has been added on, it is hard, simply on formal grounds, to determine
what might or might not have been included in the earliest version of the
text. For the moment, I am leaving aside arguments about what among the
later chapters ought to be counted as part of the earliest narrative.

THE NARRATIVE ABOUT THE NARRATIVE

The first chapter of the Lotus Sitrafollows two separate but related narrative
sequences, both of which are presented in a prose and verse pair. The first
sequence establishes the Buddha Sikyamuni’s teaching moment by
recounting a discussion between Manjusri (the bodhisattva of wisdom) and
Maitreya (the coming buddha, according to traditional Buddhism), who are
supposedly at Rajagrha in northeastern India attending this teaching. In
this discussion Maitreya, as a kind of spokesperson for the gathered host of
expectant beings, expresses his doubts and uneasiness about a miraculous
display of light produced from the Buddha’s forehead, a miracle in which
the entire audience suddenly saw “eighteen thousand worlds in the eastern
direction.”® Perhaps even more shocking to the audience is that this light
caused them to see beings in all levels of the cosmos: “From this world one
could see the living beings in the six paths of existence in all of those other
lands.”” Thus at this opening moment in the narrative the internal audience
was inexplicably inducted into a cosmic view that is usually the special
purview of buddhas who see all beings in the six realms, with the only dif-
ference being that this view was restricted to the eastern quadrant of the
universe whereas a buddha’s would be omnidirectional.®

The second sequence in the Lotus Siitra’s opening chapter is told in flash-

6. Burton Watson, trans., The Lotus Siitra (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), p.
6 (hereafter cited as Watson); T.g.2b.17 ff.

7. Watson, p. 6; T.g.2b.17 ff. A very similar kind of light, with similar effects, including
allowing beings to recognize each other throughout the cosmos, is mentioned in the
Mahapadana Sutta. See Maurice Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the
Digha Nikaya (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1995), p. 203. Working from such a light miracle
is standard in many early Mahayana siitras and will reappear in the Tathagatagarbha Siutra,
treated in chapter 5.

8. Watson, p. 6; T.g.2b.17 ff.
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back mode by Manjusri as he reveals how this light miracle is but part A of a
standard A to B pattern, with B being the teaching of the Lotus Satra. Thus,
from the start, narrative action comes with a kind of commentary that fixes
the legitimacy of narrative action by anchoring it in a noncontingent pattern
of repetition. Or better, even in this briefest of narrative action, the narrative
is already bending back on itself to explain that the mode of the narrative
follows an even deeper narrative and thus should not be seen as manufac-
tured. As Manjusri says, “Now when I see this auspicious portent [the light
miracle], it is no different from what I saw before. Therefore I suppose that
now the Tathagata is about to preach the Mahdyana Siitra called the Lotus
of the Wonderful Law, a Law to instruct the bodhisattvas, one that is guarded
and kept in mind by the buddhas.” Evidently, from the outset the author
wants the reader to accept the idea that the narrative is both of cosmic pro-
portions and completely free of authorial manipulation, since the events
that make up the narrative are explained as nothing but a kind of eternal
return. I explore more thoroughly the form and logic of the light miracle
below, in particular its metonymic relationship to the Lotus Sitra’s overall
project of publicly displaying truth, but first let us consider how these initial
self-referencing structures work to explain the text’s origins.

In the wake of this initial and apparently undeserved overexposure to
truth, Maitreya wonders about the cause of this spectacular event, an event
that he seems to interpret as excessive and perhaps, given his subsequent
search for its justifying causes, potentially illegitimate. To quell his unease,
he seeks out a reliable narrator in the figure of Manjusri who can, with a
much greater historical overview, explain the causality and legitimacy of this
opening event. To orchestrate this shift in Maitreya’s dependence from the
Buddha to Manjusri, the narrative explains that after having seen the light
miracle, Maitreya discovers that he cannot ask the Buddha directly what this
vision means because he sees that the Buddha is in a meditative samadhi and
thus unavailable.!® Thus, though the vision originates in the body of the his-
torical Buddha Sikyamuni, the narrative pushes Maitreya away from the
Buddha and sends him off on a quest for origins that will reveal a new and
“deeper” spokesperson for tradition.

Equally clear in this opening scene, Maitreya, as Sakyamuni’s traditional
heir apparent, is dislocated from standard tracks of legitimacy and infor-
mation. For the moment, Maitreya cannot get answers from gﬁkyamuni,
who normally would have been expected to play just this role of informing
his spiritual descendant about truth and authenticity. Instead, Maitreya is
led unwittingly to uncover a genealogy for this initial truth-event that will
subsume Sakyamuni in a much grander plot and completely overturn tra-

9. Watson, p. 17; T.g.4b.16.
10. Watson, p. 6; T.g.2b.26.
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ditional Buddhism’s notions of genealogical truth. Even more shocking, this
search for the genealogy of the light miracle will result in Maitreya coming
to reconceptualize his own Buddhist sonship in a manner completely at
odds with tradition’s explanation of his simple inheritance from Sakyamuni.
In noting these shifts, we are witnessing but one of the many moments when
the narrative presents the “real” history of Buddhism on a far more sublime
plane than that normally associated with the figure of Sakyamuni.

To sum up, here at the outset the narrative presents action (the light mir-
acle), describes its effect on the audience in the narrative, and then pro-
duces an internal narrator who will assess the import of these “historical”
events at Rjagrha by furnishing Maitreya and, of course, the reader with
the unseen “deep history” of this event. Thus the narrative has begun its
storytelling by detouring into explaining why this storytelling needs another
story behind it.!! More poignantly, the narrative begins by demonstrating
that the truth of Buddhism is to be retold through a plotline that no longer
emerges from Sakyamuni and moreover presents information about
buddhahood that is shocking even to his expected heir—Maitreya.!?

The structure of this search for the legitimacy of the light miracle implies
that the problem of the light miracle is essentially the same problem that
the Lotus Sutra faces. Suggestive of this homology between the narrative and
the first action that it narrates is that both are excessive, inexplicable visions
on to truth that characters in the narrative are not ready to receive. More
topically, both “events” seek to reveal Buddhism from a higher perspective
in which the observer suddenly contemplates Buddhist “history” from a
buddha’s-eye view but also sees slightly more than a buddha does. In fact, as
I demonstrate in the following chapters, the characters in the narrative are
going to “see,” just as in this light miracle, buddhas living and dying, as they
reveal the paths of Buddhism that the Lotus Sutra is intent on creating.

These parallels are noteworthy, but there is one more piece of evidence
that is quite convincing for reading the light miracle as a metonym for the
entire narrative. To wit, the narrative’s resolution of the light miracle’s

11. One fun example of a similar technique can be found in the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely
Hearts Club Band, an album that narrates its origins in the introductory song by the same title
and in the reprise, both pieces explaining the supposed history of the band and how the night
is going to go, or has gone. Of course, this narration of the faux live event appears as both the
content of that event and the effect of the carefully produced studio album.

12. In the collection of essays dedicated to the figure of Maitreya in Maitreya, the Future
Buddha, ed. Alan Sponberg and Helen Hardacre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1988), this problem of Mahayana authors reconstructing Maitreya’s legitimacy did not receive
any attention, though it clearly figures prominently in the Lotus Siitra narrative and again in the
Vimalakirti. Nonetheless, Jan Nattier’s essay in that collection does note that in Mahayana texts
Maitreya often is given a “position of clear subordination to other members of the Buddhist
pantheon” (p. §5).
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genealogy actually turns into an account of the Lotus Sutra’s genealogy, with
the two inextricably linked. Hence establishing the origin and meaning of
the light miracle resolves the problem of the entire narrative because the
narrative explains that the two are forever linked in a serial sequence.
Given ManjusrT’s confidence regarding the certainty of this A-to-B sequence
between the light miracle and the teaching of the Lotus Sitra, once the nar-
rative explains the legitimacy of A (the light miracle), it has, according to
the rules it has generated for itself, naturally explained its own legitimacy.
The deeper level of ingenuity here is that the Lotus Sttra’s narrative bril-
liantly constructs the light miracle as something like a condensed version of
itself, in visual form, which it then justifies with a history and a genealogy,
even as all that narrative justification supplied for the light miracle ends up
justifying the narrative itself.

Ironically, then, as the Lotus Siitra works to legitimize this first part of
itself it appears to be moving in reverse—filling in the past of the present—
even when in fact this movement in reverse is the driving impetus for the
forward movement of the narrative. Consequently, by opening with a legit-
imacy problem that is both other to it and yet intimately related to it, the
narrative appears in a space that seems, superficially, to legitimize an event
external to itself (the light miracle) even as the project of legitimizing that
event is “internal” to itself and intimately involved with its own emergence
from a source of legitimacy. In metaphoric terms, the narrative has justified
itself as son by proving the legitimacy of its “father”—the light miracle—a
gesture that in narrative form allows for the search for legitimacy to look
much less self-serving.

Read in this manner, the opening chapter of the Lotus Sitra is a very
clever mixture of dialogue and narrative. Though most Buddhist discourses,
as they have come down to us, begin with a narrative account of where the
Buddha’s teaching took place and who was in attendance, the Lotus Sitra
seems unusual in developing that “preaction” portion of itself and folding
that prenarrative narrative into itself such that the discussion of its various
levels of historicity and legitimacy expands to become itself. That is, for the
Lotus Stitra, the stage-setting introduction is not a clearly demarcated part of
the text, and instead of simply presenting the various events that prepare for
the Buddha’s discourse, this preaction space is extensively expanded to
become the text so that the text is largely about the text, with the added
caveat that this narrative about the narrative is designed to make “the nar-
rative” seem timeless and always-already achieved. Thus in an impossible
kind of Escher hand-drawing-hand situation, the narrative wants to be time-
less and uncreated, even as it needs historical events and agents to verify its
timelessness, with the added twist that these events and agents are then
bathed in the timelessness that they just helped to create.
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Though the following chapter in the Lotus Sitra will locate the Buddha
in historical “time” and have him begin to discourse, it turns out that he is
not actually giving the Lotus Siitra. Instead, he too is talking about it from an
external point of view, just as these initial characters are, even as all this dis-
course about the Lotus Sutra is nothing but the Lotus Sitra. Thus the intro-
duction has created a rich and complex narrative space that can refer to
itself and trace down its antecedents, even as these “historical” facts about its
presentation on this particular day at R3jagrha, along with the statements
about its much deeper history, become the body of the text and absorb the
veracity that they have created.

To begin to sort out the confusion caused by rhetoric taking itself to be
both transtemporal and historical, I suggest that we consider the parallel
problem in the statement “This sentence is true.” In both the sentence and
the Lotus Siitra, form and content are completely self-referential through a
confusion of levels. In the sentence “This sentence is true,” the sentence is
presented twice. First, it is simply the unnamed articulation that begins with
“This” and ends with a period. Second, it also appears in that declarative
statement as a named item, “This sentence,” which then is given the
attribute of being true. The motor that makes the sentence tautological is
that the predicate of truthfulness given to the subject, “This sentence,” nat-
urally jumps levels to land on the full sentence that contains that subject
and predicate. Once this jump between the full sentence as matrix for the
naming event and its name that gains the attribute of truthfulness in the
sentence has been made, the sentence is positioned to both articulate its
judgment of itself and actually be that judgment.

While sorting this out with a sentence is vexing enough, the complexity
jumps tenfold in the Lotus Siatra: in giving a self-reflexive account of its
veracity the narrative creates a number of speaking characters that initially
appear external to the narrative, even though they of course only exist in
the narrative to serve its basic agenda of appearing as truthful and uncon-
structed. Thus it is as though “This sentence is true” has been expanded to
“This discourse is true” with the inclusion of any number of spokespersons
who vouch for the discourse by name, give their historical rights for saying
so, and explain the effects this discourse has had in the past.

In modern terms, this is basically the format of an infomercial in which
the supposedly objective commentators explain the product and yet remain
forever controlled by the overall agenda of the thirty-minute sales pitch and
the terms of their contracts that define their performance in the infomer-
cial. The twist is that with the Lotus Sutra, the product being offered in the
infomercial is the infomercial itself, presumably in some externalized form,
perhaps as a video. Put in this light, we are close to my comments on the par-
allels between these stitras and chain letters, as explored in chapter 1.
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TRUTH IN REPETITION

Structuring the first chapter around the figure of Maitreya as a doubting
Thomas seeking the causes of this initial “action” (the light miracle) makes
absolutely clear that from the beginning the narrative is constructed around
the assumption that truth—even as direct as seeing the entire eastern quad-
rant of the universe through the auspices of a present buddha—needs a
legitimizing history to be accepted and trusted. Thus the text’s first gesture
is to produce a recipient of truth intent on recovering the history of just that
truth-event which is currently in front of him and yet remains disturbing
without a sanctioning history. To resolve the narrative’s self-created anxiety,
Manjusri is introduced to produce a narrative for the doubting Maitreya,
the wider audience, and the reader, a narrative that recounts a distant past
time, “a time that was an immeasurable, boundless, inconceivable number
of uncountable aeons in the past,”*? all in order to reveal the repeating tem-
plate that Manjusri himself is relying on to explain the present.

Naturally, for this double plotting to work, the narrative has to step, after
a fashion, outside of itself to create a view of itself from “above.” To erect
this particularly privileged platform of observation, the text has Maitreya
attribute to Manjusri the power to perceive a kind of deep history, powers
that Maitreya, with his limited view, could never know or verify. This deep
history of the repeating teachings of the Lotus Sitra, like the initial vision
granted to Maitreya and the audience, contains within it the life and death
of buddhas, and this raises some fundamental questions. In particular, now
the narrative explaining truth is distinctively larger than the truth-beings
who used to be in charge of truth narratives—the buddhas—a position that
the text is clearly seeking to gain for itself.

The narrative’s lése-majesté against the primacy of the buddhas is only
partially muted by emphasizing Manjusri’s reliability as a narrator and giving
him the identity of a son of the buddha, or rather the son of a “dharma
king,” which is a standard epithet for a buddha. As Maitreya puts it, “This
Manjusri, son of a Dharma King [a buddha], has already personally attended
and given offerings to immeasurable numbers of buddhas in the past; surely
he must &ave seen these rare signs. I will now question him.”'* Thus the nar-
rative has cleverly constructed opening action, a response, and a search for
legitimacy, a search that nonetheless already has encoded legitimacy in itself

1. Watson, p. 14, with slight revisions; Tq.gc.17.

14. T.9.2b.29; Watson, p. 6, with revisions; in particular, Watson reads my “have seen” as
“see,” which I don’t think makes sense given the context. Maitreya is looking to Manjusri for
an explanation of this current event based on Manjusri’s past experience, amply recounted in
the preceding sentence, and thus it is Manjusri’s ableness as a recounter of the past that mat-
ters to Maitreya.
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via the figure of Manjusri who the narrative deftly gives a “prenarrative” legit-
imacy as a trustworthy narrator and “son of a Dharma King.”

It is important to note here that Manjusri is the only figure whose legiti-
macy is not a pressing issue in the text. Leaving aside for the moment the
complication of having the story of Buddhism’s fundamental patriline told
from a kind of Uber-son’s point of view, it is clear that the narrative has cre-
ated a narrator who has solved the problem that the text is seeking to solve
for itself—Ilegitimate origins. Actually, the narrative soon will explain
Manjusri’s identity as one completely intertwined with the history of the
Lotus Siutra, and confirmed thereby, but this confirmation from the Lotus
Satra will only come after Manjusri has confirmed the Lotus Sitra. I explore
Manjusri’s complex identity below, but for the moment we can be sure that
by narrating its own narrative in this way, the question of the origins of the
Lotus Siitra is displaced backward in time to some incredibly distant time
zone that seems too distant and unconstructed to be doubted—as though
the narrative gains legitimacy by pushing its origins as far away as possible
from its current articulation.

Something else is won by pushing the origins of the narrative back in
time. The text is effectively claiming that no contemporary figure could
know of its origins. Maitreya, traditionally known to be the next buddha, is
shown unable to interpret the light miracle that announces the beginning
sequence of a Lotus Sitra teaching. Clearly, then, lack of knowledge about
this stitra’s origins has now been sanctified by showing that traditionally
respected figures in the know, such as Maitreya, also lack this information.
Thus the reader is being gently encouraged to have every confidence that
just as tradition, symbolized in the figure of Maitreya, needs the coming
education, so too does the reader. Of course, this step is but the first in the
longer sequence of relegitimizing all these Buddhist figures from Maitreya
down to the reading subject, a process that will be defined strictly in terms
of accepting as true the narrative’s narrative of itself.

Without getting too tangled up in this self-referentiality, let me just say
that the narrative works by splitting itself into narrating subject (Manjusri)
and textual object (the Lotus Sitra) in order that the narrative about the
text-as-object can bestow legitimacy on itself as object, only to then have that
very narrator (Manjusri) recuperate that legitimacy through a lack of clar-
ity regarding these two “sides” of the text. In more prosaic terms, this self-
referential structure is not too different from the guy on the next barstool
saying, “The thing about me is I always tell the truth.” Though there appears
to be a narrator-historian external to the subject and his discourse, in fact
this narrator-historian is inseparable from the subject and his discourse.
Switching to the example of human self-justification is particularly useful
because in the Lotus Sutra, both text and reader get legitimized, that is,
fathered, when they learn to “talk” just like this.
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At this moment in the text, as the text describes this age-old A-to-B tem-
plate that it has created to explain its present articulation, we confront all
sorts of interesting differences between these supposedly parallel enact-
ments of A to B. For one, in describing the distant past, the light miracle
appears to have produced practically no doubt and flowed directly into B,
the teaching of the Lotus Sitra. Except for one line mentioning that the
audience at the previous teaching “wished to know the causes and condi-
tions that had occasioned that light,”!® part A went to part B without any
hitch and, more important, without any need to discuss the A-to-B progres-
sion as Maitreya and Manjusri are currently doing. While this one line im-
plies that the author wanted to demonstrate the steady sameness of this
repetitive A-to-B pattern, itis also true that the narration of this primal A-to-
B progression is quite different from the current one, which has turned into
such a lengthy discussion of historical precedents in a way that its precedent
could not have.

Obviously, if that initial A-to-B progression had had such a discussion of
origins, it too would have had to find a securing precedent to overcome its
uncertainty: clearly the template cannot need a template or we would have
just opened up a jar of bad infinity. In other words, the search for origins
needs to find a generative template, but there will never be a direct corre-
spondence between these two moments, since the origin cannot be looking
for origins or the project falls apart. And here the skills of the author are
more than ever evident: a narrative that weaves in and out of time zones to
narrate its own delivery, in the present and in the past, manages to cloak the
fact that in establishing these tracks of its legitimacy, it still is itself, forever
spinning around the phrase “the thing about me,” even if the referent of
this statement can never be found to be stable, singular, or selfsame.

To sum up these points, from the perspective of the discussants in the
narrative we have the following causality established for accepting the nar-
rative’s theory of its own origins. If Maitreya accepts Manjusri’s narrative
that explains the A-to-B sequence, he will have accepted A (the light mira-
cle) as legitimate, because Manjusri can vouch for it, and, likewise, since
part of this deeper narrative about the narrative explains the ever pre-
dictable movement from A to B, he will also be prepared to accept B (the
Lotus Satra). That is, in accepting the legitimizing genealogy of A, the light
miracle, he is bound to accept the Lotus Sitra, since in fact the two come as
a kind of father-son pair. Of course, along the way he has accepted Manjusri
as a reliable narrator and many other basic assumptions about the universe,
such as its cyclical predictability.

What is absolutely key here is that from the reader’s point of view, though

15. Watson, p. 15; T.9.4a.22.
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“B” means the Lotus Sutrain the Lotus Sutra’s explanation of what should fol-
low the light miracle, in fact, the Lotus Siitra is generating itself just in that
space between A and B, with B forever postponed. More exactly, the Lotus
Sutra legitimizes its rights to speak truth by creating a truthful speaker who
can convince others in the narrative that they all are players in a completely
legitimate and predictable plot that has already begun and is securely fas-
tened to a deeper historical plot built of confirming repetitions. Thus, in
proving truth through repetition, we readers learn to read the plot by
watching Maitreya learn to “read” the plot, and of course, all this learning
to read the plot is, on the largest scale, nothing but the plot.

THE SUTRA OF LIMITLESS MEANING

The sophistication of this self-referential narrative is also visible in the
author’s use of a curious shadow stitra, the Sitra of Limitless Meaning (wuliang
yi jing).!5 This stitra is identified by the Lotus Sutra’s narrative as a Mahayana
teaching, and it is mentioned in both the current teaching moment at
Rajagrha and in that distant primal template that Manjusri invokes to explain
the present. In both cases, it is explicitly named and placed as a teaching that
the Buddha finishes giving right before his light miracle is performed. So, in
fact, even before the A-to-B pattern we have a kind of grounding introduc-
tory teaching that apparently always accompanies the A-to-B progression.
Though Chinese authors in the fifth or sixth century seem to have forged a
stitra to accompany this title, no evidence has been found for such a text in
India.'” What might this otherwise unknown stitra be doing right here in this
most crucial of moments that leads into the A-to-B pattern? Once again, if we
approach the Lotus Sitra without thinking about the issue of a text assuming
the legitimacy to grant legitimacy, we are not going to be able to ask useful
questions about the role of this unusual stitra.

As an opening hypothesis, I suggest that we interpret this Sitra of Limitless
Meaning as a needed element in the complex relationship between the Lotus
Satraand the truth-fathers thatitis trying to create for itself. The nub of this
relationship is a chicken and egg problem: the Lotus Sitra assumes that it
needs a truth-father to produce it, yet what truth will a truth-father have to
prove his identity as truth-father before the Lotus Siitra exists? This is a par-
ticularly delicate problem given that the Lotus Siitra claims to be the site and
reservoir of total truth. Put differently, if the Lotus Sitra is the element that

16. Watson, p. 5; T.9.2b.8.

17. Neal Donner and Daniel B. Stevenson note that this is “an apocryphal work produced
in China in the mid-fifth century.” See Neal Donner and Daniel B. Stevenson, The Great Calming
and Contemplation (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1993), p. 121 n. 136.
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creates legitimacy in the patriline of truth, and we will see this logic amply
demonstrated, how could it ever have a founding father since that father
would need truth but would not as yet have the Lotus Sitra since he was in
the process of producing it? If we start in this direction of interpretation
there are three details that support reading the Sttra of Limitless Meaning as
a mediating presence between father and patriarchal truth—a perfect,
contentless product produced in order to confirm the power and legitimacy
of the producer so that he may then produce the Lotus Sitra, the item that
is supposed to confirm the legitimacy for all beings.

As for the first detail, the Satra of Limitless Meaning is the only other
named text in the Lotus S#tra and is part of what the Lotus Stitra explains as
an integral part of its predetermined mode of coming into being. Second,
the phrase used to describe the Sitra of Limitless Meaning is identical to the
one used to describe the Lotus Siitra, implying a family resemblance, and
maybe more. Both texts are referred to with precisely the same phrasing: “a
Law to instruct the bodhisattvas, one that is guarded and kept in mind by
the buddhas.”'® Given the completely jealous and self-aggrandizing nature
of the Lotus Sitra’s rhetoric, this other stitra cannot be at odds with the Lotus
Siatra and in fact probably cannot even be other than the Lotus Stitra—there
just cannot be two different and yet equally ultimate siitras held by buddhas,
since the Lotus Sitra asserts that it is the be-all and end-all of Buddhism.

Third, no details or content are ever explained for this mysterious siitra.
One would think that at this crucial moment whatever issued forth would
have tremendous value and lasting effect. However, in its past and present
“appearance,” there is only that one sentence devoted to describing the
nature of the Siutra of Limitless Meaning: “a Law to instruct the bodhisattvas,
one thatis guarded and kept in mind by the buddhas.” Similarly, there is no
mention of the effect that this siitra has on the audience. Instead, it seems
simply to be present as a necessary if inert element in the narrative describ-
ing the emergence of the Lotus Sitra. Thus the Sitra of Limitless Meaning
plays that difficult role of being nearly the same as the Lotus Sitra and yet
just different enough to exist in advance of “itself”—a kind of stillborn
older brother who proves the legitimate fertility of the father so that that
father can then produce the Lotus Sitra.

Relying on the perfunctory presence of the Sitra of Limitless Meaning sug-
gests that the author is quite aware of the problem of tracing truth-as-an-
inherited-item back into the original truth-father. Once truth is made into a
patriarchal item, then, like two north poles of a magnet, no direct effort will
succeed in returning it to the original father. This is because a truth-father is
supposed to have inherited truth, but that truth is only identified as true if it

18. Watson, pp. 15, 16.
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comes from a truth-father. In this leapfrog game of truth and paternity, the
truth-father has truth but only because he can point to his truth-father, and
so on. Thus one can never be found without the other, and yet neither can
they be jointly identified within one single founding figure. Instead, once
legitimacy is established in this patriarchal form, the content of the lineage
can never be stabilized since the presence of either item—paternal truth or
the truth-father—inevitably calls for the prior generation’s endorsement.
The tensions surrounding the impossibility of finding a paternal origin are
overcome brilliantly in the Lotus Siitra by creating this shadow siitra as a kind
of empty and completely vapid truth to hold together the truth-fathers
before they begin trafficking in the Lotus Sitra.

With these details in view, it is clear that we are reading a rather wily
author. No one could doubt that the Lotus Siitra, atleast in these early chap-
ters, evinces a high degree of sophistication in establishing the rules accord-
ing to which it is presenting truth to its audience. Clarifying this level of
ingenuity is crucial for judging the likelihood of other narrative ploys in the
chapters to come. As in the evaluation of all art, a reading gains strength
once it can be shown to belong to a “family” of parallel gestures of equal
complexity.

For instance, the ingenuity of doubling the Lotus Stitra in the forever still-
born Siutra of Limitless Meaning only comes clear when we pay special attention
to the final level of difference between the primal A-to-B template and its cur-
rent manifestation at R3jagrha. In Manjusri’s explanation in the second part
of the opening chapter, we learn that the original template for delivering the
Lotus Sutra came into being directly in the wake of the demise of an uncanny
and fundamentally unique lineage of twenty thousand buddhas, a lineage
that, too, apparently had to die out so that the Lotus Siitra could be born.
Thus though the Sutra of Limitless Meaning seemed to resolve the tension
between truth and truth-father, in fact the author chose to push back one
step farther to find an even deeper track of paternity to support itself, a track
of truth-fathers that will involve truly acrobatic narrative techniques.

In sum, the “birth story” that the Lotus Sitra gives for itself pushes back
through several layers of confirming templates of repetition. First, it follows
the A-to-B pattern that predictably arrives after the teaching of the Siutra of
Limitless Meaning. Second, this A-to-B pattern belongs to a long chain of rep-
etitions, which then are traced back to the first A-to-B template. Third, this
initial A-to-B template is located at the business end of yet another kind of
lineage of repetition—the lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas—which
dies in just such a way that the templates begin and the Lotus Sutra formally
comes into being and into its present articulation, an articulation that of
course holds all of these tracks of legitimizing repetition telescoped within
itself. Content, then, is, for the moment at least, completely given over to
verifying the genealogy of content.
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TWENTY THOUSAND BUDDHAS UNDER THE TEXT

The explanation of these twenty thousand buddhas constitutes part 2 of the
first chapter and presents a fascinating set of exchanges between the Lotus
Sitra and the layers of paternal truth-fathers that it is creating for itself.
Here we see a rich display of the author’s ability to create truth-fathers
whose sole purpose in the narrative is to legitimize the narrative in its efforts
to undermine traditional Buddhist lineages. Equally telling, these fathers
are also positioned to make that deepest form of legitimacy available to all
devoted readers, albeit through the agency of the Lotus Sutra. Thus, in the
end, these fathers are poised to refather the reader once he has accepted
how they fathered the Lotus Sitra.

In Manjusri’s account, as just mentioned, these twenty thousand buddhas
are the oldest foundation of legitimacy for the initial light miracle and the
Lotus Sttra. Despite the legitimizing role that these fathers play, it is still the
case that their presence is produced here to upset older molds of paternal
legitimacy. Thus even as Manjusri traces a lineage of causality back to this
stupendously grand lineage, he implicitly demotes the speaking Buddha
Sakyamuni in a number of ways that will be clear soon enough. Actually, sim-
ply by rendering the Buddha Sakyamuni’s actions predictable and prede-
termined in accord with rules for the teaching of the Lotus Sitra, the narra-
tive implies that its own rules exceed the authority of buddhas and
determine their actions. Thus Manjusri exclaims to the audience in the nar-
rative at Rajagrha:!®

Good men, I suppose that the Buddha, the World Honored One, wishes now
to expound the great Law (da fa), to rain down the rain of the great Law, to
blow the conch of the great Law, to beat the drum of the great Law, to eluci-
date the meaning of the great Law. Good men, in the past I have seen this aus-
picious portent among the buddhas. They emitted a beam of light like this
and after they expounded the great Law. Therefore, we should know that now,
when the present Buddha manifests this light, he will do likewise.

Noteworthy in this passage is the shift from politely speculative remarks in
Manjusri’s prediction of the coming fulfillment of the template to much
more commanding language of causal certainty. Thus, though Manjusri
starts off with an “I suppose,” he is speaking much more confidently by the
end of the passage, claiming, “Therefore we should know . . . he will do
likewise.” Below, we will have more evidence for interpreting the implica-
tions of subjecting the current Buddha, and all buddhas, to the Lotus Siitra
and its template, but for now note that though the Lotus Sitra has posi-
tioned itself as about to come out of Sikyamuni’s mouth, Sakyamuni is

19. Watson, pp. 13-14; T.9.gc.11 ff.
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arguably coming out of the matrix of this grand template that the Lotus
Sitra has constructed to explain its origins. Thus just as the narrative cre-
ated the Satra of Limitless Meaning to be a functional if empty placeholder, I
think we should say something similar about its treatment of Sakyamuni. He
has been demoted to a mere mouthpiece for the Lotus Sitra, and a rather
late one at that. Or, rather, Sakyamuni has been presented as one who
knows the plot and submits to it perfectly, just as the reader should.

To prepare for interpreting the tension over “size” and “scope” in the
narrative’s assessment of itself vis-d-vis Sakyamuni, we need to pay close
attention to the nature of this lineage of twenty thousand buddhas that
Manjusri is about to explain. The most striking thing that we learn about
this immense and seamless lineage of twenty thousand truth-fathers is that
they all have the same surname, Bharadvaja (Po luo duo), and the same given
name, Sun Moon Bright (Reyue deng ming).>® With no clear explanation of
their mode of reproduction, we learn that these buddhas follow after one
another in perfect replication: “Then there was another buddha who was
also named Sun Moon Bright, and then another buddha also named Sun
Moon Bright. There were twenty thousand buddhas like this, all with the
same appellation, all named Sun Moon Bright.”!

As in most accounts of lineages of total sameness, the only really interest-
ing figure is the last buddha, who, in this case, has the misfortune of ending
the lineage. Ironically, the demise of the lineage apparently is a consequence
of the last buddha actually reproducing a lineage but in the wrong place.
Until then, there was perfectly repeated sameness: each buddha simply taught
perfectly with no mention of his actual progeny, be it inside or outside of
domestic space. Thus the lineage was in its most sublime form in which dif-
ference did not exist. Sons were never other than fathers, and each father was
none other than his father, as their completely identical names suggest.?? This
perfectly simple duplication of buddhahood and legitimacy ends with a bud-
dha who, unlike his forefathers, “when he had not yet left family life, had eight
princely sons.”? This domestic fertility clearly upsets the normal mode of pro-
ducing Sun Moon Bright buddhas and sets in motion a fascinating cycle of
exchanges between several layers of fathers and sons, even back at this fun-
damental layer of patriarchy that the Lotus Sitra is constructing for itself.

The first thing to note is the tension between two levels of patriarchy

20. Itisinteresting to note that the clan name is transliterated into Chinese, whereas the
given name is translated for its meaning.

21. Watson, p. 14; T.9.3c.26.

22. Of course, too, there is no mention of the siitras actually being taught. Instead the nar-
rative gives us generic accounts of their teaching with no interest in locating the Lotus Sitra
back in this deepest time zone because this is a story of the birth of the Lotus Sitra and that
birth has yet to occur.

29. Watson, p. 14; T.g.4a.1 ff.
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occasioned by the final buddha’s at-home reproduction. Because he has
these eight sons, the final buddha Sun Moon Bright’s exit from the house-
hold to become a buddha creates a gap in another, lower form of patriarchy.
The gap between domestic father who has now become a buddha and his
sons at home is revealed in the way the narrative explains that the sons only
hear about their father’s religious quest, implying that they are not with him
and cannot see him and therefore must rely on narrative to focus on him.
And yet, on hearing of their father’s buddhahood, “they cast aside their
princely positions and followed him by leaving family life.”** But despite this
gesture that mirrors their father’s renunciation, a direct path to recovering
their father is blocked, and it turns out that the narrative never allows these
sons to directly rejoin the company of their father.

This gap between father and his sons is heightened when we learn that
their father is soon to die but not until he establishes a circuitous and sec-
ondary conduit for his paternity whereby his abandoned sons can be fully
fathered through the transmission of the Lotus Sitra. This newly appearing
mode of paternal transmission, though working to rejoin the broken con-
nection between domestic father and his sons, only achieves these “private”
goals by pulling these sons farther from domestic space into a public arena
of Buddhist action in which an altogether unfamiliar surrogate father com-
pletes their identities.

In particular, this newly appearing substitute father figure is presented in
the form of a bodhisattva named Wonderfully Bright (Miao Guang), a man
who has no prior relation to the final buddha-father, his eight sons, or the
lineage of twenty thousand buddhas. In place of any kind of filiation or
other grounding legitimacy, this lineage-less surrogate father simply has
received the Lotus Sitra, which was given to him by the father of the eight
sons just before his death. Apparently, once endowed with this textual trans-
mission, Wonderfully Bright can, in the absence of their “real” father, work
on these eight sons until they are identical with their now absent father.

In fact, this is the first time that the Lotus Sitra speaks of itself coming
into being. Just before dying, the final Sun Moon Bright buddha taught it
for sixty kalpas (eons) with no one feeling the least bit weary. After his death
the narrative traces out how his paternity seems to have flowed, via the Lotus
Sitra, into the receptive Bodhisattva Wonderfully Bright who keeps the
sttra and immediately sets to work using it to turn the eight sons into full-
fledged replicas of their father:*

After the Buddha had passed away, Bodhisattva Wonderfully Bright upheld the
Satra of the Lotus-like Miraculous Law, for a period of fully eight small kalpas

24. Watson, p. 15; T.9.4a.5 ff.
25. Watson, p. 16, with very minor adjustments; T.g.4cb.6.
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expounding it for others. The eight sons of the Buddha Sun Moon Bright all
acknowledged Wonderfully Bright as their teacher. Wonderfully Bright taught
and converted them and roused in them the firm determination to gain un-
surpassed enlightenment. Those princely sons gave offerings to immeasurable
hundreds, thousands, ten thousands, millions of buddhas, and after that all
were able to achieve the buddha way. The last to become a buddha was named
Dipamkara.

Below I explore the implications of inserting Dipamkara, the buddha who
in various non-Mahayana accounts is identified as Sakyamuni’s most impor-
tant progenitor, here at the end of this lineage, but for the moment suffice
it to say that though the narrative works to explain the Lotus Siitra’s role in
overcoming the gap between the final buddha-father of the lineage of Sun
Moon Bright buddhas and his eight sons, in fact there is a more complex
narrative built around negotiating and collapsing two types of lineage and,
in the process, relocating their powers of legitimacy in the Lotus Stitra.

In this little vignette, the trouble obviously began when the father mixed
within himself two types of patriarchy by leaving his at-thome sons to join the
set of 19,999 forefathers, who clearly belong in another lineage with a very
different mode of reproduction. The unstated problem seems to be that if
the father, as the twenty-thousandth buddha, had received the paternal
essence (buddhahood) that constitutes that perfect lineage, how could it
rightfully flow into his at-home sons, who, though they “naturally” have the
right to inherit his identity and heritage according to at-home patriarchy,
still do not have the right to inherit buddhahood in this nepotistic manner?
Thus, as their father is refathered, the narrative has created a tension over
whether that buddha heritage will be sucked into a lower level of patriarchy
by sons who have legitimate claims on their father’s lower paternal identity
but not this higher buddha identity. This tension between layers of paternity
will be resolved but only with the Lotus Sitra playing a mediating role that
will henceforth allow it to control entrance into all buddha families.

From the point of view of the eight sons, the exit of their father ruptures
the athome lineage in two ways. First, he is not present. Second, as he
entered into that lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas, his identity is no
longer directly repeatable in his sons, since, whereas the lineage inexplica-
bly accepts their father, the narrative bars his sons’ direct entry. Thus, given
that their father now has two types of paternity lodged within himself, the
sons’ quest to rejoin him will only conclude when they regain their own
paternity in a double manner that reflects his now doubled paternal status.
Arguably, just this tension between levels of patriarchy sets the stage for
much of what follows in the coming chapters in the Lotus Sitra as all tradi-
tional Buddhists—identified as sons of the Buddha—are challenged to
rediscover a deeper version of Buddhist sonship within themselves.
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In terms of invoking the reader’s desire, by joining these two disparate
lineages in the figure of the final Sun Moon buddha-father, the narrative has
created a frustrating mismatch in patriarchal succession.?® The father has
inherited a surplus of identity and perfection, yet the narrative seems to for-
bid the flow of that identity directly into his sons, even though the reader is
invited to expect just this transmission. Given this temporary impasse, and
the implicit assumption that a solution must be found, the narrative works
to reattach these forsaken sons to their father but only after devising an
alternative pathway that will allow for perfect buddha identity to flow
between these two lineages but via an indirect and purified conduit that will
in no way compromise the original status of the buddha patriarchy that was
completely independent of domestic reproduction. Thus on one level the
narrative appears to be searching for a way to write an ethereal, nondomes-
tic form of patriarchy on top of a lower, more physical form of patriarchy
and gain confirmation for this ploy by appealing to the reader’s expectation
for transmission on the lowerlevel of athome patriarchy.

Despite this impasse that the narrative constructs for itself, fusing these
two levels begins immediately when the sons perform the filial act of fol-
lowing their father, an act that itself mixes levels because the sons reject the
family sphere where just those filial attitudes of following one’s father would
have been forged. Thus, ironically, their involvement with the higher form
of sonship is based on the lower sonship, even though the higher level of
patriarchy destroys the lower level, despite resting, narratively at least, in
dependence on it. In short, it is clear that all these lower-level sons will turn
into buddhas, but this process of splicing together these two layers of patri-
archy will be the occasion for the emergence of the Lotus Sitra, which will
resolve the tension between these lineages by taking paternal powers away
from the lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas and into its own perime-
ters where it can properly father anyone. And given that this fusion of
higher and lower patriarchs effectively ends the initial lineage of twenty
thousand buddhas, we probably ought to read this as the story of a “Fall,”
since the first patriarchy of twenty thousand buddhas reproduces without
difference, without sons, and without angst, and yet this mode was ruined
when the final figure in that lineage generated a secondary lineage that was
completely the opposite of the initial lineage since it was a lineage built of
difference: his sons all had different names, they presumably came from
women, and in the end none of them came to be called Sun Moon Bright.

If we adopt this reading strategy of the “Fall,” then, though this final Sun
Moon Bright buddha will be the first to actually preach the Lotus Sitra, in

26. A similar fusion of domestic genetics, kingship, and buddhahood is found in Watson,
chap. 7, pp. 120 and 125, and seems to mark a place where even in the early chapters narra-
tive material is getting recycled by later editor-authors.
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many ways he seems like a fallen buddha. I would characterize him as
“fallen” simply because unlike the other 19,999 buddhas and even his eight
sons, he has reproduced sexually. None of the other buddhas reproduced
sexually, and even his sons, in the only descriptive quality attributed to
them, are said to have “constantly carried out brahma practice” (chang xiu
fanxing; T.g.4a.7), that is, celibacy, and thus they are decidedly unlike their
father, who fathered them with sex. Clearly, their chastity does not match his
fecundity.

This difference in reproductive practices is even clearer in the fact that
though his eight sons ultimately become identical with their father by
becoming buddhas, they never father sons like their father did, suggesting
an interesting failure to repeat while also casting his reproductive activities
in bolder relief. Thus this last buddha is flanked by forefathers and descen-
dants who never engage in exactly the kind of sexual reproduction that was
his defining characteristic.?” Reading in this manner suggests that the final
buddha produces the Lotus Sitra as a kind of paternal “supplement” that
was designed to inscribe his eight sons in this higher form of patriarchy that
does not brook the direct inclusion of sons that are produced according to
other models. It is no surprise, then, that though the Lotus Stitra will provide
many more uses for itself, when it first issues forth from this final Sun Moon
Bright buddha, it is immediately directed toward solving this problem of his
private paternity.

To offer a modern analogy for this story, imagine that Thomas Jefferson
had eight sons, and, after he was elected president, he wished that all eight
sons would become president too. Given the rules of American democracy,
which are designed precisely to break the back of private dynasties and
nepotism, Jefferson’s only recourse will be to construct another track of
inclusion for his sons to adopt the mantle of the presidency. That is, the
domestic ties cannot be presumed to legitimate the transmission of this
higher kind of patriarchy even though these ties might motivate the found-
ing father to find an alternative method to effect just this goal. To this end,
Jefferson decides to found a school of political theory and endows it with his
library of selected books on political philosophy. As his sons study in the
library of this newly built school they will supposedly imbibe the essence of
what it is that made Jefferson worthy to be president. Then, supposing an
electorate that recognized the merits of this school, all eight might subse-

27. Oddly enough, the sons’ celibacy matches the description of what the primal lineage
supposedly had taught. Their teaching “was pure and without alloy, complete, clean and spot-
less, and bore the marks of brahma practice (juzu qingbai fanxing zhi zu).” One more interest-
ing detail is that the primal lineage taught a simple and singular truth (dunyi wuza), but clearly
things are getting complicated and multiform. Both of these points support a reading of the
narrative as constructing a “Fall” from perfection that nevertheless was good in effect.
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quently be elected president (one thinks of Yale and the Bush family). If this
scenario occurred, then, Jefferson’s school of political theory would have
served as a kind of surrogate father whereby these sons received their
father’s patrimony but in a manner that overwrites their “biological” con-
nection to him with a transmission of political wisdom and the tools needed
to be legitimately elected. And, of course, the library will now appear as a
kind of fetishized and externalized form of Jefferson’s political legitimacy,
now rather timelessly available to be absorbed by anyone through studious
devotion.

With this analogy in mind, if we carefully read the genealogy that the
Lotus Sutra supplies for itself we can see a similar kind of restructuring of
legitimacy at work with the fascinating engagement of three forms of patri-
archy. First, there is the primal patrilineal reproduction as established in the
twenty thousand buddhas lineage, which represent the oldest beings in the
Lotus Sitra’s history and which in its final moment has to contend with a
lower level of patrilineal reproduction—those eight sons conceived by the
final buddha at home—which presents it with a “gap” problem. Overcom-
ing that gap between public fathers without mothers, and the final public
father’s private sons, bears forth the paternal substitute in the form of the
Lotus Sutra, which resutures those eight sons to their father’s (double) lin-
eage and also opens the door such that all can receive this second-order pat-
rimony via the Lotus Siitra and presumably join the primal buddha family.

Looked at in this manner, this tool of Buddhist patriarchy is born in over-
coming the gap between the two forms of patriarchy, a birth that then war-
rants its own use in overcoming every possible gap between any subject and
that primal patriarchy, even the yawning gap between those readers outside
of the narrative and these paternal figures in the narrative. We are not too
far, then, from the metastasis of patriarchy, with patriarchy jumping over all
sorts of gaps that it, ironically, creates and then claims to overcome. In all
this jumping over of gaps, the main dynamic is provided by accepting the
paternal narrative that replicating sameness is factually produced on either
side of the gap and not constructed by the narrative that explains it.

Given these various patriarchal ploys, we ought to return to the interest-
ing point that though the final buddha’s relationship to his sons is cut and
only resutured from a distance, after his death, these very sons are the first
ones fathered by the Lotus Sitra. While on one level this simply confirms my
point that the narrative was constructed to create and then resolve this very
private problem, there is in fact another angle worth exploring. With the
eight sons as the first “needy” recipients of the Lotus Sutra (the case of
Wonderfully Bright’s unmotivated reception of the Lotus Sutra is considered
below), we might suppose that there is a kind of confirmation offered by the
narrative that proves its efficacy first on those who, from the lower point of
view of sonship, are already “literally” sons of a buddha, and thus their pater-
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nity is actually never in question. For the reader, then, the first example of
refathering sons in the text with the text, an act that appears as a template
for all later refathering, actually is performed in a place particularly secure
for fathering, since it clearly overlaps and duplicates the lower level of son-
ship and thus seems less disputable. Put more directly, the first textual refa-
thering occurs on the only figures onstage who are already sons of buddhas,
and this likely was designed to comfort the reader who soon will be asked to
accept a similar refathering, though without this substratum of a domestic
family relationship with a buddha.

REAL PATERNITY DISPENSED BY SURROGATE FATHERS

Though this analysis has taken us quite far into issues of narrative, truth,
and legitimacy, there are several more interesting aspects of this “story of
two lineages” that recounts their mutual termination, even as that termina-
tion produces another paternal power in the public and forever mobile
form of the fatherly discourse that has the same name as the text, “Lotus of
the Wonderful Law.” To get at these less obvious points, let me first note that
as the last buddha-father of the twenty thousand buddhas lineage preaches
the Lotus Siutra to Wonderfully Bright, he has given to an out-group man an
alienated form of his paternal powers that will allow this surrogate father to
complete his own fatherly tasks. This gestures proves, implicitly, one of the
stitra’s most basic claims—that discourse can replace paternity, or perhaps
more provocatively, that paternity is discourse. Hence we ought to say that
in constructing a paternal tool (the Lotus Sitra) that will reach where he
cannot go, the final buddha has made a seal of paternity that can be applied
by anyone on anyone, and which returns everyone to the buddha lineage.
In essence, then, the impossible duality of the final buddha’s fatherhood
may have ended the perfect mode of reproduction, but it was that very dual-
ity that diverted their reproductive powers into the hands of out-group men,
now endowed with the Lotus Siitra, who appear in that gap to first fuse those
two lineages and then offer that pure paternity to all who would accept it.

Having noted how the Lotus Siitra mined these two lineages for the dou-
blejointed purpose of being legitimate and conferring legitimacy on its
recipients, we ought to ask, Why does the final buddha have to die just as his
replacement, in the form of the Lotus Siitra, appears? That is, why did the
narrative time the events so that his death occasions the first preaching of
the Lotus Sitra outward into public space and the demise of the twenty thou-
sand buddhas? The answer seems to be that if the Lotus Sitra existed and
could be used to father sons while a representative of that primal lineage
still existed, there would be too many fathers onstage and a potential con-
flict of lineages since two sources of legitimacy would be in place. For the
Lotus Sttra to really appear as the new reproductive descendant of that lin-
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eage, it cannot overlap with it and should only appear with the death of its
final representative, just as each of the twenty thousand buddhas succeeded
one another serially. Perhaps, too, the narrative is relying on the reader’s
sense of a kind of conservation of paternity. Thus proof of its new presence
in the Lotus Stutra would be indirectly found by its absence in the lineage
where it used to be.

This reading seems sensible enough, but the text has included another
transmission right at this death moment. The final Buddha Sun Moon
Bright gives a certain bodhisattva, Virtue Storehouse, the prediction of
being the next buddha, called “Pure Body.” This narrative detail, however,
seems inert because we never again hear of this figure, either in his bodhi-
sattva or buddha identity. Presumably this detail is included simply to show
that the final buddha was in fact reproductive according to the standard
trope in traditional Buddhist mythology wherein buddhas “anoint” their
successors. Noteworthy here is the way that the narrative abruptly leaves this
dummy transmission to pursue the flow of sanctity and power that follows
the gift of the Lotus Sitra to Wonderfully Bright and then on to the final Sun
Moon Bright’s eight sons. Thus I suspect that this perfunctory transmission
to “Pure Body,” like the Sutra of Limitless Meaning, serves simply to confirm
that the final buddha was reproductive and efficacious according to the
standard mode, even as that mode is being opened up and reworked in the
Lotus Satra’s account of its own role in producing buddhas.

When we look carefully at the final buddha’s preaching of the Lotus Sitra
to Wonderfully Bright there are several other provocative details. First, the
narrative offers no reason for the final buddha’s teaching of the Lotus Sitra
to Wonderfully Bright, that single bodhisattva in the crowd of twenty million
when the Lotus Sitra first emerges in the narrative about itself. In fact, this
gratuitous and inexplicable gift in a narrative obsessed with causes and
genealogies is more than a little odd. Why, in this crucial first enactment of
the standard A-to-B pattern, does this final buddha of the lineage preach the
Lotus Sitra simply “because of the bodhisattva Wonderfully Bright”??® What
might be behind this simple and unexplained “because” linking the first
teaching of the Lotus S#tra and this particular bodhisattva and his later “refa-
thering” of the eight sons?

To address these issues surrounding this crucial moment when the Lotus
Siatra was first preached, let me note that up to this point the only detail we
have learned about Wonderfully Bright comes at the beginning of this sec-
tion where Manjusri mentions that this bodhisattva had eight hundred dis-
ciples. Thus perhaps there is a kind of rhyme between his eight hundred dis-
ciples and the eight sons in need of a father, a rhyme scheme that seems

28. Watson, p. 16; T.g.4a.24.
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roughly mirrored in the imbalance of the twenty thousand buddhas in the
lineage and the twenty million bodhisattvas in the audience of this first
teaching of the Lotus Siitra. But even with this rather vague numeric associ-
ation, Wonderfully Bright simply does not have a lineage, nor does he have
a background that would justify playing this key role as the first recipient of
the Lotus Stutra.

This lack of a suitable background in the initial recipient seems incon-
gruous because resolving the past (the incomplete eight sons) seems ulti-
mately to be the motivation for this teaching of the Lotus Siatra. Thus, in
terms of time, this initial preaching of the Lotus Sitra seems designed to
move backward in time to complete the eight sons, who clearly represent a
past problem, and yet this very first recipient of the discourse does not come
with a past problem. Quite the contrary. Since the current narrator Manjusri
will soon claim that this bodhisattva Wonderfully Bright was none other
than himself, the “because” explaining the first preaching of the Lotus Sitra
seems to be necessary not in terms of Wonderfully Bright’s background but
rather in terms of his future role as the purveyor of just this narrative. If this
is correct, then this is one of those interesting moments in the narrative
when the flow of causality that the narrative has created for itself directly
reveals its presence in its past with the “actual” events explained in the nar-
rative (fabula)bearing the mark of being created to advance the account of
events (sjuzet)?® In other words, just at this juncture the author of the nar-
rative has sewn the working narrator, Manjusri, into the narrative that he is
developing.

But there is something else here to appreciate: this apparently gratuitous
gift to Wonderfully Bright marks that critical moment when the narrative
fully extracts legitimacy from this primal lineage that it has created as its
foundation. As it leads patriarchal legitimacy out of the lineage into
Wonderfully Bright, the ostensible goal is to solve the lineage’s problem, but
in fact this seems as but a ruse to explain how nonlineage figures suddenly
took hold of patriarchal essences that are now separable from lineage
figures and appear ready to be distributed in discourse or textual forms.
That is, the narrative has created a flow of legitimacy that appears at first
conservative in its zeal to restore legitimacy where it was lacking in the eight
sons, even as the mechanism of that act completely revolutionizes legiti-
macy, exploding its hitherto private availability. What this means is the nar-
rative has explained the emergence of this new alienated, and as yet un-
tested, form of patriarchy simply as the effect of following basic rules of

29. For a useful discussion of the tension between these two forms of a narrative, see Peter
Brooks’s Reading for the Plot (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), pp. 24 ff. For
an early, and in many ways clearer, discussion, see Boris Tomachevski’s “Thématique,” in
Tzvetan Todorov, trans., Théorie de la littérature (1965; Paris: Seuil, 2001), p. 272.



72 WHO’S YOUR DADDY NOW?

patriarchy. Ironically, the narrative vouches for itself by explaining that it
was only by following the old rules of athome patriarchy that this new
rather deviant form of patriarchy emerged. The sons of that final buddha
simply had to have their father’s full transmission, even if this required a
most unusual invention.

To begin to unravel the authorial care exercised in legitimizing the extrac-
tion and recodification of legitimacy within its own narrative presence and
function, let me first clarify the narrative events in this section of the open-
ing chapter. Once the final buddha has preached the Lotus Siutra to
Wonderfully Bright we see that Wonderfully Bright becomes the main agent
in the flow of events. He upholds the Lotus Sitra, fully fathers the eight sons,
maintains his eight hundred disciples, and, in particular, works on a certain
bodhisattva named Seeker of Fame who is especially greedy and inattentive
to Buddhist teachings. Thus, just in terms of narrative coherence, the
agency and efficacy of the twenty thousand buddhas, who taught and con-
verted beings, is now replaced by the actions of Wonderfully Bright, who
now teaches and converts beings.

Similarly, the unnamed teachings of the prior buddhas have now been
replaced by the maintenance and explication of the Lotus Sttra. This is no
small detail; it shows that in order for the legitimacy of the primal lineage
to pass into public space, the “content” of the buddhas’ teaching has been
reduced and fetishized into the perimeter of the Lotus Sitra, which, hence-
forth, is counted as the reservoir of Buddhist truth and the essence of lin-
eage legitimacy, two items that will be completely intertwined from now on.
If Manjusri had not been granted this privileged role in the narrative, then
the narrative would have lost its focus as the Lotus Stitra would have been dis-
persed widely into the vast audience on site at this initial teaching moment.
Thus, for plot reasons alone, the narrative needs to restrict the transfer of
the Lotus Sitra to only one member of this vast audience of twenty million,
and to have him, alone, identified as the eight sons’ teacher. In line with the
narrative’s interest in creating streamlined causality and pairs of mutually
confirming doubles, we should not miss that the narrative has at this mo-
ment introduced yet another singular figure, Seeker of Fame, who appears
as the sole character in the audience worth mentioning and who, we sus-
pect, will have everything to do with furthering the narrative’s account of
itself. In fact, we will shortly learn that this bodhisattva named Seeker of
Fame is none other than Maitreya, Manjusri’s current interlocutor in the
present at Rajagrha.

Thus, on one level, as Wonderfully Bright a.k.a. Manjusri turns these
eight sons into buddhas he has established the template of the present
teaching at R3jagrha. In both places, Wonderfully Bright qua Manjusri and
the Lotus Sitra function as a kind of “dual star” that condenses the totality
of Buddhist truth and paternal legitimacy that had been lodged in the lin-
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eage of the twenty thousand buddhas and then offers it to the public via the
one figure who knows its deepest history. And yet both times that Manjusri
is shown offering the Lotus Sutra outward to the public it seems that the
actual recipient is Maitreya, who seems to stand in for the reader in a num-
ber of provocative ways that I explore below.

MANJUSRI’S UNUSUAL SONSHIP

Seeing how the narrative prepared so brilliantly for Manjusri’s narrating
role, we ought to revisit his sonship, which was established at the outset of
the flashback when he was described as a “son of a Dharma King.” But who
is this “Dharma King,” and why wasn’t he brought onstage and introduced?
The explanation for this lacunae probably lies in the narrative’s hope to
avoid a potential conflict of lineages. Thus Manjusri as Wonderfully Bright
does not have a fully articulated lineage, because if he did, the narrative
would have to negotiate a legitimate connection between his lineage and
Sun Moon Bright’s. Instead of working this out, Wonderfully Bright is sim-
ply brought onstage without a clearly defined pedigree and receives the
legitimizing essence of the final buddha Sun Moon Bright, in the form of
the Lotus Sutra. Wonderfully Bright then maintained that essence and in
time refathered the final buddha’s eight sons, thereby unavoidably inserting
himself in the flow of paternal sanctity in order to complete a patriarchy
that was not his own. Catching sight of his role as receptacle and mediator
helps to explain one of the oddest things about his character.

When Wonderfully Bright receives the Lotus Sttra from the final Sun
Moon Bright buddha, it does not produce his own perfect sonship and sub-
sequent absorption into the lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas, as it
did for the eight sons. But why should the narrative insist on this difference
in causality? Wonderfully Bright receives the siitra as the eight sons do, but
when it comes into his hands, it changes nothing about him. In fact, he is
the one person in the narrative whose reception of the narrative produces
no joy, no new kinship, and no new wisdom. And yet when he expounds it
for the eight sons it serves, along with their worship of innumerable bud-
dhas, as the cause for their buddhahood. I suggest that this is not acciden-
tal but is due to the fact that at this moment in the narrative the Lotus Sitra’s
power to refather those who receive it has not yet been proven, since, in
fact, that is exactly what the plotline is in the process of demonstrating.

There is, however, more of a paradox here that involves the attempt to col-
lect the legitimacy of the lineage of twenty thousand buddhas and move it
into the form of the Lotus Stitrawhere it can, completely free of the buddhas,
turn any recipient into a buddha. The problem is that the first gift of the
Lotus Suitra into public space, if it directly produced perfect Buddhist son-
ship, would be compromised because that effect might appear to have been
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the effect of the donor—the final buddha. Moreover, it would mean that
when this recipient then gave the Lotus Siitra to another, it would again be
given by a buddha, again casting doubt on the singular and totally self-reliant
efficacy of the Lotus Sutra. Thus to actually prove the independent power of
the Lotus Sitra to produce buddhas, it has to first be given to a nonbuddha
who, without turning into a buddha in receiving the gift, then gives it to oth-
ers, effecting their buddhahood in a way that does not impinge on the Lotus
Satra’s claim to total efficacy. To play this role, Manjusri has to appear as a
Teflon bodhisattva in the narrative—he is simply the pure conduit whereby
the buddha-essence that was in the final Sun Moon Bright buddha can be
received into public space only to then be reinstalled in his eight sons.
There is, of course, another more practical reason for Manjusri’s immu-
nity to the Lotus Siitra: if reception of the Lotus Siitra had done to Wonder-
fully Bright what it does to the eight sons in the following sequence, then
the story would have lost its narrator as he would have been absorbed by the
lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas and disappeared. Thus Manjusri’s
earlier identity as Wonderfully Bright is left as that one moment in the
entire narrative where the gift of the Lotus Stitra has no particular effect:
there is no mention of him regaining his sonship and certainly no mention
of his imminent slide into buddhahood, a slide that would have curtailed his
usefulness as an omniscient narrator. Ironically, then, in the narrative’s nar-
rative about its total efficacy, its first recipient remains immune to its powers
in order to be the agent in disseminating its efficacy. Manjusri, then, as
something like the lord of the Lotus Siitra, is the one figure in the text who
can wield it without it ruining his much-needed identity as a nonbuddha.
To sum up these points, the narrative has objectified itself such that
explaining its legitimate origins in the present also carries with it an implicit
censure for that audience of one who called for just that history. Maitreya,
who is currently receiving this genealogy, learns at the end of this account
that he has been, in fact, hearing his own history. When Manjusri explains
to Maitreya that that wayward student who had been singled out in the
description of his first batch of eight hundred students—Seeker of Fame—
was in fact Maitreya, Maitreya has been made to recognize that this story is
also his genealogy but one that he can only currently accept by admitting his
past failure to correctly receive Buddhist paternity and the ever important
narrative that delivers it. Thus as Manjusri received and upheld the Lotus
Sitra and then used it to finish fathering the final buddha’s eight sons,
Maitreya, though in the crowd, remained untouched by the earliest pre-
sentation of the narrative. Certainly the powerful paternity that the narra-
tive claims for itself did not enter Maitreya, and thus his current reception
of the narrative comes with the burden of admitting an earlier turning away
from something that should have, long ago, returned him to his full and



WHO’S YOUR DADDY NOW? 75

rightful identity. The narrative thus has arranged for a series of plotlines
that create a fecund past that legitimizes all narrated activity, as well as the
account of that activity, even as it weaves a web around the controller of that
past—Manjusri—and the receiver of that past—Maitreya. In short, the nar-
rative has created a self-verifying account of itself so that its form, content,
origin, authority, and reception are presented with staggering attention to
detail and a rare sense for what is needed to draw a suspicious “reader” like
Maitreya into such a vision.

MAITREYA’S DECADENCE

In keeping with the level of sophistication in this well-crafted narrative, the
current speaking moment finds that it too has an A-to-B pattern, since the
current speech is but the continuation of a speech that began long ago,
even if Maitreya cannot remember it. Essentially this means that Maitreya,
and implicitly the reader who is reading through Maitreya’s character,
learns that he has been both deeply involved in the plot and impervious to
it. Or better, he learns that he Aas been impervious to the plot and all that
could change right now. Maitreya’s original lackluster identity implicit in
his prior name, Seeker of Fame, is emphasized in even harsher terms when
Manjusri explains: “He was greedy for gain and support, and though he
read and recited numerous stitras (sui fudu song zhongjing), he could not
understand them, and for the most part forgot them.”%

Clearly, Maitreya has not been doing very well at being a good Buddhist,
and given his rather lackadaisical performance as a reader, it apparently is
going to take a miracle in the form of the Lotus Sttra to overcome his bad
study habits and put him on the right track that will lead to his future
buddhahood. In other words, the Lotus S#tra rewrites Maitreya’s identity so
that he isn’t anyone of note, not even a good Buddhist, until he is rechris-
tened with the Lotus Sitra. Thus from the outset it looks like the Lotus Siitra
denigrated Maitreya so that he could be returned to his former buddha-to-
be status once he has wholeheartedly received the Lotus Sitra, a process
that has profound implications for the legitimacy of the old Buddhist hier-
archy that he used to inhabit, as well as for the traditional reader who,
more likely than not, used to consider Maitreya as the wonderful sole
descendant of Sékyamuni.

In considering why Maitreya is so thoroughly demoted by the Lotus Stitra,
the first thing to mention is that he is presented in an unflattering light in
other Mahayana works. For instance, in the Vimalakirti and the Guhyasamaja-

30. Watson, p. 16, with minor changes; T.g.4b.11.
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tantra he also plays the fall guy.®® Presumably he is subjected to degrading
treatment because he represents a pre-Mahayana attempt to create an
example of a Buddhist son who is destined to become the father, and thus
he represents a kind of limited and particular sonship that needs to be
opened up to give way to a universally available sonship, in keeping with the
Lotus Sutra’s command that all beings become sons of the Buddha. However,
there are also good reasons for thinking that in addition to being demoted
from the particular son on his way to becoming the universal father, he has
been turned inside out so that he is to be read as a cipher for “everyman.”
In this perspective his sins become subtle invitations to the reader, who sees
in these shortcomings proof that he too will be accepted. Thus, as a sinner
of sorts, Maitreya is presented as the best place for the reader to identify—
all readers know that they are not what others think they are, even as they
are very concerned about what others think of them, and Manjusri has
looked into Maitreya, piercing his exterior to render this unflattering
appraisal of Maitreya’s greed and pride, but nonetheless this appraisal does
not prevent Maitreya from being included in the group. Thus in the process
of presenting and overlooking Maitreya’s sins, the text encourages every-
man’s entrance into a parallel program. Of course, too, the text went out of
its way to say that Maitreya’s past failures coalesced around his tendency
toward bad reading, a detail that no doubt was designed to spur the reader to
avoid Maitreya’s errors, which might similarly lead to lost time and lack of
self-knowledge.

WHY DIPAMKARA AND MAITREYA TAKE A FALL

To shed some more light on the Lotus Sitra’s reconstruction of traditional
authority and legitimacy, we need to come to terms with how its account of
itself undermines the traditional notions of Sakyamuni’s patriline. To read
the Lotus Stitra without paying attention to these revisions in the prior buddha-
lineage is to miss a large part of the text’s agenda. In these early chapters, it
is clear that the author understands that the narrative can only offer the
reader a place of prominence in the buddha-family by downplaying the
uniqueness of the two buddhas—Dipamkara and Maitreya—that flanked
Sﬁkyamuni in the traditional version of the buddha-lineage. Thus for the
Lotus Sitra to take control over publicly dispensing full filial relations to the
Buddha, it had to unhinge and overcome the prior patriarchal forms that
had so narrowly controlled inclusion in the Buddha’s family.*

31. For some comments on Maitreya’s complex character, see Lewis Lancaster, “Maitreya,”
in Encyclopedia of Religions, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan, 1989), pp. 136—41.

32. Regarding new, more “public” versions of Buddhist identity, I need to again direct
readers to Jonathan S. Walters’s essay “Stlipa, Story, and Empire: Construction of the Buddha
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In non-Mahayana accounts, Dipamkara Buddha is usually recognized as
Sﬁkyamuni’s key predecessor and worshiped as a singularly important figure
who met Sakyamuni in the distant past and conferred on him the right to
become the next buddha.?® In this role, Dipamkara is, by virtue of his place
in the lineage of buddhas, the crucial cause of Sakyamuni’s future buddha-
identity and is the main legitimizing figure that acts to recognize Sakya-
muni’s eventual buddhahood. As we have seen, in the first chapter of the
Lotus Sitra Dipamkara is cut away from that simple family of buddhas as they
had been known and given a new family that is constructed around that
hitherto unknown set of twenty thousand buddhas and the exchange of the
Lotus Saitra.

More precisely, the Lotus Sitra attaches Dipamkara to its own history by
claiming that the last of the eight sons that the last of the twenty thousand
buddhas fathered at home became Dipamkara, once he was given the Lotus

Biography in Early Post-Asokan India,” in Sacred Biography in the Buddhist Traditions of South and
Southeast Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1997), pp. 160-94. He makes the fine
argument that the narratives supporting stiipa-worship in the post-Asokan texts, the Apadanain
particular, seem designed to include all participants in the Buddha’s biography, and thus there
seems to have been a parallel effort to “nationalize” Buddhist identity by rendering the Buddha’s
biography as a matrix for including all Buddhists. Though the Apadanaisn’t accessible to me in
Pali, I gather from Walters’s remarks that the narrative also involves a critical doubling in which
the audience hears of their current stiipa worship as the reflection of a deeper historical narra-
tive that also explains where these deeds will lead in the future. Authenticity and desire for that
authenticity, then, are tendered to participants in a pan-temporal display. Arguably, a very simi-
lar template is structuring the Lotus Sutra’s manipulation of Maitreya and the reader.

33. For a particularly full account of their meeting, see the Buddhavamsa, trans. 1.B.
Horner, in The Minor Anthologies of the Pali Canon, pt. 3: Chronicle of Buddhas (Buddhavamsa) and
Basket of Conduct (Cariyapitaka) (London: Pali Text Society, 1975), pp- 11—17. Sﬁkyamuni’s con-
nection with the list of twenty-four buddhas, which begins with Dipamkara, is also cited in the
Commentary lo the Jatakas; see Henry Clarke Warren, trans., Buddhism in Translation (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1896), pp. 32—33; or T. W. Rhys-Davids, Buddhist Birth Stories
(London: Trubner and Co., 1880). For a particularly interesting and expanded version of
Sﬁkyamuni’s initiation at the hands of Dipamkara Buddha, see the Divyavadana in John S.
Strong, The Experience of Buddhism (Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth, 1995), pp. 19—23. A nearly
identical account of Dipamkara is given in the Mahavastu, trans. J. J. Jones, in Sacred Books of the
Buddhists, vol. 1 (London: Luzac and Co., 1949), pp. 188 ff. In other lineages provided for
Sakyamuni, Dipamkara is not mentioned, and one finds instead only the latter six buddhas of
the longer list of twenty-four as in the Mahapadana Sulta, translated by Walshe in his The Long
Discourses of the Buddha, p. 199. If one can trust Faxian’s early-fifth-century travelogue as at least
partly imprinted by then current Buddhist folklore, then several Indian sites maintained a vari-
ety of stories about previous buddhas; see in James Legge, trans., A Record of Buddhistic Kingdoms
(1886; reprint New York: Dover, 1965), pp. 51, 55, 63—64. Finally, there is some evidence in
the various vinayas that the preceding Buddha Kasyapa, or rather his remains, was of impor-
tance to several early Buddhist communities. For some details and sources, see Gregory
Schopen, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1998),
chap. 2, “Two Problems in the History of Indian Buddhism,” esp. p. 28 ff.
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Satra® By making these claims, the Lotus Sutra has essentially made itself
the father of Dipamkara because it is only in receiving the Lotus Sitra that
Dipamkara enters into the buddha-lineage. Consequently, Dipamkara’s rela-
tionship to Sakyamuni Buddha has been subsumed into the much larger
history of the Lotus Siitra, which now claims itself as the sanctifying element
that explains both Dipamkara’s identity and his relationship to Sakyamuni.
In short, according to the Lotus Sitra, these two buddhas are but recent
placeholders in the much more extensive lineage of the Lotus Sutra. Thus
Dipamkara, instead of being a solid source of legitimacy for Sakyamuni’s
identity, as he was in earlier genealogies, is now but a recent receptacle for
the Lotus Sitra, which he himself had to rely on to achieve his buddha-
identity. In all this, the Lotus Siitra has presented itself as the Thing that is
passed down the chain of buddha-patriarchs, a claim that obviously has rich
import for its movement into the reader’s hands.

To visualize more clearly this ploy of “overlaying” the history of the tra-
ditional, pre-Mahayana buddha-family with the history of the Lotus Sitra, let
us first imagine a horizontal track of twenty-four buddhas, with the Buddha
Dipamkara on one end and Sﬁkyamuni on the other.?® On top of this sim-
ple lineage, the Lotus Siitraintroduced a vertical conduit of immense length
that was poured into Dipamkara, thereby setting him at the end of the
much more massive lineage that transmits the Lotus Sttra. Of course, this
reconfiguration effectively renders Dipamkara and the other twenty-three
buddhas inconsequential as a point of origin, since the real place of origin
is none other than the Lotus Sutra, whose history is the “real” history of
buddhahood.

Besides hollowing out the prior track of buddhas, Buddhist truth has now
been encapsulated in the Lotus Siitra because it alone holds the succession
of buddhas together. In this maneuver, the Lotus Siitra presents itself as an
incredibly efficacious item that now looms as the sole Thing that retains
Buddhist enlightenment and enables the reproduction of the buddha-
lineage. Consequently, Dipamkara’s cachet as Sakyamuni’s predecessor is
hijacked so that though he remains Sﬁkyamuni’s progenitor of sorts, this
role has been reduced to being no more than a point of contact with the

34. Watson, p. 21; T.g.4b.11.

35. There is in the Buddhavamsa’s account of these twenty-four buddhas an obvious struc-
tural anomoly. Sﬁkyamuni is the only buddha who receives a prediction from Dipamkara, the
first of the twenty-four buddhas. The other twenty-three buddhas between these two seem not
to be blessed in a similar manner, and thus Sakyamuni’s buddha-identity issues from both
Dipamkara’s prediction and from his place at the end of the lineage. Presumably the author
of the Lotus Sitra recognized Dipamkara as the particularly potent “distant” father of Sakya-
muni and chose to attach his new lineage there instead of using Kasyapa who was Sakyamuni’s
most immediate predecessor.
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powerfully potent and previously unknown lineage-essence, the Lotus
Satra, which claims that it is, itself, that which makes buddhas. Thus by writ-
ing its own history on top of the previous buddha-history, the Lotus Sutra
was able both to trump the prior version and to borrow its legitimizing
form: Sakyamuni is still a buddha because of his contact with Dipamkara;
it is just that we now have the much bigger narrative of the Lotus Sitra
explaining that contact and the all-powerful Thing that made that contact
efficacious.

Thus, by the end of the introductory chapter, we have been “shown” a
history of the Lotus Siitra that takes itself to be the be-all and end-all of
Buddhism in such a manner that the most familiar buddhas—Dipamkara,
Sakyamuni, and Maitreya—appear to be no more than current givers and
receivers of this much more massive reality of truth that is responsible for
their identities and legitimacy. In sum, the structure of truth and legitimacy
as it had been known in pre—Lotus Sitra Buddhism has been hollowed out
and reconstituted in the first chapter of the Lotus Siitra so that the Lotus
Sitra itself appears as the final arbitrator of buddha-identity, even as it pig-
gybacks on those prior forms as sites for proving its own efficacy. In the end,
Dipamkara and Maitreya have their exalted status partially returned to
them, but the cause of that status has been redefined as reception of the
Lotus Sutra, an item that, as we will see, can go anywhere, rendering defunct
the notion of a separate, singular buddha-lineage.

MAITREYA’S CONVERSION AND THE FIRST SET OF VERSES

Itis not possible here to offer line-by-line interpretations of everything that
happens in this crucial first chapter, but I want to draw out some of the more
interesting narrative ploys evident in explaining Maitreya’s role in the
telling of the narrative about the narrative. For instance, at one point early
on in the chapter Maitreya restates what has happened in the narrative thus
far, summing up the initial light miracle but now in verse form. There has
been no small amount of debate about what this kind of doubling of prose
and verse might mean in Mahayana sutras. Some scholars argue that it rep-
resents the mark of an earlier oral form of the text that was then incorpo-
rated into a more literary, Sanskritized form; others argue that the doubling
is an attempt to offer the verse form in a more “transmittable” form—a
song, in other words. I am not convinced by either of these explanations for
two reasons: the text is all about doubling things, and so that it fully doubles
itself in literary format need not be explained via a cause outside of the text
itself—its history or its outreach intentions; and when read carefully, this
verse, at least, does not simply double the preceding prose narrative but
instead does some rather heavy lifting that moves the whole narrative for-
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ward to the next section, and thus it is integral to the text and not a simple
doubling at all, though it calls itself such.?

The first thing to note in reading the verses that supposedly restate the
meaning of the preceding prose section is that the generic vision of truth via
the Buddha’s light is now presented as Maitreya’s own vision. What had
been presented in narrative by a narrator to whom we were never intro-
duced now comes as Maitreya’s account of what he and the others saw. So, far
from being gratuitous repetition, the verse section moves the vision of truth
from the words of the faceless narrator into the being of one of the beings
created in the narrative, and this shift gives the vision a securer reality as it
now has a “visible” spokesperson in the narrative, an anchoring that it
lacked when it was just the product of the uncertified external narrator.

Another remarkable shift of vision is accomplished in this verse section
that is altogether absent in the prose: by the end of the verse, Maitreya states
that now the whole audience is staring at Maitreya and Manjusri as they seek
to understand the vision. As Maitreya says, “Buddha son, Manjusri, I beg you
to settle the doubts of the assembly. The four kinds of believers look up in
happy anticipation, gazing at you and me.”*” Here it seems that after having
subsumed the omniscient narration into his own experience, and thus invit-
ing the reader to gaze into the miraculous vision through his own eyes, he
now pulls back to address an audience that takes him as an object. Of course,
though this audience is in the narrative, in fact, this gesture serves perfectly
well to stabilize the reader’s gaze into the narrative so that he or she can
either alight on Maitreya’s face or enter his vision, a doubling that presum-
ably makes the reading experience seem more lifelike because one can see
the narrator and then enter into his experience through receiving his words.

Of course, much more could be said about how the narrative is con-
structing facsimiles of auditory reception, but for now let us note that this
structure of moving between Maitreya as object and subject-position appears
as a perfect bookend for the parallel structure that initiated the vision when
the audience stared in rapture at Sékyamuni but then somehow saw
through his physical form to see what he saw, or at least a portion of it, as the
audience took in the cosmic vision of reality in the eastern quadrant. This
narrative attempt to create figures and then move the reader inside their
vision is, I would argue, an essential part of offering a narrative that disap-
pears into the Real that it is creating. That s, it is just in this kind of gesture
that language can fully disappear as language.

A third and final element in this verse is worth noting: an abundance of
father-son logic appears in Maitreya’s account of what he saw, as Maitreya,

36. The omniscient narrator explains that Maitreya, “wishing to state this meaning once
more . . .; T.g.2b.7.
37. Watson, p. 13; T.9.3c.5.
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quite unlike the prose section, relies on the trope “son of the Buddha” to
identity bodhisattvas. This is particularly interesting because the answer that
Manjusri will give to Maitreya is all about fathers and sons: Manjusri resolves
the doubt about the vision of truth with the narrative of that lineage of the
twenty thousand buddhas. Thus it is as though in the verse bridge between
the two prose sections, Maitreya first grounds the cosmic vision in his own
person, thereby ratifying it to some degree, and then establishes sonship as
a crucial topic that needs to be addressed in resolving the legitimacy of the
vision of truth, even as he and the reader will soon learn of his complicated
connection to the Lotus Sitra and its payload of patriarchy. With the gaze of
the internal and external audience fixed on Maitreya and Manjusri, the
author has us primed to receive Manjusri’s answer, which arguably is the cli-
max of the chapter, confirming the vision of truth, establishing the legiti-
macy of the discourse, and positioning a Mahayana version of fathers and
sons at the center of the text’s concerns.

THE HEART OF LIGHTNESS; OR,

THE PARTICULAR SITE OF UNIVERSAL SUBJECTHOOD
Standing back from this account of the first chapter in the Lotus Sitra, one
might think that the two halves of the first chapter, Sikyamuni’s light mira-
cle and the history of the twenty thousand buddhas, are separate and treat-
able in isolation from one another. However, as I hinted earlier, there is a
thematic holding them together, a thematic that is best characterized as
public-private exchanges of total truth mediated by the Lotus Sitra. In the
light miracle, we watch the singular figure of the Buddha broadcast his light
to the vast public of the universe, and this light causes the public to see one
another in truth, a truth that has to be explained by relying on the Lotus
Satra. The second vignette functions in the same way: we hear about the fall
of the singular private source of truth-being in the twenty thousand bud-
dhas, which, once dispersing or broadcasting its “issue” of paternity into the
public sphere, comes to depend on the Lotus Siitra as the link between the
center and any periphery. Thus both of these public-private exchanges rely
on creating a singular center that has the right to be the locus of all public
commerce of identity, devotion, and truth, a locus that then requires the
mediation of the Lotus Sitra to verify it and secure its reception in the audi-
ence and in the reader. Thus, in fact, the light miracle, the figure of the his-
torical buddha, the previously unknown cosmic lineage of twenty thousand
buddhas, and the Lotus Siutra are positioned as a kind of four-square in
which the reader is bounced from one corner of sanctity and perfection to
another, though this is occurring within the narrative of the Lotus Stitra.

To make this point, let me consider carefully the details of the opening
setting of the chapter where we are given the historical Buddha at the cen-
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ter of the surrounding multitude that includes all the major beings in the
Buddhist cosmology, historical and nonhistorical—devas, nagas, cosmic
kings, and so on. In this grand setting, Sakyamuni is clearly the site where all
public interest is focused, finding in him the beloved singular object that in
a moment will issue forth truth and pleasure for all and, moreover, will allow
the public to come to know itself. As light comes out of this hallowed cen-
ter, each individual is, after a fashion, not only joined to that radiant core
when the light touches him or her but also fused with all other beings, for
this light gives the audience the ability to see every other site and every
other creature in the universe, or at least in the eastern quadrant.

Thus the Buddha as dispenser of magical light serves to establish a kind
of total intersubjectivity, rendering all visible to all, a place where public and
private are completely collapsed in one beatific vision.*® The function of this
dialectical interaction between the audience and the Buddha is actually a bit
more complicated because it is obviously staged for the reading audience.
As readers we are actually being directed to watch others watch each other,
thereby producing a significant doubling of intersubjectivity that now
revolves around the author’s ability to direct our eyes just to this site of total
vision that he has created, and yet he has not exactly managed to include us.
To do so, he would have had to include in the vision images of beings read-
ing the Lotus Siitra. However, he seems to have been leery of explicitly call-
ing attention to the narrative as text this early in his narration, and thus
there is no mention of beings within the framed vision doing what we out-
side of the frame are doing—reading about the vision. In short, it seems
that the narrative is reluctant to draw attention to this significant line be-
tween orally receiving the Lotus Sitra and reading it.

In the verse account of this vision that follows this prose version, there is
mention of seeing bodhisattva monks chanting stitras (song jingdian), but no
details are supplied about what they are chanting and whether it is from a
text or an oral transmission.* The binome in the Chinese, jingdian, sounds
fairly substantial and booklike, but at any rate the narration of the vision
only provides for seeing the act of its oration, thereby keeping the stitra-as-
object less than visible. While textuality is markedly absent in the vision,
legality as something visual comes to the fore since beings supposedly see
Buddhist laws at work in all their permutations, just as one sees the division
of the Mahayana and the Hinayana. This seeing of the law is crucial because
Buddhist laws of causality are always invisible to all but buddhas. Moreover,

38. Despite this fusion of public and private, there is also a more one-way exchange since
worship and attention go into this center, whereas law, identity, agenda, and pleasure come out
of it.

39. T.9.3a.19.
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the entire episode is staged to narratively show, that is, make “visible,” what
will later appear as orally dispensed information about Buddhist history and
Mahayana practices. Thus, again, the text seems to be building itself around
doubles that create and distribute authority by engaging mutually confirm-
ing forms.

Within this collection of doubles in this vision, there is another one at
work. As the description of the light miracle makes clear, the light goes out
from the Buddha-center, and as it touches all beings, this light allows each
individual to see the totality of beings via the center, which ironically has to
disappear in the act of serving as hub. Thus, apparently, to be the junction
for total intersubjectivity, the Buddha as the center of the gaze has to disap-
pear, and it is that erasure that provides for a higher level of vision. More-
over, once the figure that held the center disappears in creating the vision
for the audience, facsimiles of him appear in the vision. Thus, oddly, it
seems that buddhahood is demoted to just another object in the vision since
in it all beings see buddhas as objects and not subjects to be entered as
places for re-viewing. Furthermore, it is explicitly said that one sees these
buddhas live and die, again establishing the ontic gap between the viewer
and the viewed. Thus the narrative has created two classes of beings who
exist on fundamentally different timelines, with the viewer and the reader
now in some timeless narrative space watching other beings as important as
buddhas move in and out of existence, while the viewer remains securely
outside of time.*

Just as the text steadily doubles itself as subject and object in so many dif-
ferent ways, it does the same thing to the Buddha. In fact, the function that
the text gives to the light-emitting Sakyamuni is exactly the one it would like
to perform: the Lotus Sitra as center of truth manifests itself to the public,
who are to see in it the laws of Buddhist practice that are to include dis-
courses on the difference between Mahayana and Hinayana, and so on.
Most fascinating is that the Buddha is both present and absent in the vision
that he created, just as the Lotus Sittrais both present and absent in its views
of itself and its laws. Arguably, as the Lotus Siitra constructs this vision for the
reader, it is simultaneously displaying the very powers it would like to claim
as its own, and this happens as words turn into things and stop being lan-
guage. Quite literally, as the narrative produces a facsimile of vision in the
reader, the only way that we can see this manifestation of total universal
truth is if we can stop seeing the text as text and enter into it just as we entered
into first the Buddha and then Maitreya. For just like the Buddha who dis-

40. Perhaps this type of watching of other beings in time is the essence of all narration.
Note, too, that this position is the one that matches Manjusri’s in this chapter since he is the
deathless viewer.
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appears in the being seen through to see all being in this opening scene, the nar-
rative of that vision must dissolve into the vision, leaving no remainder of
itself and its history to stain or encumber the view.*!

This initial transcendental vision, however, produced doubt. Somehow a
vision of total truth upsets the crowd as the vision of total truth failed to
explain itself, leaving the crowd wanting to know why this unusual dispen-
sation had been given to them. This is, of course, the demand for closure
and legitimation: the vision’s origin and authenticity must be vouched for;
the vision needs a cause, a father, in other words, who exists at a higher level
and in another medium, and this kind of paternity clearly cannot be found
on the level of buddhas who are within it. This is the crucial if unstated act
of demoting the buddhas and seeking a larger frame of legitimacy to secure
them. Clearly, in overcoming their authority, the Lotus Sitrais going to need
to construct a frame of reference for itself that is far grander than the
purview of the buddhas. As the legitimizing history of the twenty thousand
buddhas shows, this vision in the Lotus Sitra will be legitimized by creating
arange of authenticating figures such that the Lotus Siitra, as a literary struc-
ture that produced the vision and its authenticating figures, will also be
secured as authentic.

GETTING REFATHERED

Though I am jumping ahead just a touch, I do not want to leave this dis-
cussion without noting that in matching this procedure of hollowing out
and refathering the traditional track of buddha-patriarchs by inserting the
Lotus Sutra as their defining cause, the Lotus Siitra also constructs the cur-
rent reception of the Lotus Stitra as a moment of refathering for the recipi-
ent, a moment that also requires hollowing out older forms of legitimacy.
Thus faithful reception of the Lotus Sitra is shown to be but another
moment in the combination of patriarchy and truth, for as one receives the
Lotus Siitra as truth, one gains from the text, just as Dipamkara and Maitreya
did, the legitimacy to claim to have {ruly become a son of the Buddha.
Truth, then, as the Lotus Sitra presents it, is essentially a patriarchal matter
because it comes from a patriarchy and goes on to make more patriarchy.

Of course, the tricky part is that there are three levels at work as the Lotus
Satra’s narrative explains itself and its powers. On one level, what we might

41. This gap between the “piecemeal” construction of the vision from literature and the
image of “totality” assumed in the vision is quite provocative given that this is also the condi-
tion of the writing of the text, and of sonship in general, which as I argued above is about resu-
turing a subject cut from another form of being in order to give it a more universal and lin-
guistic form. Or, put differently, all these gestures involve simultaneously relying on, and
disavowing, a formulating matrix.
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call the deep historical narrative, past figures in the narrative such as
Dipamkara and Sﬁkyamuni are shown receiving the Lotus Sitra as a Thing
larger than themselves that is solely responsible for correctly bringing them
into their buddha-identities. Thus the Lotus Sitralineage proves its prowess
by explaining itself as that which made the traditional lineage. On the next
level, what we might call the contemporary moment, the narrative will
show, in the following chapters, Sakyamuni giving the Lotus Sitra to refather
his disciples, such as Sariputra, in acts that too make tradition. The third
level is, of course, the narrative’s presentation of itself to the reader in the
form of the promise that just as it fathered the buddhas, and just as Sakya-
muni relied on it to fully father his disciples, so too can the reader receive
from the text that very seal of legitimacy that has supposedly made every
other legitimate Buddhist.

To begin to make sense of this multilayered reconstitution of truth, legit-
imacy, and lineage, let us consider how Buddhist sonship is explicitly dou-
bled in that middle level of what I called the contemporary moment. In nar-
rating the conversions of the standard historical figures such as Sﬁriputra, it
is clear that the father-son rhetoric in the Lotus Siitra is not itself without
precedent, for it seems to derive from a pre-Mahayanic father-son discourse
that it acknowledges overtly, yet develops in complicated ways. In chapter g,
at the key moment when the narrative demonstrates its productive efficacy
by having the Buddha convert Sariputra to the Lotus Siitra’s version of Bud-
dhism, Sariputra, who is identified as the paragon of pre-Mahayanic Bud-
dhism and who had been introduced as the “one regarded as the Buddha’s
eldest son” (wo wei fo zhangzi), says:

But now I have heard from the Buddha what I had never heard before, a Law
never known in the past, and it has ended all my doubts and regrets. My body
and mind are at ease and I have gained a wonderful feeling of peace and secu-
rity. Today, at last, I understand that truly I am the Buddha’s son, born from
the Buddha’s mouth, born through conversion to the Law, gaining my share
of the Buddha’s law.*?

Minus the “truly,” this passage is nearly identical to a passage in the Aggania
Sutta in the Digha Nikaya, and others in the Pali Canon, and since it issues
from the mouth of a speaker who was already introduced in the text as a
son-of-the-Buddha, we should understand that this passage is aimed at re-
defining Buddhist sonship by using an older template of Buddhist sonship

5

42. T.g.10c.10; trans. Watson, p. 48. Sariputra calls himself the Buddha’s “eldest son” ear-
lier; Watson, p. 20. For a discussion of oral birthing, see my “Homestyle Vinaya and Docile Boys
in Chinese Buddhism,” positions: east asia cultures critique 7, no. 1 (spring 1999): 5—50; and
Nancy Schuster Barnes, “Buddhism,” in Women in World Religions, ed. Arvind Sharma (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1987), pp. 7-8, 259 n. 11.
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on itself.*®* Thus as Sﬁriputra, introduced as son, gets the new law, the mirac-
ulous law of the Lotus, his conversion is articulated as a rebirth from old
Buddhism into new Buddhism via the Buddha’s mouth. Moreover, this is all
accomplished as his newly refound father reveals to him the much grander
narrative of Buddhist identity as defined by the Lotus Siitra. Thus a “real” son
of the Buddha, as defined by the Lotus Sitra’s internecine polemic, is a son
of the Buddha twice over, a doubling generated through replacing the older
Buddhist narrative of sonship with the Lotus Sttra’s.

Of course, this conversion sequence is just another version of what the
narrative had done to Dipamkara and Maitreya on what I called the level of
deep history. All three figures, who would have been expected to be full of
Buddhist wisdom and legitimacy, are shown to be in a state of lack and in-
completion. This lack, of course, is ended once they receive the Lotus Sitra.
What is different in Sériputra’s case is that his conversion is presented as a
much more human event and he is shown to be an altogether approachable
figure. Too, he speaks in the first-person and announces the pleasure and
satisfaction that come with this refathering. Dipamkara and Maitreya weren’t
allowed to express these emotions because, in fact, their conversion experi-
ences weren’t explicitly narrated. Also, neither of those more elevated fig-
ures was shown previously locked in a Hinayana identity as Sﬁriputra was.

Actually, Sariputra’s conversion is scripted to look much more like the
sequence that the reader is expected to reproduce: the formal renunciation
of a prior Buddhist identity, performed in the expectation that executing
that allegiance is the doorway into inclusion in the larger family of “real”
Buddhists, a family that the narrative had constructed for the reader in the
earlier part of its history of itself. I explore these dynamics more thoroughly
in the next chapter.

With just this brief glance at fathers and sons in the first chapters of the
Lotus Stitra, let us return to first principles to clarify what we are looking for.
This is that crucial moment in the circle of hermeneutics when, after an ini-
tial plunge into an analysis, theoretical options ought to be scattered on the

48. See Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha, p. 409. In support of my general argu-
ment regarding the metastasis of patriarchy, this line in the Aggannia Sutta follows an earlier
parallel one in which it is the god Brahma and not the Buddha who plays the role of higher
father: “the Brahmans are the true children of Brahma, born from his mouth, born of Brahma,
created by Brahma, heirs of Brahma” (p. 407). Thus, in terms of playing oneupsmanship by
reconstructing fathers, the Lotus Sitra is doing to traditional Buddhism what Buddhism had
done to Brahmanism.

By citing a passage in the Pali Canon, I do not mean to imply that our received version of
the Agganna Sutta necessarily predates the Lotus Sutra. However, the passage in the Aggannia
Sutta does present a simpler version of Buddhist sonship and thus is likely an example of the
form that the Lotus Sutrawas working to overhaul. For arguments regarding the late formation
of the Pali Canon, see Schopen, Bones, Stones, and Buddhist Monks, esp. pp. 23—30.
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table to see what will and will not be of use so that we can return to a more
careful scrutiny of the narratives in the text.

A QUESTION OF PERSPECTIVE: A BRIEF REVIEW OF FIRST PRINCIPLES

Even ignoring the lineage issues in the first chapter of the Lotus Sitra, as
many modern commentators do, no one familiar with this text could be sur-
prised by the statement that the trope of fathers and sons is readily visible in
many of the chapters: for instance, there is the “Burning House” parable
with the “father of the world” saving his sons, or the parable of the so-called
Prodigal Son finally realizing his relationship to the awe-inspiring, wealthy
father, or again, the Medicine King Bodhisattva, who kills himself so that he
may be reborn and rightfully inherit the patrimony of the buddha he had
been serving.!* These are just some examples. The list could easily be
lengthened, and in each case the father-son motif works in the narrative to
establish the conduit for conversion to the Mahayana but then is also
applied to reader of the text who, like the various actors in the narrative, is
identified as a son of the Buddha in this revised Mahayana form and is
offered entrance into this new family provided that he converts to this
image of the Buddha-father as presented by the Lotus Sitra.

So, let us ask the broadest question: What might all these father and son
motifs be doing in the Lotus Sutra? The first of all possible answers is the
most audacious, and it is arguably the default position in most modern
thinking about the Lotus Siutra: These fathers and sons don’t really mean
anything. To support this position, one might have recourse to one or both
of the following claims: (1) There are many accidental things in any text,
and this is just a good example of what might fall in the soup; (2) It’s not
accidental, but it’s only a manner of speaking—a vestige, a mindless
metaphor, or a “literary device,” that in no way disturbs the deeper mean-
ings in the text, meanings that modern commentators and enthusiasts like
to restrict to wisdom, compassion, expedient means, and so on—all the nor-
mal things one says about Mahayana Buddhism. As far as I know, no one has
brazenly made this argument, and instead the topic of fathers and sons slips
by, as so many things do in Buddhist studies.

Against this position, I would like to assume the opposite—that the
motif of fathers and sons does matter to the construction of meaning in this
text and that this motif is even a dominant one that overshadows issues such

44. Other father-son episodes include the vignette in the chapter called “Lifespan,” in
which the father as doctor fakes his death so that his sons who have taken poison can be healed
by his medicine (Watson, pp. 227-29); or the penultimate chapter in which two sons of a
heretical Brahman father agitate with their mother to allow them to follow the Buddha, their
real father (Watson, pp. 412—18).
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as emptiness, the Perfection of Wisdom, and compassion, topics that just on
the basis of quantity and development do not get much attention in the
Lotus Sutra. Obviously, starting with this hypothesis locates our reading
closer to the contents of the text and requires no preemptive denial of the
text’s overall direction or its recurrent topics. If we are inclined to accept
that fathers and sons might be important to the text on several levels, I
would like to explore briefly several theoretical frameworks that might help
to literally “come to terms” with the topic of Buddhist paternity. I have orga-
nized these perspectives into four clusters, though they overlap and could
be expanded into several more distinct fields of speculation. I have kept my
comments purposefully general and set them down only to provide a
thumbnail sketch of the issues that are structuring and coloring my analyses.
They include the historical, the psychological, the narratological, and the
intersubjectivity of writing apocryphal texts.

The Historical: The Still Tender Shoots of Patriarchal Projects

In the historical perspective, I suggest, Buddhist authors’ employment of
patriarchal imagery has to be placed in the context of Indian and then
Chinese societies, which, as Buddhism was being established in either place,
were only gradually producing patriarchal families and the cultural infra-
structure necessary to house patriarchal ideology. It is far too common to
ignore the newness of patriarchal ideas and ideals, as well as the work that
went into establishing patriarchal logic as self-evident. And in this kind of
oversight we tend to assume that patriarchal families have always existed in the
form that we recognize as “natural,” but obviously the opposite is true.* Thus
while we moderns may read the father-son motif in the Lotus Siitra as com-
pletely normal and not worthy of comment, this sense of naturalness is only
possible given a whole edifice supporting the identity-through-patriarchy posi-
tion that presumably only recently appeared in human history and which
needed careful maintenance throughout its development.

In considering these issues, Buddhism is relocated in historical processes
but not simply as that religion that arose during the sramana movement in
the sixth or fifth century B.c.E. when Indian society was apparently under-
going fairly extensive political and economic changes. Rather, Buddhism’s
fundamental notions of identity that are so insistently cut away from one
patriarchal form and then attached to another are seen as innovations that
had to be wrought from much less developed precedents. In this reading,
the structuring of Buddhist identity that has so much to do with an elevated
form of moral purity (beyond caste concerns), personal ownership of one’s

45. Here I would like to thank Angela Zito, who, several years ago, urged me to think more
carefully about this issue.
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deeds, the closure of perimeters, adherence to public and universal law, the
culpability of the agent over time, the conservation of moral deeds, and so
on—a list of what we might call “deep structures” in Buddhist thought—are
suddenly seen as stunning creations popping up on a historical field that
had been, we assume, largely innocent of such sophisticated forms. In this
vein, we can begin to write the anthropology of Buddhism’s anthropology,
which in part turns into a genealogy of Buddhist notions of genealogy.

Normally, we do not look at these elements that structure Buddhism’s
notions of truth, identity, and causality, and thereby we miss the richness of
the Buddhist material with regard to the emergence of different styles of
“selfhood.” This leaves us with little material to make sense of issues con-
cerning patriarchal identity, which themselves seem to have everything to do
with purity, ownership, the closure of perimeters, public and universal law,
and so on, as listed above. In addition to asking for a kind of Dumont- and
Foucaultinfluenced sensitivity to the specific and highly variable forms of
subject-construction, this position essentially pushes for a rereading of
Buddhism in light of Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals, especially the sec-
ond essay, which so brilliantly focuses attention on the work that went into
getting humans to think of themselves as responsible, calculable subjects.

I suspect that when we do not approach Buddhist subjectivity with these
questions in mind, we are unreflectively imposing our own modern forms of
subjecthood on theirs, leading to a rather uncritical assessment of the mate-
rial. In short, the historical perspective that I am briefly presenting here
unhinges a singular notion of human subjectivity and asks us to recognize
the ideological labor that was necessary to get Buddhist subjects to recog-
nize themselves in such a way so as to consider it natural that they should
“find” within themselves a jural identity cut off from all attenuating circum-
stances—what might be best defined as a legally liable subject forever confronted
by the law. Key here is that I suspect that the general “shape” that Buddhist
subjectivity came to take runs parallel to patriarchal forms of sonship: in
either case the subject is confronted with enduring legal obligations that are
engendered at the base of the subject before any particular subjecthood is
installed. To read Buddhism without appreciating the newness of these for-
matting structures for the subject, which seem to have so much to do with
patriarchy, is already to accept as immaculately produced the patriarchal
subject-format that Buddhism relied on so extensively.

There is, in fact, another level of historical import that I believe is crucial
to reading all Mahayana texts. Assuming that they were written several cen-
turies after the death of the Buddha, we ought to assume that one of their
primary concerns is to produce legitimate connections back to the founder
of truth. Thus, in addition to the above perspectives of the emerging patri-
archal subject, the historical moment when these texts appeared would have
found ample use for any doctrine that could explain the reliable descent of
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truth and legitimacy through fields of difference and distortion. Actually,
given that the very act of writing might have been felt as a further step away
from authenticity, we ought to read these texts with particular attention to
their structuring of the reception of truth. By building this reception
around a kind of reproductive reading of textual patriarchy, Mahayana
authors turned necessity into a virtue, as textuality’s initial pulse away from
prior modes of authenticity was turned into the sole vehicle for recovering
legitimacy.

The Psychological: Of Farms and Farmers

In appreciating the historical construction of the subject under patriarchy,
we ought to give careful attention to how the construction of such an inher-
iting subject has to be conceived of as a presence completely separable from
the surrounding matrix of “being.” In this image, the ground of the subject
is substantially and categorically different from whatever one wishes to call
its opposite. Though Buddhists generally assert that there is no substantial
self, Buddhist rhetoric urges that one believe in the field of the subject—a
demarcated place of consciousness that the subject inhabits and which
does not overlap with anyone else’s consciousness. Of course, exchanges,
such as merit transfers, are possible, but this is due precisely to this clear
demarcation that makes such exchanges meaningful in the first place.
Moreover, this field of the subject holds the singular karmic past of the indi-
vidual in a hermetically sealed manner, making the field a kind of zone of
history that somehow adheres o or in the agent of the field. In short, Bud-
dhism requires that the subject come to think of itself as a troubled and pol-
luted field that needs to be domesticated and purified of all noxious ele-
ments until it is, quite literally, a field of merit. This is, after all, what all the
Buddhist metaphors of cultivation (bhavana) imply with the planting or cut-
ting of roots, the sowing of seeds, irrigating, and so on.

The problem with this basic construction, though, is that the subject is
both the field and the farmer of the field, a very interesting doubling of the
individual into subject and object.*® Whether or not one is ready to agree
that this doubling is fundamentally impossible, we ought to note how this
doubling fits together with the radical alienation of the subject. First, the

46. Nietzsche is again useful here, though much has been said by others, such as Lacan and
Baudrillard, that is equally useful in thinking through this perspective. For Nietzsche’s position
on the impossibility of just this kind of subject, see Twilight of the Idols and the Antichrist, trans.
R.]J. Hollingdale (London: Penguin, 1968); and On the Genealogy of Morals, trans. Walter
Kaufman (New York: Vintage, 1967). Useful comments by Lacan can be found in his “The
Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis,” esp. pp. 45-59, and “The
Freudian Thing,” esp. pp. 131—-34, both in Eecrits: A Selection (New York: Norton, 1977). For
Baudrillard, see his The Consumer Society (London: Sage, 1998), pp. 129 ff.
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very need for self-cultivation results from imagining a thorough divide
between the subject and all other “external” realities in the sense that the
field of the subject in Buddhism is understood to be an entity that can and
must be liberated from a confusion with the defiling matrix of causality
based on desire, ignorance, and hatred, elements that have no rightful place
in the final field of the subject. Second, the field format of the subject
requires some kind of double joint in the subject that allows for work to be
done on itself, by itself, within its boundaries; this produces the ironic form
“self-cultivation.” Actually, these two positions fit together because the newly
imagined field of the subject has to be purified once it is set apart from what
it is supposedly not. In other words, drawing the line around the subject
simultaneously made pollution a possibility and self-purification an obliga-
tion.*” Though I am generalizing and though not all Buddhist discussions
can be shown to assume this, it still seems basically true that in the Buddhist
universe the mind is the only thing that is not ultimately made from some-
thing else, even if it arises conditioned by karmic causes. Thus mind is said
to arise from a prior moment of mind, and thus remains a thing unto
itself—essentially cut away from all other elements of being.

So, what might these images of the demarcated and radically alienated
subject-as-pure-mind-waiting-to-be-purified have to with fathers and sons?
Everything, I think. The notion of paternity works in a manner that parallels
this image of the alienated pure subject that is different from everything
around it and continues to be “itself” through time. Though it might be said
that fathers make sons, the identity of either is based on the transmission of
a selfsameness that never is produced by anything other than itself. Pater-
nity moves forward in time by passing, unscathed by the mediating figure of
the mother, from the father to the son, where it takes up residence and
there remains untouched and uncompromised as a permanent and per-
fectly pure identity that will always be the “real” identity of that subject-son.
Thus both models of identity—pure subject and inherited paternity—
require locating identity within a circumscribed purity that is present before
actual identity is formed, since both the Buddhist model of the field of the
always-already present subject and the patriarchal model of an “essence” of
the father within the son require the ability to posit an identity before any
particular identity is visible, and in both cases this subject-before-being is the
only “real” one.

I am quite aware that this juxtaposition of paternity and pure subject-
hood might sound unlikely to some of my readers, so as an introductory
comment let me say that there is plenty of evidence to think that Buddhist
models of sonship blend standard Buddhist notions of the enduring subject

47. How close the Buddhist structuring of the pure mind parallels the dualistic Yoga of the
Samkhyan variety does not matter for the argument but would be worth reconsidering.
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with generic notions of patrilineal re-production in several interesting per-
mutations. For example, texts such as the Lotus Siitra seem to make these
two things one and the same: one’s ultimate paternity is established in the
final purification of the field of one’s subjectivity—buddhahood. One’s
buddhahood, predicted by the father after the son recognizes the father as
father, is that final moment of closure with the father when a field identical
to his is manifested in a way that confirms the radical sameness that was
imputed between father and son, even if that sameness was not recognized
at first and even if it needed eons of purification to make itself fully manifest
as the only real identity that anyone could have.

Transcendent Narration and Immanently Unreliable Narrators

The third perspective is that of narrative, in particular its close connection
to positing sameness over time. Here we have to admit that Buddhist claims
about the final identity of the subject, and its place in the Buddhist patri-
archy of total sameness, as mentioned above in my reading of the first chap-
ter of the Lotus Sitra, are essentially dependent on narrative. In fact, it is
narrative alone that allows for ideas of sameness in time. This problem
deepens when we consider that narrative itself bears a very complex rela-
tionship to time: narrative gives the illusion of being in two places at once
as it doubles time into “real” time that is supposedly observed (fabula) and
narratized time that is the reconstruction of real time (sujZet). The hilarity of
a narrative that fails in this regard is summed up nicely in Robin Williams’s
complaint that it takes him a year to remember a year.*

In this doubling of time zones, narrative produces a position of observa-
tion that appears to break out of time in order to gain an overview of things
in time, thereby making the recognition of things in selfsame perpetuity
possible. The problem is that this kind of narrative certainty-of-sameness,
with its higher ontological position that observes and testifies to the same-
ness of the before and after, implies a kind of transtemporal fixity that again
requires an impossible position outside of time. That is, narrative needs to
watch elements in time and yet remain immune to fluctuations in its stan-
dards of observation as well as the equally bedeviling problems of
confirming that it is recognizing sameness, a gesture that of course only
works through repeatedly turning to a standard of sameness and knowing
that each test case matches its predecessors.

In short, the narrative platform must appear to be able to hold its own
nature over time as it views other items in time in order to judge whether or
not they hold their selfsame nature. If narratives did not lodge themselves

48. From his Live at the Met.
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outside of time, then by the time one had consumed a narrative about same-
ness, one might worry that in the intervening time, everything had changed.
Reflecting on narrative’s structural involvements with time, sameness, and
fixity suggests there may be close connections between the form and func-
tion of narrative and patriarchy. Both narrative and patriarchy rely exclu-
sively on generating this authoritative vision that seems to hover outside of
time as it looks back into time to structure and legitimize fleeting things like
subjects and their respective lineages.

On another level we might wonder if the act of narration is itself a prac-
tice that can legitimize itself only by assuming certain notions of a selfsame
subject who consumes the narrative and who is responsible and reliable
enough to treat it as one complete entity despite its fleeting temporal pres-
ence. This point might be inflected to say that narratives need a platform of
stasis outside of time even as narratives, especially narratives of identity, are
constructed just to establish this platform of stasis for the selfsame subject.
One can see a perfect example of this in the account of the Buddha’s
enlightenment in which during the middle watch of the night he sees, from
a transcendent atemporal perspective, the past, present, and future of all liv-
ing beings. This total vision that narratizes, timelessly, all identity is then the
basis of the Buddha’s identity and the biographic genre that holds that iden-
tity together. He is, from that vision onward, narratized exclusively as the
Awakened One with never a worry that his identity might shift again. Thus,
in this case at least, narrative and the image of an abiding subject are mutu-
ally confirming.

Finally, narrative is that which allows for essentialization and, for that
matter, the construction of any kind of identity. Identity, even in its most
basic form, is a linguistic framing of a selected re-presentation of being,
according to a set of recognizable criteria, to create the image of the true
contents of a character that is ironically s self. We might even push on this
to say that narrative always does what patriarchy and theories of the
autonomous subject do: it attempts to isolate and preserve a pure image of
the subject in time such that it is present and selfsame through various
events. This boils down to the notion of the name, or more properly, the
surname —the word that represents the selfsame identity of the being-in-
time.

Without Within and the Intersubjectivity of Writing Apocryphal Texts

It seems clear that Mahayana literature, fascinated with itself as textual pres-
ence, must be read as the discovery of the new medium of textuality, a
medium with all sorts of new powers and possibilities for interweaving
truth, purity, and paternity. What has until quite recently largely escaped
our attention in modern accounts of the emergence of the Mahayana is that
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it seems closely connected with the discovery of writing and the subsequent
ascendancy of the text.* AsYijing, the seventh-century pilgrim who spent at
least twelve years in India, put it, “Respect for bodhisattvas and the reading
of Mahayana Sttras, that is what is called the Mahayana.”®

In this shift to textuality, Buddhist truths did not simply get poured into
texts from an earlier oral form. Though it is possible that some Buddhist
texts represent the straightforward engraving of “oral texts” onto the page,
most Mahayana texts seem to work otherwise, suggesting, rather unavoid-
ably, that these texts represent the birth of creative authorship—the specific
talent of an author to create an array of narrative figures who appear fully
autonomous and self-animated as they “speak” their parts. Thus it makes
sense to begin with the hypothesis that Mahayana Buddhism was generated,
in part, through stealing the image of spoken truth and rendering it in writ-
ten language in a particularly clever manner that did not dampen that nos-
talgia for orality and presence that were preserved intact, on the page, as writ-
ing disappeared as writing, leaving only a very odd form of “orality” in its
wake.

This act of making written words seem like oral discourse required sev-
eral types of sophistication, most of which can be called intersubjective.
These techniques warrant careful attention if we are to understand the mul-
tiple layers of subjects, listeners, and viewers in a text like the Lotus Sttra.
First, the forging author had to create believable characters out of his own
character; that is, he had to stop “speaking” in his own voice so that he could
act as a ventriloquist for the Buddha and other magical bodhisattvas that he
needed in his narrative. Second, and this seems more important, he had to
effectively imagine how others were going to read his construction of iden-
tity in order to create a model that met those expectations. Thus, as an
author writing in the voice of a stolen identity, he had to develop the talent
of making the false look true in the sphere of public discourse, and this
could only be won by being aware of readers’ notions of truth and manipu-
lating them accordingly. To do this, he had to place himself both inside and
outside his document, writing his document so that it becomes what it
should be only when others read it with completely different assumptions
and reactions from his own.

Here we ought to pause and ponder the possibility that this has been the
problem all along in reading Mahayana stitras. We have read these texts not
admitting that they were designed to be about us, insofar as we were antici-

49. Richard Gombrich did much to open up this avenue of reflection with his essay, “How
the Mahayana Began,” in The Buddhist Forum, ed. Tadeusz Skorupski (London: School of
Oriental and African Studies, 1990), vol. 1, pp. 21-3o0.

50. This passage is cited in Huburt Durt’s useful essay on the Mahayana, “Daijo,” in
Hobagirin, vol. 7, p. 768.
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pated readers whose desires and fears were carefully organized in the read-
ing experience. Against this kind of suspicious reading, we tended to think
that the texts were simply statements of truth and fact, having no view to the
reception of these statements. Clearly, however, these texts are not just
about buddhas and their truths but rather—and it is a huge shift in
hermeneutics—about shifting what the reader is supposed to think about
these images of buddhas and their truths. In short, in the Mahayana stitras,
the presentation of truth occurs with an eye to its reception, and thus
“truth” is formatted, essentially, through imagining its effect on the reader.

To appreciate this skill, we have to imagine that the author sees the
encoding of his narrative in terms of the specific effect it will have on an
Other who is clearly not in his place, and should not be, since the reader is
never to see the author as the basis of this discourse. Arguably, then, the
author as father of an apocryphal text such as the Lotus Sitra writes exactly
opposite the style of reading that he is formatting, since not only does he
write under the mantle of deception, even as his discourse is all about the
law and “truth,” he writes a treatise on finding identity that only works when
its author’s identity is erased. As I mentioned above, a discourse on univer-
sal fathers and sons works best when the actual progenitor of the discourse
is excluded. Because of the timeless universality sought in these texts and
because of their determined attempts to tie truth and identity together via
sublime, transcendent patriarchs, dissemination of new identities via textu-
ality was possible only with the total erasure of the local, finite father, the
author of the discourse on fathers and truth.

On another level, by shifting to literary presentations, truth had to be
presented as something to be desired as the text has nothing else to keep
the reader reading. This effect can be considered the “solicitation” required
by the medium of text; it must be kind and alluring to its reader, offering
itself to the reader as the key to success and pleasure for otherwise it would
die in the space between writer and reader. That the message ends up
including lengthy praise of the medium seems to be a function of the
medium’s relationship to the reader: it can only live when it is given life by
the reader, and thus it is always in a fundamentally obsequious position,
even as it seeks different types of domination.

Learning to write truth-for-the-public in this deceptive manner requires
a talent that could be imagined as parallel to the talent of carving seals or
stamps, images that have to be cut in reverse. Everyone knows that you do
not carve or write directly on the stamp; instead you draw or write always
imagining in mirror image how your message will be read when it is trans-
formed into its public sphere—on the envelope or letter or wall. Thus when
the seal or chop is forged in the hand of the artist, its present visible form is
always shaped by imagining its effect when, as template, the image takes its
final form in turning itself outward to the public in repeatable gestures of
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sameness. In a way, then, the carving of the seal represents meaning or
images delivered into a temporary medium that has everything to do with
part 2 of the act, the transfer of this image outward, when the perverted
mirror image is righted in the eyes of the Other. Key here is the fact that the
first cut is not justified until the second act of the transfer is effected.’!

Equally interesting, the seal, as intermediary stage in the progression of
producing a public image, is positioned as subject and object in the imagi-
nation of the author-artist. It is first object insofar as it receives the artist’s
imprint, but the very format of the objectification is structured so that it can
turn to subjectify something else. In short, the seal is cut as a perverted or
inverted object so that it can “speak” correctly on another medium—paper,
wax, mud, or whatever. All of this happens, though, within the larger scope
of the artist imagining how his audience is going to regard his printing
process. Thus the author creates a tool qua text as a type of narrator in his
absence, itself then arguably an author of sorts. This is no simple trick and
encodes several types of intersubjectivity.

There is in this analogy between the seal and apocryphal literature
another noteworthy parallel. The seal is designed never to show the inter-
mediary process: it does not print so that both normal and mirror images
can be seen. It works as a seal when you cannot see the seal in the image that
it produces, and of course, the image never reveals the stem or handle that
supports the face of the seal. In other words, the “reader” of the seal never
sees what the “writer” of the seal sees since the reader remains uninvited
into the process of inversion that created the printed object. I think the
same thing can be said for the apocryphal siitra. The author, like the stem
of the seal, disappears behind the surface of his narrative, as the text is set
up just so the reader cannot read through the words of the narrative to see
the production of the text.

Moreover, it would seem that in texts such as the Lotus Sutra, the reader
is always referenced to other authorial figures in the text and never “down”
or “around” them to glance at the author of these authors, in other words,
the stem of the seal. Thus as the seal denies the reader a vision of the
image’s inverse qua father, so, too, the text denies the reader a vision of the
text’s puppeteer father, and this works best by creating images of other
authorial fathers in the text who are to absorb this gaze that is looking for
authoritative authors. At all costs the text must answer the question of its ori-
gin on its own field or surface, or it will rupture its authority and open up
an endless investigation into what is not itself.

51. This delayed delivery of the reality of the presentation is fascinating in its own right but
also echoes a number of other interesting phenomena, such as the way that a son is really only
in a lineage when he fathers a son himself; that is, his sonship remains nascent until it is turned
upside down in his repetition of the one that “carved” him.
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The Lotus Sitra is particularly fascinating for the way it gives the reader
the impression that the surface of the narrative is being penetrated to
reveal other layers of supporting one another and explaining, after a fash-
ion, each other’s stems-of-being. Obviously, this movement from surface to
subsurface has the effect of guiding the suspicious reader into tracks of
acceptance that resolve and neutralize his or her anxiety over the origins of
the narrative. For instance, in the first chapter, the discourse begins by
explaining its relation to older lineages of truth-speakers, a history that then
cleverly returns us to the surface of Maitreya and Manjusri who were just
talking about the origins of the text. This is a little like cutting a seal that has
within in its panorama a figure of a man cutting a seal. The difference is that
the Lotus Sitra as text shows other figures talking about the origin of their
talking and never writing. Obviously, as long as the author’s portrayal of the
stem-of-his-narrative remains an appeal to the authority of orality, it turns
out to be another kind of diversion.

It is perhaps unavoidable to think metaphorically, but it can be danger-
ous to build an argument out of metaphoric logic. I raise the example of the
seal because it nicely illustrates how the discovery of a tool shifts the con-
struction and reception of meaning and its potential for public dissemina-
tion. My point here is that we will continue to miss much about these texts
as long as we ignore the fact that in the creation of the apocryphal text,
authors learned to write in a reversed form that unavoidably created a meta-
presentation of language, that is, a language that no longer looks like what
it came from. In sum, apocryphal writing in the newfound medium of dis-
embodied text presented all sorts of possibilities for reinscribing truth and
pure identity and simultaneously introduced different requirements for
articulating the origins of these statements.

PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS

In a general sense, focusing a reading of the first chapter of the Lotus Sitra
on fathers and sons seems to have been fruitful and to have fit well with the
material at hand on several levels. First, this motif covered much of the
action in the first chapter, and it is the topic of resolution, the place where
Manjusri puts the doubt of the vision to rest, that sanctifying place where
Manjusri anchors the discourse in the lineage of prehistorical buddha-
fathers who are the source of the discourse itself. Presumably, there would
be no discourse if it could not find a set of fathers to back it up, and thus we
ought to say that the word had to become father in order that there be words
about fathers, and this seems to be the intent of returning to that perplex-
ing lineage of twenty thousand buddhas whose demise initiated the Lotus
Statrain a kind of jouissance of perfect, private material bursting out into the
public, where it appeared as text, law, and a site of desire and replication.
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Second, the father-son motif regularly demonstrated in nomenclature,
such as the widely used “son of the Buddha” or, better, “real son of the
Buddha,” and the more specific “son of the Dharma king,” the name given
to Manjusri. This sort of title is clearly a place of making meaning, drawing
the reader into a process of reidentification and of course indexing the
text’s problematic relationship to earlier forms of Buddhist identity. Thus
we ought to clarify that the bodhisattva figure is above all else a claim about
the son’s destiny of becoming the father through consuming discourses
about fathers and sons.

Third, however we choose to categorize the sonship of the bodhisattva,
we at least ought to acknowledge seeing everywhere in this first chapter the
question of male identity in time—that is, male-being in need of joining
with a paternal past that is both in and out of time, existing as that odd struc-
ture that fuses the past with the present in some always available, unmedi-
ated conduit of sameness. In the narrative, everyone needs a father, and the
text itself is working, as I argued, to refather readers as they read about new
conditions for being “realsons of the Buddha.” Not to be lost here is that giv-
ing fatherhood to the reader only comes in the wake of the reader giving
fatherhood to the text.

Fourth, analyzing this first chapter led on to a number of questions about
literature and narrative in Mahayana Buddhism. It would seem that the first
chapter of the Lotus Suitra is a prime example of a new model of Buddhist
communication. The complexity of this new textual tool that appears poten-
tially free of institutional frameworks is also manifest in the way it talks about
itself, the way it grants authority and value to itself and to those that will
acceptit, and the brilliant manner in which it focuses vision on itself by cre-
ating internal landscapes that turn on themselves to view and evaluate their
own beauty and power. To understand these complex maneuvers, we have
to think more carefully about the rise of forged textuality in Mahayana lit-
erature and the attendant exchanges it requires from the reader, exchanges
built around producing desire for the text, in the text.
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The Domino Effect

Everyone and His Brother Convert
to the Lotus Sutra

AN OVERVIEW —THE RIPPLE EFFECT

While the first chapter of the Lotus Sitra developed an image of its legiti-
mate history through doubling itself in order to explain its birth at the end
of the lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas, the chapters that follow
prove the efficacy, and fertility, of the “text” on various internal audiences.
In particular, chapters 2 through 6 create several layers of audiences that
seem designed to control the reading audience that is now observing both
the narrative action and its effects on the internal audience. At some points
this triple-layered structure (action, narrated effect on internal audience,
and hoped-for effect on the reader) functions simply to dictate the reader’s
appropriate response to the material being presented. That is, the narrative
depicts how the narrative is to move from the realm of narrative into a sup-
posedly Real zone beyond the concoction of language and narrative, and yet
that zone of the Real is, of course, concocted in the narrative itself.!

In addition to directing the reader’s reception of the narrative, this metas-
tasis of audiences involves a more intricate play of subjectivities. For instance,
there are several narrative moments where conversion to the Lotus Satra is
promoted by offering the reader an image of himself as seen from within the
text and, more particularly, as seen by the father-Buddha in the text. What
this implies is that the reader’s gaze is brought around so that he temporar-
ily inhabits the father’s gaze in order to see himself as object from the
father’s point of view, a conjunction of visions that seems designed to stimu-
late the reader in various ways. In essence, then, the text has turned into

1. For interesting comments on parallel structures in nineteenth-century French literature,
see Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), esp.
chap. 8.
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something like a viewing machine: it seems to have “seen” the reader’s gaze
and manipulated it so that that very gaze comes to land on itself again but
having gained that self-recognition by passing through the view of the truth-
father. Of course, it is in this circuitous, Hitchcockian fashion that the read-
ing gaze comes to “know” itself and finds itself refathered by the narrative.
Without a doubt the Lotus Sutra’s penchant for relocating identifications
and subject-positions is what makes analyzing the text both difficult and
rewarding. My approach to these convoluted narratives is to identify the
fields of action within the text and then to arrange them hierarchically by
showing how various fields are presented to observing figures in other fields
of action in the text. In building this topography of view and viewer, I pay
close attention to what demands and desires are incited in that staging of
action in one domain for its consumption in another. Thus I try to show
how the Lotus Siitra exploits the power of drawing and redrawing that en-
chanting line separating the viewer from the view, a technique that is most
powerful when it is turned on the subject “himself,” an act that objectifies
the subject to himself in a tantalizing way that then is folded back into new
forms of subjectivity. What is essential to inviting the reader into this reflex-
ive self-apprehension is a certain excitement produced by suddenly being
intimately in contact with the paternal authority that promises the reader
that it has the power to shift identities, provided that the reader regards this
paternal power as legitimately, and naturally, in charge of identities.

A VIEW OF ONE’S OWN VIEW

The power of paternal rhetoric to rebirth its recipients is amply demon-
strated in the first action that follows the light miracle and the account of
the twenty thousand buddha lineage. Here in chapter 2, “Expedient
Means,” there is the first half of the complex conversion of Sériputra, a con-
version that ripples outward, serving as the template for a series of other
conversions in the subsequent chapters. Once Sariputra’s conversion is
fully announced in chapter g, “Simile and Parable,” the narrative segues
into the Burning House parable in which the Buddha as “father of the
world” explains how he saves his deliriously inattentive sons. Then, still
within a fairly economic plot schema, the outward pulse of the narrative is
signaled in chapter 4 by the account of four well-known Buddhist monks—
Subhiiti, Mahakatyayana, Mahakasyapa, and Mahamaudgalyayana—who
function as a chorus, jointly explaining how they found their own “real”
Buddhist sonship in watching Sariputra’s conversion. In the course of
explaining the effects of watching Sariputra’s conversion, they offer the so-
called Parable of the Prodigal Son as a kind of reiteration of their own con-
version experience.

After the elaborate Parable of the Prodigal Son who finally comes to iden-
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tify with his awe-inspiring father after working for years in a shit-pit behind
his father’s mansion, the narrative’s domino effect manifests itself in the
Buddha’s prediction that these four monks will achieve buddhahood in the
distant future. After this sequence, which concludes in chapter 6, the nar-
rative seems to lose some focus but continues to recount more conversions
with more parables, including the conversion of Parna Maitrayaniputra,
and then Ananda, Rihula, and then five hundred others. In this rippling
outward of conversion through watching conversion, the progression seems
to move from the core of old Buddhism, represented foremost by Sariputra
and the chorus of the four famous pre-Mahayana monks, toward the inclu-
sion of more peripheral figures, including women. So, just in terms of form,
the shape and pulse of narrative in the Lotus S#tra as it moves through these
early chapters looks something like the introductory chapter wherein pri-
vate essences, such as the Buddha’s light or that reproductive truth that had
been encased in the clan of the twenty thousand buddhas, moved outward
to touch an ever larger public who then turn toward that beneficent center
in order to see the truth about themselves and Buddhism.

To make sense of this program for recovering “proper” Buddhist sonship
and the perfect Buddhist destiny that it predicts, we need to keep three lev-
els of sonship clear: (1) sonship for the figures in the narrative, (2) sonship
for other observers of the narrative who are also in the narrative, and (g)
sonship for the reader of the text. The trick here is to follow the progression
in which a new version of Buddhist sonship is offered to observers in the
narrative and then to the observing reader, both of whom at first find them-
selves external to this new form of sonship, yet nonetheless are invited by
the father to “reclaim” it as their own. Viewing this stack of want-to-be-sons
who convert by watching others convert, I think we have to say that action
on each level always includes messages for the next level up. Thus, even at
the simplest level of the Buddha talking to Sariputra, there are coded off-
stage lines to the effect, “We, here in this small corner of the narrative,
though talking to one another, are actually talking to you too.” The “you” in
this phrase, for instance, refers to the inhabitants of the next level of dis-
course, the four monks “watching” Sériputra’s conversion, but in fact, since
we readers are also watching all that, the remarks percolate up to our level
as well.

Equally complex is the way that conversion in even the smallest cells of
narrative, such as in the conversion of Sz’triputra, is also precipitated
through the display of doppelgingers in which Sariputra as the figure-to-be-
converted is confronted with a hitherto unknown history of himself and that
self’s prior relationship to just this discourse. Thus, identity, as usual in the
Lotus Sutra, is generated through the play of narrative levels, with various
subjects learning to renarratize their current existence and identity by
accepting a grander plotline. As I argued in chapter 1, structuring desire-
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for-identity in this longing manner is basically parallel to any patriarchal
attempt to generate and control identity by getting participants to accept
that narratives of patriarchal transmission accurately and, ultimately,
describe the essence of identity, even as that essence has to be imagined as
real and independent of the narrative that presents it.

Despite the ease with which information moves between these narrative
levels to draw the subjects into the master plot of the Lotus Sitra, the reader
will find it impossible to place himself on equal footing with the figures in
the narrative. The reader never hears his name spoken in the text, though
the text claims to know his identity and hails by name the other reclaimed
sons in the narrative. Thus the reader, alienated in the audience that watches
the internal audiences, has to read about conversion as an unknown some-
body, while all others are converted personally, and more, get to hear their
future buddha-names prophesied by the Buddha-father. Thus we might the-
orize that there is an innate sense of incompletion for the reader who exists
on an alienated plane far from being known on a firstname basis, as the
other sons are.?

TEMPORARY SUICIDE

On a more basic level, the narrative develops new identities for all its actors
through making them confront and overcome forms of self-alienation.
From Sariputra on, the text’s leading actors are portrayed struggling to find
a way back to a more authentic identity that has been identified as lost,
though it is now reappearing within the perimeter of the father’s discourse,
a discourse, it turns out, that is primarily about just that progression of loss
and reclamation. In short, Sariputra’s desire to be who he has always been
is only motivated by the Buddha-father telling him that he has never been
who he thought he was. This conversation leading to Sariputra’s spectacu-
lar reclamation of his “authentic” identity is all the more complicated by the
fact that his two identities—real and false—are both marked by the epithet

2. Obviously, the text can never be about every particular being, those endless future read-
ers, even as that is exactly what it wants to be. In offering a template for universal conversion,
it is only Sariputra and the other named figures in the text who get their identities squarely
confirmed by the Buddha-father who knows that strange fusion of their particular beings, asso-
ciated with their names, coupled with their singular transcendent universality, their Buddhist
sonship, which he claims to have caused a long, long time ago and which he makes present
again for them. Equally interesting, if we pay attention to the selection of figures to be con-
verted, they seem largely to be those traditionally known to have been close to the Buddha, that
is, those with whom he had a “particular” relationship, including not just high-profile monks
but also his son, his wife, and his aunt. Perhaps, just as with the eight sons who are first refa-
thered by the Lotus Siitra, it is by reconverting these familiar figures that a kind of confidence
in the “blind” universal applicability of the procedure is produced in the reader.
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“son of the Buddha,” with the primary difference being that he wins the true
version by renouncing the prior version.

Arguably, then, this conversion process is predicated on a kind of tem-
porary identity-suicide, a trope that appears in other early Mahayana texts
for reasons that will become increasingly clear. The full complexity comes
into view once we see that Sariputra’s break with authenticity is both pro-
duced and reconstructed by the narrative. In line with the general strategies
of the Lotus Sitra, getting Sariputra to accept this replotting of his identity
is legitimized by showing him, and the various audiences, that this current
conversion is part of a much grander plot that he has, in fact, forgotten.
Thus, as in the explanation of Maitreya’s identity in chapter 1, the present
is constructed as part 2 of a rhyme scheme that was initiated in a distant past
that the Buddha is gradually if reluctantly revealing on this day at Rajagrha.
Hence, again parallel to the treatment of Maitreya, conversion and the
reaffirmation of authenticity is effected in the plot when figures learn how
to “reread” the basic plots of Buddhism. That is, the narrative requires that
all the figures in the narrative perform the annulment of one plot (tradition
as it had been known) in the excited acceptance of this new plot, which is
delivered by the narratively nimble Lotus Siitra, which actually contains
these various plots, along with the accounts of how various actors move
between them.

The call to trust these various orders of discourse so as to gain one’s uni-
versal and authentic identity appears particularly attractive when the other
sons in the narrative who commit themselves to these new plots are proph-
esied by the Buddha to become identical to him in some distant future.
Thus converting to this new model of sonship comes with the exciting
promise of finally becoming the father, that unthinkable closure of same-
ness in the family of sameness.® This, arguably, is the bedrock fantasy of
patrilineal logic—forward reproduction via difference (the son is always dif-
ferent from the father because he isn’t the father and because, in one way
or another, he came from the father) is to end in total repetition of the
essence or sameness of the patriline as the son becomes the father.
Patriarchal reproduction for the Lotus Sitra then is really just recapitulation
that got temporarily lost before it found itself anew.

A NEW DIFFERENCE PROVES OLD SAMENESS

Although, in a general sense, these stories work to generate desire for
inclusion in new Buddhist in-groups, held together by the promise of future

3. Western Buddhist enthusiasts are often heard exclaiming the wonders of Buddhism,
which, unlike Christianity, actually promises that the neophyte can become the father. Why any-
one, Indian or Western, might find this attractive warrants careful consideration.
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sameness, and of course based on past sameness, there is also plenty of dis-
course that doubles and divides entities such as the Buddhist Law (big and
little), truth (final and expedient), Buddhist identity (Mahayanic and non-
Mahayanic), and nirvana (final and illusory). In reading about these dou-
blings, one is led to see that real “seeing” is to understand the doubling
itself, not just to focus on the new, larger, and more “ultimate” item, which,
anyway, can only be “big” or “ultimate” with its lesser double onstage. This
command to see newly created difference as the doorway to total sameness
produces an interesting philosophic conundrum that I want to mention
here briefly in advance of the full argument.

On one level, the staged conversations in these early chapters show that
the Lotus Satra is constructed as a discussion about the truth of other truths
that then takes itself to be the final truth. In this sense, the Lotus S#éra estab-
lishes itself on a meta-level from which it judges other truth-claims and
other claims to Buddhist success. In particular, it creates the category of
Hinayana Buddhism, with its supposedly limited figures of the arhats,
Sravakas (lit. “Hearers”), and pratyekabuddhas, all of whom have yet to
grasp their place in the larger matrix that the Lotus Sitra is creating. Thus
the Lotus Siitra appears as a law about the law, or better, ideology about ide-
ology, in which there is next to no content in the narrative other than the
discussion of past discussions and the delineation of the proper response
that ought to be accorded to this present discussion of past discussions.

In short, the Lotus Sitra positions itself as a clearinghouse for organizing
all prior Buddhist ideology and then takes that very gesture as the basis of
claiming total value. Of course, this is simply another way of explaining the
text’s overall effort to replot the past and future of Buddhism. If there is one
new startling piece of ideology in the text, it is simply that everyone is, and
has been, a son of the Buddha and yet has never really been a son of the
Buddha, and thus must rededicate himself to his primal family in order to
properly take his place within the family identity, a gesture that will also
include devoting himself to becoming a facsimile of the Buddha-father.

Though these two narrative ploys appear distinct—the involuted dou-
bling of Buddhist sonship and meta-commentary on all prior Buddhist dis-
course—in fact there are good reasons for thinking that they are at least
parallel and perhaps inseparable. For instance, real sons in the Lotus Sitra
come to acknowledge that their prior Buddhist sonship was small and lim-
ited, just as they learn that non-Lotus Sutra teachings were limited and
designed to be but warmups for the Lotus Sitra’s ultimate teachings, even
though the ultimate teaching of the Lotus Siitra is simply that the previously
known versions of Buddhist teachings were limited and introductory. Thus
the Lotus Siutra is producing itself as a master signifier through a narrative
presentation of the Buddha as a father figure who stands outside of time in
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order that he may know all Buddhist discourses “in time” and who knows
the ultimate sonship of his sons in a way that, when communicated, rup-
tures the coordinates of these sons’ prior narratives, thereby lodging them,
irrevocably, in this master narrative.

Explaining how this ideological effect is generated is the task of this chap-
ter, a task made a little easier because we have seen parallel tropes in the
introduction to the Lotus Sitra. By the end of this chapter the question, Why
this in Buddhist literature? will be hard to avoid, and I will offer some spec-
ulation about why new sonship, built around devotion to the text itself and
its parasitical master narratives, appears as it does in the Lotus Sitra.

IT’S GOING TO TAKE FAITH:
A CLOSE READING OF SARIPUTRA’S CONVERSION

At the end of the introduction to the Lotus Sitra there is a form of closure
that establishes a foundation for the text’s legitimacy and its claims to bound-
less value. After the historical Buddha had produced the miracle of pleasur-
able light and total vision, Maitreya and Manjusri discussed the meaning of
this display, thereby revealing the lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas
that stood behind this event, and behind the Lotus Siitra in general. Then
their discussion came back to explain itself, as Manjusri revealed to Maitreya
their past relationship, which, like their ongoing relationship, was con-
structed around the giving of the Lotus Sutra. With these intertwined histo-
ries and foundational purities established, the historical Buddha comes out
of his samadhi and begins to talk to Sariputra about a new way to be Buddhist,
and this is where chapter 2, “Expedient Means,” picks up the thread.

Tronically, to induce Sariputra’s conversion and to set in motion the track
of copycat conversions, the first thing the Buddha expresses to Sariputra is
that the wisdom of the buddhas is completely beyond the comprehension of
those who are not buddhas. While this kind of hyperbole is not unusual in
Mahayana stitras and can be found even in non-Mahayana sources, here it
seems to be working in a more pointed way. The ease of contact with the
Buddha that was so evident in the first chapter has suddenly been replaced
by a discussion that begins by announcing the Buddha’s distance and inac-
cessibility. Whereas in the opening scenes of the text the Buddha had sent
out the light of pleasure that touched all beings and brought their gaze back
to him, and even granted them a facsimile of his own vision of the cosmos,
here the narrative establishes a barrier that prevents all beings, Buddhist or
otherwise, from entering the subjectivity of the Buddha. Thus an introduc-
tory discourse of solicitude and inclusion has been replaced by one of pro-
hibition, but prohibition with a very seductive kind of allure. As the Buddha
says, “The wisdom of the Buddhas is infinitely profound and immeasurable.
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The door to this wisdom is difficult to understand and difficult to enter. Not
one of the sravakas or pratyekabuddhas is able to comprehend it.”*

The wisdom of the buddhas, even a small portion of their wisdom, is thus
set beyond the ken of normal Buddhists, here identified with the pre-
Mahayanic titles, Sravakas and pratyekabuddhas. Presumably this comment
is designed to be particularly off-putting as Sariputra is identified, at least for
the moment, as a sravaka, a simple Hearer of the Buddha’s discourse. Thus
the chapter begins with a discussion of the truths about the truth, which, in
this introductory moment, is depicted as a place that can only be desired
but never entered, at least in the state that the Buddha’s interlocutor and
reader initially find themselves. This prohibition will fade away because that
sublime sphere of buddha-wisdom will shift from being completely unat-
tainable to becoming inevitably inhabitable, provided that the reader and
Sériputra take this rhetoric as truth from the one who calls himself “the
father of the world.”

The contours of eliciting desire-through-prohibition become particu-
larly clear in the paragraphs that follow, as the Buddha explains to Saripu-
tra that since this wisdom is so unattainable, there is no reason for even talk-
ing about it. As he says, “But stop, giriputra, I will say no more. Why?
Because what the Buddha has achieved is the rarest and most difficult-to-
understand Law. The true entity of all phenomena can only be understood
and shared between buddhas.”® At this moment, the narrative within the
narrative threatens to break off, complaining that communication is not
possible given the immensity of the signified and the limits of the audience.
Of course, the irony of an omniscient speaker making a mistake as simple as
initiating an inappropriate topic is not broached in the text, and instead it
seems that this posturing is designed to draw the reader into the narrative,
entranced by the possibility of hearing about the things that the Buddha
specifically wished to withhold from a general Buddhist audience. In short,
this is quite a tease; a sublime object is flashed before the audience and then
retracted in a way that heightens the reader’s interest in the discussion of
that sublime object, a discussion that will only continue when giriputra
thrice beseeches the Buddha to continue.” In patriarchal terms, the text is

4. Burton Watson, trans., The Lotus Siitra (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), p.
23 (hereafter cited as Watson); T.g.5b.25.

5. Itis worth comparing this language with the terms used for Brahma in Kevaddha Suta,
in particular the phrase, “Father of All That Have Been and Shall Be”; for a translation, see
Maurice Walshe, The Long Discourses of the Buddha: A Translation of the Digha Nikaya (Boston:
Wisdom Publications, 1995), p. 178.

6. Watson, p. 24; T.9.5c.9.

7. This moment in the narrative is particularly interesting as it suggests that the discourse
on the law breaks one law (the Buddha thought this teaching was a bad idea) only in order to
fulfill another, the standard Indian custom that one must offer whatever is demanded by
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about to do exactly what it claims is impossible—informing sons about the
state of the father.

In terms of narrative development, reading this temporary fence as yet
another incentive to move the reader toward the narrative-father makes
sense because the rest of the chapter moves along rather adroitly in its task
of informing sons about the way their father sees things and, most impor-
tant, about the way he sees his sons. In sum, despite this initial reluctance,
the chapter informs sons about fathers who, it turns out, are completely fas-
cinated with their sons, even if here at the beginning contact is postponed
in a way that will be overcome through the son’s desire for this very theory
of fathers and sons. Or, more exactly, overcoming the son’s resistance to be
refathered is effected, in part, by showing him the father’s resistance to
doing this work, which the father fears will not be successful. By showing the
son this kind of reluctant father, the son gains both a sense for the unique-
ness of this dispensation and a sense of gratitude that the father took these
steps to reach him.

But something else is going on that warrants careful reflection. As we just
saw, the Buddha claims that old-style Buddhists, the sravakas and pratyek-
abuddhas, cannot understand his wisdom and his truths, which he now is
referring to as the Law (fa), a title that seems to refer to the Lotus Siutraitself,
whose full name is the Sutra of the Lotus of the Wonderful Law. While this claim
to have a truth beyond “normal” tradition is widespread within the confines
of Mahayana rhetoric, on another level it represents a strange inversion of
the relationship between knowledge and identity as it had been proposed in
earlier Buddhist works. The typical pre—Lotus Sitra position is that one is
what one knows, and moreover, anyone can come to know total truth and
thereby become a buddha. Thus someone becomes a buddha (an enlight-
ened being) simply by becoming enlightened, making knowledge the pro-
ducer of identity in a way that would not inhibit anyone’s success provided
that he or she had the patience for the eons of work required. Thus the
achievement of truth is open to the public, who, once they achieve it, fully
cease being their old private selves and step into this new buddha-identity.

Actually, the Lotus Stitra will hold to this position of public truth for all
beings, but it will replace the publicness of older Buddhist truths with the
publicness of its own discourse, thereby making it impossible for the public
to come to the Lotus Siutra’s version of truth and buddhahood through any
door other than its own narrative and textuality. In short, all prior Buddhist
identities and destinations, public as they were, are annulled by making this

someone three times. Too, this legitimate illegality matches the way the introduction broke
open the lineage of twenty thousand buddhas and pulled their essence into the Lotus Sitra
through applying the law of a lower order of patriarchy.
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text the sole proprietor of the newly declared form of public Buddhist truth
and sonship. Thus we have a complicated figure eight: accept the unex-
pectedly grand patrilineal truths of a text that obliterates your prereading
Buddhist sonship, and you will have your limited sonship expanded to its
infinite potential, a potential that the Lotus S#tra will claim was already in
place and just needed to be activated by this correct vision of the “real” rela-
tionship between father and son as uniquely defined by the Lotus Siatra. This
complicated interplay of reprivatizing public access to the public’s final
identity, and destiny, is clearly crucial to Mahayana rhetoric and is a topic
that remains central throughout the rest of this book.

After having briefly explained the impossibility of communicating his wis-
dom to others, the author has the Buddha expound at length the immen-
sity of the gap between normal comprehension and the Buddha’s. Here we
see a kind of hyperbole that aims to produce not just a wall of exclusivity
around the sublimity of the Buddha’s wisdom but also a kind of hysteria
built out of mathematical exercises that, try as they will, can never jump
from quantity to quality. For instance, the Buddha says to Sariputra, “Even
if the whole world were filled with men like Sﬁriputra, though they ex-
hausted their thoughts and pooled their capacities, they could not fathom
the Buddha’s knowledge. Even if the ten directions were all filled with men
like Sariputra. . . .”8

In this long passage about the impossibility of sameness between the wis-
doms of those like Sariputra and Buddha, the text comes to closure around
faith, for only faith can bridge this immense gap. We are told, “Toward the
Law preached by the buddhas, you must cultivate a great power of faith.”
Assuming that “the Law” here means the Lotus Sitra, and this seems most
likely since similar phrases follow, one is to have faith in the very thing that
produced such a hysteria of difference between the reader and the sublime
object that he will, in a short time, be expected to consider as his own
essence and destiny.

BAD NEWS: A RECALL OF TRUTH

Once this has been said, the author turns to describe the public’s reaction
to this disturbing teaching, a narrative technique whereby he can orient
and discipline his reader’s reaction to his discourse. In the narrative, the
Buddha’s audience is a traditional Buddhist group of monks, nuns, lay-
men, and laywomen, who, however, have yet to be regenerated according
to the Lotus Satra’s program, and thus they are portrayed as perplexed and
uneasy at discovering that they have, essentially, been left out of truth. They

8. Watson, p. 25; T.g.6a.2.
9. Watson, p. 26; T.g.6a.22.
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say, “If the Buddha preaches but one doctrine of emancipation, then we
too should be able to attain this law and reach the state of nirvana. We can-
not follow the gist of what he is saying now.”!” In registering this dismay, the
author is showing a typical Buddhist group, presumably devoted to prior
Buddhist teachings, confronting a discourse about a new law and dispen-
sation that excludes them. In fact, these Buddhists are hearing that they do
not have the essence of Buddhism—truth—which is now located out
there in some unattainable sphere of buddhahood that they cannot reach,
or at least cannot reach until they submit to this new discourse about the
new law.

Evidently the text is attempting to deracinate traditional Buddhists who,
until they came across the Lotus Siitra, thought they were fully legitimate in
their Buddhist identities. As Sériputra says a few lines later, everyone is now
in doubt about his or her identity, achievements, and wisdom. After exclaim-
ing how wonderful it is that “at long last you preach this Law (shi fa),”!!
Sariputra goes on to catalog the darker side of this new dispensation:'?

The arhats who are without outflows and those who seek nirvana now have
fallen into a net of doubt, wondering for what reason the Buddha preaches
this. . . . Among the assembly of sravakas, the Buddha has said that I am fore-
most, yet now I lack the wisdom to solve these doubts and perplexities. Have
I'in fact grasped the ultimate Law, or am I still on the path of practice? The
sons born from the Buddha’s mouth press palms together, gaze upward and
wait.

Siriputra closes this question with the motif “sons born from the Buddha’s
mouth,” making clear that for our author Buddhist sonship was an older,
established trope that Sariputra could be imagined to have employed even
as he speaks from within the group of older, unregenerated Buddhists
whose inclusion in the “accomplished” Buddha family has now been
revoked. Obviously, this piece of the discourse works to upend all Buddhists,
since if Sariputra, as “foremost” of the assembly, is not included in this newly
revealed Buddhist family, then no one else can feel secure in his Buddhist
identity. In fact, it is no accident that the text begins its series of conversions
with Sariputra, for, as leader of the Buddhist community second only to the
Buddha, he is emblematic of authority in pre-Mahayana Buddhism.
Despite allowing Sériputra this nod to previously established Buddhist
sonship, the following exchange distances pre—Lotus Sitra Buddhists even
more. In this conversation, the author seems to have wished to construct the
teaching of the Lotus Stitra as an event parallel to the Buddha’s first teach-

10. Watson, p. 27; T.9.6b.4.
11. Watson, p. 27; T.9.6b.14.
12. Watson, p. 28; T.g9.6b.21.
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ing after his enlightenment, as it was known in pre—Lotus Sitra Buddhism.®
Setting up this structure implies that resistance to the Lotus Sitra is just like
resistance to Buddhism, with the consequence that Buddhists who resist the
Lotus Suitra are tagged as non-Buddhist, something that will be said explicitly
in later passages. In this passage, the Buddha thrice resists giving the teach-
ing of the Law, saying that there is no point to it as everyone will be shocked
and doubtful, and yet Sariputra insists that some will in fact be able to have
“reverent faith” and in that gesture gain reentry to the Buddhist fold. Thus,
implicitly, the narrative is allowing that though perfect communion with
this Law might not be possible, faith is, and that will be enough. Siriputra,
in fact, induces the Buddha to preach based on just this promise of faith:
“The countless members of this assembly are capable of according reverent
faith to this Law.”!

Thus after the prior passages had pulled the rug out from under the feet
of Buddhists who had been quite sure that they were good Buddhists, the
next passage moves into explaining the characteristics of gaining reentry to
the fold as a very rare thing indeed, as rare as the flowering of the udumbara
flower: “The Buddha said to Sﬁriputra, ‘A wonderful Law such as this is
preached by the buddhas, the Tathagatas, at certain times. But like the
blooming of the udumbara, such times come very seldom. Sariputra, you
and the others must believe me. The words that the buddhas preach are not
empty or false.””1?

In addition to emphasizing the rarity of the moment, and thus the urgent
need to accept it, the author has the Buddha exclaim that those who reject
this discourse of deracination are “the monks who are overbearingly arro-
gant [and who] will fall into a great pit.”!® Obviously, these comments leave
no room for honorable opposition to the text and its reconstruction of
Buddhist identity. In later passages in this chapter of the stitra such resistant
types will be threatened with gruesome hells and a future bereft of all con-
tact with buddhas. With these statements, devotion to this Law, and by impli-
cation the entire text, is vaunted as the most important of Buddhist ges-
tures, and, conversely, denigration of this text becomes the greatest of sins.

The charge of arrogance seems important. For the moment these resis-
tant monks are not accused of being stupid—this will be said soon
enough—but at this crucial first contact with an explanation of their de-

13. Interpreting this scene as a recapitulation of that aspect of the Buddha’s biography is
supported in the next round of verses, which specifically tie back to that sequence; see Watson,
p- 42; T.9.9c.4ff.

14. Watson, p. 30; T.9.6c.28.

15. Watson, p. 30; T.g.7a.15. I think a survey of pre-Mahayanic writing would show that this
metaphor of the udumbara flower is usually homologized with the appearance of a buddha,
not with a teaching, as it is here.

16. Watson, p. 29; T.g9.6c.17.
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racination, they are shown unable to accept a demotion. In terms that the
text will develop shortly, these monks cannot let go of one transcendent son-
ship for another. And, as we will see, the primary difference between these
two sonships, in addition to the way that the Mahayana version is predicated
on the overcoming of the prior one, is that the Mahayana version requires
becoming completely the same as the father—possessing a facsimile of his
body, speaking his words, knowing exactly what he knows, and so on. The
earlier version of Buddhist sonship simply included knowing a part of what
he knew and accepting his law as the only true guide to life.

In other words, prior Buddhist sonship was generated in accepting the
Buddha-father as disciplinarian and guide who dispensed particular infor-
mation about reality, information that induced the recipient to leave his
home-father to strike out to discover a facsimile of what the Buddha had
realized, thereby winning the title “son of the Buddha.” Clearly, the Lotus
Satra’s version of sonship works on a meta-level vis-a-vis the prior form of
Buddhist sonship. In this new form there seems to be two distinct elements:
first, as demonstrated in the above passages, the son must renounce his
prior Buddhist sonship; second, he must accept the discourse that effects
this demotion as his primary object of devotion, a gesture that will effec-
tively rebirth him and grant him, again, the title “son of the Buddha.” By
requiring this rebirth sequence, the Lotus Sutra is essentially taking on the
role of the actual historical Buddha and thereby generating a doubling of
truth-fathers, a mimesis that can only come with a parallel doubling of sons.

Thus, in terms of other content, the Law that is so regularly mentioned
as sublime and yet totalizing will remain vague and unarticulated, and
instead, it seems set up as an ill-defined part of the paternal package that
claims to know that mercurial dyad of truth and identity and dispenses it to
those who take seriously such paternal claims to know truth and identity.
The catch is that of the two, truth and identity, truth seems rather hard to
find or to distinguish in the discourse, and the contract between the reader
and the text instead fixates on the question of identity. Thus truth as some
kind of content slides from view, leaving the focus on “pure” identity, which
is won from worshiping the discourse that claims to be in charge of dis-
pensing pure identity through knowing, not surprisingly, the truth about
pure identity.

To sum up this initial scene, the Lotus Sitra is re-creating Buddhist iden-
tity in a way that requires the nullification of prior forms of Buddhism, even
as those prior forms are recapitulated in a process that expands them, uni-
versalizes them, and, ironically, reprivatizes them as the unique property of
the Lotus Siatra. Thus, Buddhism, as it was known, is accepted on one level
because there are monks and nuns, and so on, but this Buddhism is
accepted in the understanding that that formation lacked the very thing
that Buddhists value most in Buddhism—truth. Thus this scenario hollows



II2 THE DOMINO EFFECT

out pre—Lotus Sitra Buddhism and then narrates how this deserted form of
Buddhism is to receive, for the first time, what it thought it already had in
its possession—final truth. In this progression of taking-from-in-order-to-
give-back, our author replays familiar Buddhist narratives, such as the Bud-
dha’s resistance to teaching, the motif of the rare blooming of the udum-
bara flower, and the established motif of “son of the Buddha,” even as he
ruptures their prior sanctity.

This rhetoric temporarily empties tradition of its content, just long
enough so that traditional figures can feel sufficiently debased to be envious
of receiving that content back again, with this second infusion enlivened by
the memory of overcoming or executing the prior version and a desire to
come to new contractual terms with the fatherly force that enacted this
sequence. Of course, this entire process is articulated from the point of view
of the Buddha who is poised as the figure in charge of the master signifier
that defines what is and is not Buddhism and who, from the very beginning
of the chapter, defines himself as one who knows the higher plot behind
the various forms of Buddhism. As the Buddha says of buddhas in general:
“He has realized the Law that is profound and never known before, and
preaches it in accordance with what is appropriate, yet his intention is diffi-
cult to understand.”'” Thus, clearly, the speaking Buddha in the plot claims
that he is the master of the master plot, and moreover, he is the master of
the subplots that tradition had mistakenly taken to be final.

PERILOUS RESISTANCE

The stakes are raised in this overhauling of Buddhism when our author
chooses to demonstrate the rift that he is generating in the Buddhist com-
munity. In a rather spectacular moment, five thousand monks, nuns, lay-
men, and laywomen who had been in the audience at R3jagrha get up and
exit.!® This is explained as due to their “roots of sin” and their arrogance,
and in particular, because “[w]hat they had not attained, they supposed they
had attained, what they had not understood, they supposed they had under-
stood.”!® With this turn, our author has preempted the reader’s disengage-
ment from the narrative, for now not only has the reader learned of this new

177. Watson, pp. 23—-24; T.9.5.b.29.

18. The Questions of Kasyapa also has a parallel passage explaining the exit of five hundred
arrogant monks. See The Sutra of Assembled Treasures, in A Treasury of Mahayana Sitras: Selections
from the Maharatnakiita Satra, ed. Garma C. C. Chang (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1983), pp. 406—8. This passage is also notable for an extended discussion of
Buddhist sonship, see pp. 397 ff.

19. Watson, p. 30; T.g.7a.9. The assessment of past sins based on current rejection of the
discourse goes hand in hand with the glorious pasts that are “given” by the text to those who
accept it.
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Buddhist truth, he has “seen” how the Buddha “sees” these supposedly arro-
gant Buddhists who cannot tolerate the temporary demotion of their iden-
tities that this text is requiring of them. Furthermore, the author has the
Buddha declare that their exclusion from real Buddhism is actually good
because they were inessential and untruthful: “Now this assembly of mind is
free of branches and leaves, made up solely of the steadfast and the truth-
ful. Sariputra, it is well that these persons of overbearing arrogance have
withdrawn. Now listen carefully and I will preach for you.”?

What follows is most curious. With the internal audience pared down to
those trunklike ones ready to accept this discourse as true, the author has
the Buddha pronounce a global explanation of all Buddhist teachings in all
time. In this exquisitely singular moment that opens up to evaluate the
teachings of all times it turns out that despite what might have been said at
different times by different buddhas, all the buddhas’ teachings were given,
and are given, for one sole reason—turning sentient beings into buddhas
in accordance with the Lotus Sitra’s notion of this process. I consider the
details of this position below, but first let me note that what the author really
is doing is offering an overview of Buddhism. By giving his narrative-Buddha
this overview, the author has created a speaker who is the oxymoronic par-
ticular-universal, the sole one who, at this precious moment in Buddhist his-
tory, claims the right to pass judgment on all Buddhist things, even other
buddhas and their deeds. Thus this discourse has jumped to a level where
it takes all other Buddhist discourse as object and resists being an object to
any other discourse but its own.

Also, it is clear that this discourse is not a teaching on emptiness, com-
passion, or the nature of reality; it is a teaching about teaching and there-
fore essentially a polemic on a level on which other polemics are treated not
as content claims but as positions that should only be evaluated vis-a-vis this
meta-level matrix that is articulated and made available for comprehension
at this one precise moment.?! In short, all other teachings were not, quite lit-
erally, what they were about, and thus the Lotus Siitra is introducing itself as
the Rosetta stone for reading all other teachings.

Moreover, this right to explain the deeper, unknown import of all other
Buddhist discourse leads into the claim that the final telos of all discussions
turns out to be singular: all buddhas, no matter what they actually said, sim-
ply were intent on turning sentient beings into buddhas, even if no one

20. Watson, p. 3o; T.g9.7a.12.

21. Thus, the Lotus Siitrais not debating what was truthful in pre-Mahayana discourses on
impermanence, for instance, it is debating the telos of teaching. I wonder if the question of
containment doesn’t also work for the odd way that the One Vehicle temporarily houses the
Three Vehicles, the last of which is itself in the eyes of the lower two, who are none other than
temporary versions of itself, as seen in its own eyes.
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knew this at the time, and even if it looked like they were doing the oppo-
site. Thus all Buddhist discourse has been appropriated by this discourse
which enslaves it as a refraction of itself and marks it as a series of perver-
sions produced merely to accommodate the context in which they were
given. As the Buddha says, “Sariputra, the buddhas of the past used count-
less numbers of expedient means, various causes and conditions, and words
of simile and parable in order to expound the doctrines for the sake of
sentient beings. These doctrines are all for the sake of the One Buddha
Vehicle.”? Of course, there is a bit of danger here, since by postulating
“countless numbers of expedient means,” the narrative is generating a reli-
able narrator who explains that he and other buddhas like him are not
always reliable narrators in the sense of being trustworthy for teaching what
they really mean to say.?®

The development of this master-plot position again forecloses resistance
to the text but in a way that also strips the reluctant reader of his Buddhist
identity. The Buddha is made to say that all Buddhist teachings belong to
the One Vehicle, which is to be understood as the vehicle by which bodhi-
sattvas turn into buddhas. According to this logic, all Buddhists, and all
beings for that matter, are bodhisattvas, even if they do not yet understand
this. This position is pushed to the extreme when the Buddha says, “Saripu-
tra, if any of my disciples should claim to be an arhat or a pratyekabuddha
and yet does not heed or understand that the buddhas, the Tathagatas, sim-
ply teach and convert the bodhisattvas, he is no disciple of mine, he is no
arhat or pratyekabuddha.”?* This rhetoric works to secure the reader’s devo-
tion by threatening to take away all other prized Buddhist identities if this
rhetoric about identities is not accepted. And, more ironically, one can keep
one’s old Buddhist identity, such as being an arhat or a pratyekabuddha,
only in the context of knowing that it is provisional, since the only legitimate
identity is a bodhisattva, the one who knows that he must become identical
with the father.®

This distillation of knowledge and identity continues in the passage that
follows as the wisdoms that had been accorded to figures like arhats, wis-
doms that presumably would have been about emptiness, meditation, and
reality, are redirected so that the wisdom of these beings ought to be knowl-

22. Watson, p. 31; T.9.7b.4.

2g. This problem will recur much more clearly in the chapter on the Burning House
where the Buddha will be accused of lying.

24. Watson, p. 33; T.9.7b.27.

25. We might assume that once a discourse like this has been spoken, no identity is really
secure. Even the Lotus Sitra can now be Lotus Siitra-ed with the critique that it isn’t the final
truth but simply an expedient means for some other larger program. However, the first cut is
the deepest because it charges that truth could take the temporary form of a lie, and it is this
mixing of the pure and the impure that marks the Lotus Sitra as so radical.
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edge about arhats and how they are part of this larger Buddhist narrative of
the One Vehicle. As the Buddha says, “Why do I say this? Because if there
are monks who have truly attained the status of arhat, then it would be
unthinkable that they should fail to believe this Law.”?® Consequently, ac-
cording to the text’s logic, if you claim to have realized anything sublime in
the prior Buddhist system, it can only be knowledge of the sublimity of
which this text speaks. The section concludes with the author having the
Buddha speak more directly to his befuddled Buddhist audience, com-
manding belief: “Sariputra, you and the others should, with a single mind,
believe and accept the words of the Buddha. The words of the buddhas, the
Tathagatas, are not empty or false. There is no other vehicle, there is only
the One Buddha Vehicle.”?

This prose section is followed by a long verse in which the author has the
Buddha skewer the opponents of this discourse. Whereas the prose section
only mentioned their pride and roots of sin, here we discover that naysayers
of the Lotus Sitra are really evil Buddhists: “They fail to see their own errors,
are heedless and remiss with regard to the precepts, clinging to their short-
comings, unwilling to change. But these persons of small wisdom have
already left; the chaff among this assembly has departed in the face of the
Buddha’s authority. These persons were of paltry merit and virtue, incapable
of receiving this Law.”?

This last line opens up two interesting possibilities. First, apparently what
these people are really guilty of is rejecting this discourse, and once they
simply “receive this Law,” then their other shortcomings will be redeemed:
one’s history becomes a function of a current relationship to a text that
claims to know history perfectly.? And, second, in a kind of Catch-22, they
are rejecting the law about their identities that could change their identi-
ties, and all because they have bad identities, an accusation that would at
first fit Sériputra, and the others that stay too, but it does not fit simply
because these figures will be held onstage and made to convert, thus prov-
ing their “innocence.”

This Catch-22 is actually illusory according to the text’s logic; we will see
that, despite this temporary exclusion, resistance ultimately is not possible.
The Lotus Sitra reveals a new version of the Buddha who claims to be the
father of all sentient beings, and thus the identity of each creature is already

26. Watson, p. 33; T.9.7¢c.4.

2%7. Watson, p. 33; T.9.7c.7.

28. Watson, pp. 33—-34; T.9.7¢.14.

29. This crime of rejecting the text, or “this Law” as it is termed here, will get played up
extensively in the chapters to come. In fact, it becomes hystericized as an ultimate crime with
ultimate consequences. Thus, as usual in a sin system, the greatest sin is to doubt the discourse
on sin.
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predetermined, even if the creature resists this form of the father, and his
call to return “home.” In creating this timeless textual father, fatherhood is
positioned so that it reaches past the resistance of the son, the son who can
never know what happened at the beginning of his being, to explain the
son’s history and to explain the equally important reasons for his failure to
accept that real history, along with the inadequacies of any other identity
structure. Thus, as the text claims for itself the prerogative of this all-seeing
transcendent fatherhood and then distributes legitimate sonship to those
who accept that original paternal claim as legitimate, there is this radical
divide between those who accept that they have already been preemptively
marked by this father and those that do not. Those that allow themselves
this identity via-the-father-in-the-text go on to imagine their destiny of
becoming completely the same as he; those that do not, remain to be con-
verted to their “primary” identity and set on the path of achieving sameness.
Moreover, faith is of the essence since within this paternal structure that
claims to know the deepest past, there is no way for the normal subject to
get a full look at itself as subject, and thus it forever must rely on the dis-
course of true-identity that issues forth from what appears, actually, as the
only true subject—the Buddha-father as found in this narrative. Clearly,
narrative, father, the Buddha, and legitimate subjectivity are collapsing into
one position.

Before leaving this section of chapter g that has so forcefully inserted
itself into older forms of Buddhist legitimacy, we should note another per-
plexing problem in positing the Lotus S#tra as the master signifier vis-a-vis
older Buddhist discourse. First, clearly, the author wants to include all
Buddhists in his project of the One Vehicle leading each and everyone to
buddhahood through the worship of just this discourse on the One Vehicle.
However, he seems aware that in making this claim, he is going to produce
arift in the community, and thus he prepares a narrative that explains and
incorporates this resistance to the discourse. Though on one level he can
recover these naysayers into his plan of singular universality—sooner or
later they will figure out that they are to become buddhas in accordance
with Lotus Sitra logics—at this crucial moment of showing the reader what
happens if he rejects the Lotus Sitra, the text can only pile up threats of pun-
ishment and exclusion. This strategy is particularly poignant insofar as it
quite literally demonizes all identity-claims made apart from the Lotus Sitra
and promises to punish these claimants with exile in hells and in places
where one will never meet a buddha. In short, it is the familiar vengeance
of a supposedly compassionate rhetoric-of-inclusion looking beyond its
perimeters to say, If you are not for us, you’re against us, and will be forever,
even though we know you are our brother.

Ironically, then, despite the fact that the text has praised buddhas for
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being completely endowed with the skill of preaching exactly what is most
useful, this particular discourse of the Buddha on just the scope and intent
of these preaching skills produced dissent and (temporary) exclusion from
the One Vehicle. Presumably, the author prepared in some measure for this
problem by having the Buddha demonstrate his reluctance to give the
teaching in the first place, and thus we can blame Sariputra for demanding
a teaching that was to drive such a wedge through the community, as it was
presented onstage. In fact, throughout the rest of chapter g, and then again
in chapter 4, the author gives much attention to the problem of the sons’
resistance to being “replotted” by this new version of the father that unerr-
ingly knows the final subjectivity of all subjects.

Despite the language of seduction and solicitation that we will see de-
ployed to foster this devotion to the new master plot, there is an abundance
of aggressive rhetoric too, especially in the verses that recapitulate the
Burning House parable. The meanness of this rhetoric is already quite obvi-
ous here, midway through chapter 2, where the Buddha explains Mahayana
motivations:*

For those of dull capacities who delight in the little Law, who greedily cling to
death and birth, who, despite the innumerable buddhas, fail to practice the
profound and wonderful way but are perplexed and confused by a host of
troubles—for these I preach nirvana. I devise these expedient means and so
cause them to enter into Buddha wisdom. Up to now I have never told you
that you were certain to attain the buddha way. The reason I never preached
in that manner was that the time to preach had not yet come. But now is the
very time when I must decisively preach the Mahayana.

Here we see the author vilifying those Buddhists who had been interested in
normal Buddhism—the search for nirvana beyond life and death. Their
pursuits are denigrated as temporary projects offered to them in light of
their dullness, greed, and ignorance. The full radicalness of demeaning old-
style Buddhism and its supporters comes at the point when the Buddha
declares that what he is saying now, he never said before, or at least, not in
this lifetime, that is, the presumed scope of the listener’s memory. In short,
the little Law that he had given to satisfy the childish seekers is to be sur-
passed by the great marvelous Law, the Law that is this text itself, “The Stutra
on the Lotus-like Miraculous Law.”

This is a doublejointed moment in the text when the meta-level strategy
of the Lotus Siitrais clearly discernible. The past is what it is because of what
is being said now, but the current discourse is really only a commentary on
the past since there is no real new dispensation other than to speak of the

30. Watson, p. 34, with minor changes; T.g.7¢.28.
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limits of what had been spoken before—that is, to explain the telos of all
other prior telos. Thus the Lotus Sitra, whether it calls itself simply the Law
or the discourse on the One Vehicle, presents itself as that Thing that is
always present “behind” whatever else is going on in any particular Buddhist
moment, and behind any particular Buddhist truth-discourse. In effect,
then, the Lotus Sitra is refathering Buddhism as it asserts that it is the mas-
ter narrative of identity behind a deceptive mirage of temporary identity
that can and should be overcome when that mirage is denigrated (as mater-
nal origins would be denigrated in a lay family) and replaced with a higher
form of identity won through devotion to the narrative structure that deliv-
ers it and magically jumps one over a more obvious source.

The nature of this meta-level in the discourse becomes clearer and more
interesting when the next section explicitly turns to the topic of “sons of
the Buddha,” a topic that will be central for much of what follows in the
next two chapters of the Lotus Siitra. Just after the passage above, the Bud-
dha says:3!

There are sons of the Buddha whose minds are pure, who are gentle and of
acute capacities, who under innumerable buddhas have practiced the pro-
found and wonderful way. For these sons of the Buddha I preach this Siitra of
the Mahayana. And I predict that these persons in a future existence will
attain the Buddha way. . . . When the sravakas and bodhisattvas hear this law
that I preach, as soon as they have heard one verse, they will all, without
doubt, be certain of attaining buddhahood.

This passage deserves careful reflection. To begin with, “sons of the Bud-
dha” in the first phrase is not well defined. Because this term has been used
several times already in the text, with and without the bodhisattva implica-
tions of having been rebirthed by the Lotus Sitra, we would have liked some
clarification. This vagueness, though, may be intentional, and represents a
slide by which old-style Buddhists, here referred to as Sravakas, are prom-
ised, alongside bodhisattvas, final success once they are touched by this
text.?2 By saying, “When the sravakas and bodhisattvas hear this law that I
preach, as soon as they have heard one verse, they will all, without doubt, be
certain of attaining buddhahood,” it seems likely that the text is taking itself
to be that which makes one a real son of the Buddha, regardless of what
identity one brought to the text. Though the passage explains that the text
is taught specifically for “sons of the Buddha,” we can assume that this in-
cludes Sériputra, who is receiving the teaching along with everyone else
onstage, none of whom has been identified as bodhisattvas in any other
sense than by the implication that all Buddhist discourse, according to the

31. Watson, p. 35, with minor changes; T.9.8a.8.
g2. This slide appears throughout the text in other scenarios, see for instance, pp. 134-35.
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Lotus Sttra, is just for “converting bodhisattvas,” a term that clearly just
means “sentient beings.”%

Arguably, this is a fine example of the way the text demands a kind of
temporary suicide of the reader in order that he be reborn into a transtem-
poral identity that was always present even though it was only accessible via
this execution, which, it turns out, was never a real execution as there was
nothing there to remove other than the deluded pride that took his prior
identity as real. This cycle works because identity is always nothing more
than “taking something to be one’s identity,” and thus the execution of one
identity, even as it is simply the execution of misapprehension, is still an exe-
cution that can be accomplished with notable effects. The only way that this
cycle can appear to be more than a sequence of discourse-shifts is to have
the new self-apprehension appear to hook into something independent of
the circle of self-apprehension, a substance of identity, in other words.

As we have seen, Sﬁriputra keeps putting his old identity “son of the
Buddha” out for confirmation. What comes back in response is a discourse
that legislates that he can only hold this title if he converts to this very dis-
course that will ensure that he is a son of the Buddha—but only insofar as
he accepts that he has not really been a son of the Buddha until now, even
though, on another level, he is also reassured that he has always been a son
of the Buddha according to the Lotus Sitra’s claim about primal universal
sonship.

A TEXTUAL SORT OF INSTITUTION

In light of the Lotus Stitra’s narrative in these crucial early chapters, itis clear
that the text is trying to supplant the prior forms of Buddhist identity that
had been controlled and dispensed by the monastic institution. Fatherson
rhetoric seems to have been in place in pre-Mahayana Buddhism for
explaining the induction of monks into their new familial order, and thus
one had, in earlier forms of Buddhism, become a son through monastic ini-
tiation and through accepting the legitimacy of the rule-bound community.
Conversely, in the Lotus Sitra one’s reading experience supplants other rit-
ual and community activities as the doorway to one’s final identity and its
destiny in liberation. Moreover, the Lotus Siitra promises a kind of magic in
which contact with just one of its verses will ensure that the reader-listener,
now newly aware of his transcendent sonship, will be transformed into the

33. Ironically, then, for the new Buddha family to be made universal and unavoidable, the
superior identity of the bodhisattva had to be split into a degraded and as yet unredeemed
form, and the other, its opposite. This issue of degraded bodhisattvas returns when we see bod-
hisattvas included with the group of dumb, greedy sons who need to be tricked out of the burn-
ing house with the promise of toys.
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father. Arguably, then, just in terms of the progression of forms, the Lotus
Sitra did to Buddhism what Buddhism did to the family: it borrowed a
metaphor for identity from the very template from which it sought to dis-
tinguish itself.

In considering this kind of literary coup that claims to offer a restoration
of legitimacy and identity, the topic of perduring sameness appears para-
mount. In fact, in the passages that follow the above quote there are three
types of sameness engaged, and it turns out that they converge. First, there
is the sameness of teaching, in which, as explained above, whatever was said
prior to this moment was ultimately consonant with the Lotus Sutra’s pro-
gram of the buddhification of all beings. Here there is a matrix of sameness
in which difference always resolves into the sameness of a final telos.
Second, there is the sameness of all phenomena that, according to the Lotus
Sittra, are all already nirvanized, that is, in a state of quiescence and truth.
Thus, “All phenomena from the very first have of themselves constantly
borne the marks of tranquil extinction.”® This is said in the context that
there is no nirvana to be achieved as had been thought according to pre—
Lotus Sittra teachings. In a way, by making the ontic level already perfect, the
text has moved the terror of samsara up to the level of belief or nonbelief
in this text. That is to say, there is nothing to achieve other than accepting
this rhetoric that there is nothing to achieve, and the terrors of samsara are
visited on those who reject this move, a threat quite evident throughout the
verse section on the Burning House parable that follows.

The third level is the most explicit one and ties the other two together. In
the stanzas at the end of chapter 2 there are a number of bald statements
asserting that the purpose of all Buddhist teachings is to turn sentient
beings into buddhas. As the Buddha says, “Sariputra, you should know that
at the start I took a vow, hoping to make all persons equal to me, without any
distinction between us, and what I long ago hoped has now been fulfilled. I
have converted all living beings and caused them to enter the buddha
way.”® This statement is quite rich. First, it is clear that one of the driving
issues of the Lotus Sitra is the program to get readers to believe that their
destiny is to occupy the very place of buddhahood, that very place that was
curiously withheld at the beginning of the chapter. Thus we might posit
something like a “rhetoric of equality” in which the Buddha is offering total
sameness to those readers who will renounce whatever distinctions (monk-
hood, arhathood, etc.) they had held dear. Of course, this rhetoric of equal-
ity also comes with a sharp edge along which those who reject the discourse
are excluded from being Buddhist or moral and are threatened with eons
of punishment and darkness.

34. Watson, p. 37; T.9.8b.25.
35. Watson, p. 36; T.9.8b.4.
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Second, it is interesting that all this has already happened, a motif that is
expanded quite extensively in the next chapter. All new knowledge will be
presented as the remembering, or the recapitulation, of what was already
known, said, and done many times in the past. Here the author seems to
want the Buddha to position his fatherly relationship with the reader as a
fait accompli. The Buddha is saying that he has already established all
beings such that they have only one destiny—to become the same as he.
Thus, there is really no place to hide; one has been fathered in a distinctive
and unavoidable manner, and, consequently, one can only set out to com-
plete the second part of the bargain. Awareness of the sonship seems, then,
less of a gift and more of a command to fulfill the identity of sonship by
transforming it into a replica of the father. Referring to the Lotus S#tra again
as “the Law,” the Buddha says several lines later, “If there are those who hear
the Law, then not a one will fail to attain buddhahood. The original vow of
the buddhas was that the buddha way, which they themselves practice,
should be shared universally among living beings so that they too may attain
this same way.”3®

Here, as usual, the rhetoric works by creating a buddha-narrator who
knows the subject better than the subject knows himself. The narrator
speaking in the voice of the Buddha is positioned as one who knows what
has happened throughout all time. Moreover, he knows the contents of
each sentient being’s mentality. And last, he knows that he has done some-
thing to each one of them that makes their destinies singular—they will
become facsimiles of him even though this act of predestination and its con-
sequences are unknown to them. Most interesting in all this is the rider that
this movement toward ultimate closure will only begin working if each of
these subjects accepts this history into his interior. Thus, again, the Buddha
is positioned as the one who knows the master plot, yet this master plot only
begins to function with the cooperation of the subject who renounces any
other plot and accepts this master plot as fait accompli.

Given the close ties between this master plot and a refurbished version of
sonship, we should ask, What role does this sonship play in constructing this
literary hijacking of the Buddhist tradition? The first thing to note is that it
is transcendent in the sense that nothing can change it. It is a presence that
is unaffected by time and by events and, of course, even by the subject’s own
response to his identity. Thus sonship is this magical phenomenon that
bridges not just time and space but identities as well. Every sentient being
will occupy any number of positionalities, but this sonship will remain and
will be the enduring identity that will finally come due in closure with the
father who generated this “seed of buddhahood,” as it is called.*” The radi-

36. Watson, p. 41; T.9.gb.3.
37. Watson, p. 41; T.9.gb.g.
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cal faith in the unchanging nature of this seed is quite the opposite of the
usual Buddhist discussion of the emptiness of subjecthood; actually, it will
turn out that the Lotus Sitra will allow that this seed can be destroyed but
only by rejecting the theory of the seed—the Lotus Sitra.

Of course, later in the Mahayana tradition there would be plenty of dis-
cussions that attempted to identify this sonship with the very emptiness of
each sentient being’s identity, so that the very lack of a fixed character be-
comes the basis of being the ultimate character, the Buddha. In the Lotus
Satra, though, there is no such sophisticated reasoning on this point. Son-
ship remains simply that bridge over time and being that grants the possibil-
ity of future salvation based on past engendering. Furthermore, this sonship
remains dormant and ineffective until the subject accepts the narrative of his
sonship. Thus it is that the Buddha is shown exclaiming the power of this
text—for once this text successfully penetrates the subject, revealing the real-
ity of transcendental sonship, there is nothing in the way to prevent the sub-
ject rejoining the father in shared sameness. Looked at this way, though the
text does not want to admit it, the past engendering of sonship, however that
is imagined, is only really fertilized by the narration of that past in the pre-
sent, and this is why the text ends up playing the role of finalizing sonship.?

The most compelling proof of the discourse’s notion of its own special
power to activate prior sonship is that the narrative demonstrates, many
times, just this effect that it has on its internal audience. In fact, the next
four chapters will be extended discussions of how Sariputra and other old-
school Buddhists come to accept this discourse and thereby “recover” a son-
ship that they had in prior relations with this father figure. Even before
these conversion narratives are offered to the reader, we see the effect of
this discourse on “sons.” Near the end of the long verse at the end of chap-
ter 2, we find the following passage:*

Siriputra, you should understand that persons of dull capacity and small wis-
dom, who are attached to appearances, proud and overbearing, are incapable
of believing in this Law. Now I, joyful and fearless, in the midst of bodhisattvas,
honestly discarding expedient means, will preach only the unsurpassed way. When
the bodhisattvas hear this Law, they will be released from all entanglements of
doubt. The twelve hundred arhats, they too will all attain buddhahood.

38. Though the text wants to position itself as the primary “magic wand” to fructify previ-
ously established sonship, it is also the case that these verses list a number of other acts of devo-
tion—building stiipas and painting Buddha images—that are also defined as setting the prac-
titioner on the Buddha Way leading to buddhahood. The problem is, though, that these deeds
aren’t “capable” of this until the Lotus Siitra declares it to be so, again showing that “causality”
ultimately resides in the theory of causality.

39. Watson, p. 44 (emphasis added); T.g.10a.16.
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In this passage, in addition to the usual ad hominem attacks on those who
resist the text, the author has shifted the identity of the audience who,
instead of simply being monks, nuns, and so on, as they were introduced at
the beginning of the chapter, now are called “bodhisattvas.” Thus those who
had been initially cast as out-group to this discourse are now declared in-
group simply from having been in contact with this discourse, thereby sub-
tly demonstrating the magic that the discourse promises to work on the
reader. In short, those Buddhists who had been all wrong about their Bud-
dhist identities, and quite perplexed to learn of their errors, as demon-
strated in the first part of this chapter, are suddenly granted their new, legit-
imate Buddhist identities as bodhisattvas and promised full closure with the
father figure who incarnates truth and being. This special dispensation is
made clearer with the line that the Buddha is now “honestly discarding
expedient means,” showing that this is the final narrative. Several lines later,
the finality of this moment is underscored as the Buddha says something
nearly identical: “You, Sﬁriputra, and the sravakas and bodhisattvas, you
should understand that this wonderful Law is the secret crux of the buddhas
(zhufo zhi miyao).”*® Thus the old category of being Buddhist is getting
nudged into the new one, and this is the secret of the buddhas, here becom-
ing a rather open secret as it finds its way into public discourse via this sup-
posedly public teaching at Rajagrha, and the text.

With this in mind, it becomes much easier to go over the chapter again
and pick out the numerous times the narrative has the Buddha say, “I
employ only the single vehicle way to teach and convert the bodhisattvas.”
Itis the phrase “convert the bodhisattvas” that now makes more sense. After
all, there is a redundancy in this phrase: if bodhisattvas are sons of the
Buddha headed for their own buddhahood, what need would there be to
convert them? This overkill is resolved when we recall that the text wants to
define all beings as sons of the buddha, and thus bodhisattvas by nature,
even though they have not yet converted to this idea, which, when they do,
will allow them full access to their identity. In short, it is that Catch-22 prob-
lem again: one can only gain one’s “prior and final identity” by accepting a
discourse on one’s prior and final identity. And it is just because the text
insists on this prior sonship that bodhisattvahood gets doubled into (1) a
generic form applicable to all beings and (2) the refined form that is
reserved for those who believe the rhetoric about these two forms. Thus, as
the text moves along, Sariputra and the other Buddhists are gradually going
to leave their pre—Lotus Sutra identities, sravakas, and become the bodhi-
sattvas they have always been.

40. Watson, p. 45; T.9.10b.7.
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NOW I KNOW WHO I'VE ALWAYS BEEN

Chapter g of the Lotus Sitra follows chapter 2 closely. It opens with Sari-
putra, having just heard the Buddha’s long verse on the One Vehicle at the
end of chapter 2, erupting in joy and amazement. He says:*!

Just now, when I heard from the World Honored One this voice of the Law, my
mind seemed to dance and I gained what I had never had before. Why do I say
this? Because in the past when I heard a Law of this kind from the Buddha and
saw how the bodhisattvas received prophecies that in time they would attain
buddhahood, I and the others felt that we had no part of the affair. We were
deeply grieved to think we would never gain the immeasurable insight of the
Tathagatas.

By concocting Sériputra’s response in this form, the author positioned
chapter g as the effect of chapter 2. Chapter g “personalizes” chapter 2,
demonstrating the way that the discourse on conversion in chapter 2 ought
to be experienced when it is incorporated by the listener-reader who is to
respond as Siriputra is responding.*? This process of incorporation then
ripples outward into wider public spheres, since the singularity of Siripu-
tra’s response leads to the more generic response of four other traditional
monk-figures in the fourth chapter and then out further into the five hun-
dred disciples.

The narration of Sariputra’s conversion is fascinating, first because the
author works at evoking Sariputra’s internal dialogue and second for the way
that the author uses Sariputra’s vision to confirm the ideological program of
the text. In short, the author is getting Sariputra to give a earnest plug for the
author’s program by narrating his before-and-after relationship to his
Buddhist identity. Of course, for modern readers this kind of testimony looks
much like standard advertisement: find a contented product user and have
him give first-person testimony about the value and efficacy of the productin
a way that looks honest, uncontrived, and, most important, unmotivated.

Sériputra begins his testimony by describing a kind of obsession he used
to have. He used to wonder why the Buddha was converting him with only
the Hinayana teachings. As he says, “I have constantly lived in the mountain
forest or under the trees, sometimes sitting, sometimes walking around and
I always thought to myself, Since I and the others all alike have entered into
the nature of the Law, why does the Tathagata use the Law of the Hinayana
to bring us to salvation?”* This positionality is obviously not straightforward

41. Watson, p. 47; T.9.10c.1.

42. This narrative strategy matches the one used for bringing the generic account of the
light miracle into Maitreya’s own experience. See the discussion in the preceding chapter.

48. Watson, pp. 47-48, with minor changes; T.g.10c.4.
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for it implies that gﬁriputra, installed as he was in non-Mahayana Buddhism,
still knew about this other, bigger kind of Buddhism that he desired intensely
but could not enter. Furthermore, it is just this gap of prohibition between
his little Buddhism and the Mahayana that produced such longing in him, a
longing that ultimately overcame the gap. In other words, the problem and
its solution mingle since separation, difference, exclusion, anxiety, and so
on, were needed before unity, inclusion, and joy could be offered.

In this sequence, we see Sariputra as one who at first did not understand
why there were these divisions in Buddhism and found himself apparently
excluded from the form of Buddhism that he desired most—the Maha-
yana.* Today, however, he suddenly has received the teaching of the Lotus
Sitra, the Great Law, and in this moment he has gained a bridge into the
Mahayana, a moment that both confirms and denies these divisions in
Buddhism in a very interesting manner. Up until this point of conversion,
his Buddhist identity was rent between thinking he was a proper Buddhist—
“I and the others all alike have entered into the nature of the Law”—vyet
feeling incomplete and excluded. If we were to draw a Venn diagram of this
situation, Sériputra is within the larger circle of Buddhists but not in that
shaded inner circle of bodhisattvas, those who have converted to the Lotus
Sitra. The rest of the chapter will explain how he moves into that inner cir-
cle, but it turns out that this movement isn’t a movement at all but a con-
version of perspectives that radically reconfigures his vision of the circles so
that the inner circle expands to swallow the surrounding circle, which it
claims to have been equivalent to all along, even if Sariputra and the others
saw it differently.

For Mahayana identity to swallow all other Buddhist identities, Sariputra
has to renounce the finality of his prior identity as a monk and see it simply
as a step on the way, an expedient means, which never had any closure to it
all. Shifting sonships in this manner, though, means that Sériputra’s
Hinayana level of sonship suffers what sonship should never suffer—retrac-
tion. However, this annulment of sonship comes only through its expansion
into a higher form of Mahayana sonship, a sonship that explains that the
prior temporary form actually was part of the final form, even if that was not
clear at the time. Thus the execution of one form of sonship comes to
confirm that lower form as a necessary step leading up to the higher form.
Clearly, then, we have a form of sublation: one sonship dies or goes under
and, in that very loss, is recovered at a higher level from which it can under-
stand its past, including its “death” and rebirth.

The rebirth aspect of this conversion is not left unclear. Sariputra is made

44. Describing Sﬁriputra as one who was already “looking” at the Mahayana and wanting
to be “in” it slyly implies that though this might look like new teaching, it was already around
exciting and attracting Sariputra.
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to exclaim in a following passage, quoted already in chapter 2, that his con-
version is really a second birthing:*

But now I have heard from the Buddha what I had never heard before, a Law
never known in the past, and it has ended all my doubts and regrets. My body
and mind are at ease and I have gained a wonderful feeling of peace and secu-
rity. Today at last I understand that truly I am the Buddha’s son born from the
Buddha’s mouth born through conversion to the Law, gaining my share of the
Buddha’s law.

Obviously, Sﬁriputra is reborn into pleasure, security, and a full sense of his
identity as a son of the Buddha. The darkness around his exclusion from the
Mahayana has been overcome, and all his doubts and regrets have been
removed. In short, in a moment of jouissance, Sariputra finds his father and
finds that his father had been doing nothing but looking for ways to bring
him “home” in order to give him what has always been his—his patrimony
in the form of his “share of the Buddha’s Law.” Thus this conversion story
presages, in rough form, the story of the Prodigal Son that will follow in
chapter 4. What is problematic is that this rebirth cannot really be a rebirth
but must be a remembering, since it is essentially the acceptance of a prior
condition, an already established connection between he and his father.

In this conversion moment, pre-Mahayana Buddhism looks like a detour
that was both necessary and lamentable. Sériputra explains that he followed
this detour thinking that it was the final road, and it was just that assumption
of finality that was so painful for him. As he says:*

But the fault is ours, not that of the World Honored One. Why do I say this?
If we had been willing to wait until the true means for attaining Unsurpassed
Enlightenment was preached, then we would surely have obtained release
through the Mahiyana. But we failed to understand that the Buddha was
employing expedient means and preaching what was appropriate to the cir-
cumstances. So when we first heard the Law of the Buddha, we immediately
believed and accepted it, supposing that we had gained understanding.

This passage introduces a number of provocative positions. First, there is a
kind of blame to be expiated. Why, after all, did the detour of the Hinayana
have to happen? The answer is that truth had to take a temporary form in
order to reveal its final form and that this dip away from the final teaching
was a function of the greed or impetuousness of Sariputra and all the oth-
ers. Making this claim introduces the anxious situation of truth and falsity
getting mixed together. The anxiety of this mixing is brought to the surface
in Sariputra’s consequent musings over whether the Devil Mara might today

45. Watson, p. 48 (emphasis added); T.9.gc.11.
46. Watson, p. 48.
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be incarnating in the image of the Buddha in order to trick him with this
Mahayana rhetoric. As Sariputra puts it in the following verse form:*’

At first, when I heard the Buddha’s preaching, there was great astonishment
and doubt in mind. I thought, “Is this not a devil pretending to be the
Buddha, trying to vex and confuse my mind?” But the Buddha employed var-
ious causes, similes, and parables, expounding eloquently. His mind was
peaceful as the sea, and as I listened, I was freed from the net of doubt.

In this very curious twist, the author can only have Sériputra forget his
anxiety of a Devil-in-the-Buddha’s-guise by focusing on the form, style, and
effect of the Buddha’s delivery. Presumably the content of this Mahayana
teaching—that old Buddhism isn’t really Buddhism, and anyway isn’t
true—sounds too disturbing to be accepted strictly in terms of content and
therefore can only be brought to heel in view of its delivery and its effect on
the listener. Thus form and function are relied on to secure the dialectic of
“executing” one Buddhism to produce another. Presumably, truth-as-con-
tent must pass through this securing conduit of perfect elocution to rearrive
in the position of truth, for content has been too radically upset.

All these worries are brought to closure by the Buddha’s response to
Sariputra’s testimony. First, the Buddha affirms that there really was no
killing of old Buddhism as Sariputra, like Maitreya of the introduction, actu-
ally has been a Mahayanist for eons and has simply forgotten this prior iden-
tity and the teachings that constructed it. The Buddha explains:*

In the past, under twenty thousand million buddhas, for the sake of the
unsurpassed way, I have constantly taught and converted you. And you,
throughout the long night, followed me and accepted my instruction. Because
I used expedient means to guide and lead you, you were born in the midst of
my Law. giriputra, in the past I taught you to aspire and vow to achieve the
Buddha Way. But now you have forgotten all that and instead suppose that
you have already attained extinction (nirvana). Now because I want to make
you recall to mind the way that you originally vowed to follow, for the sake of
the sravakas, I am preaching this Mahayana Siitra called “The Lotus of the
Miraculous Law,” a Law to instruct the bodhisattvas, one that is guarded and
kept in mind by the buddhas.

With these words, the Buddha as father tells the son who he has been in a
dark distant past that the son no longer has access to, save through the nar-
rative of the father, whose memory appears flawless and in no need of third-
party verification. In short, this is a full replotting of Buddhism, as it had
been known, and of Sﬁriputra’s identity, as he and his companions had con-
ceived it. Thus Sﬁriputra’s preconversion anxiety about being left out of the

47. Watson, p. 50, with minor changes; T.g.10a.19.
48. Watson, p. 51 (emphasis added), with minor changes; T.g.11a.10.
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Mahayana is completely annulled, since now that he has accepted this new
plot of the history of Buddhism, his earlier identity is seen as but the effect
of a great mistake, a great forgetting that now can be seen for what it is. In
effect, then, there was really nothing at stake in Sariputra’s conversion; it
was simply a coming home to the place he had always been.

Of course, the narrative’s causal sequence does not suggest that Saripu-
tra’s revelation is produced in the manner of calmly discovering that he had
been home the whole time. In fact, Sariputra can only hear these comfort-
ing words once he has converted, which, at least from his point of view,
seemed like a willful act that he could have failed in and which brought with
it no small measure of unease and incertitude. By generating Sariputra as a
figure who performs this kind of conversion to the narrative, we readers
come to understand how the vision of an outsider looking distrustfully at
the Mahayana is finally brought within the Mahayana, first by the explana-
tion that resistance to the conversion—thinking you had closure when you
did not—is itself part of your long path of entrance into the Mahayana (the
detour that will lead back to its source) and second by the dual confirmation
that one had always already been in the Mahayana and that this conversion
was really only necessary because one had forgotten who one had already
been. In sum, the conversion appears most attractive in its offer to essen-
tially do nothing to the recipientreaders other than put them where they
have always been, marking the advent of the Mahayana and the Lotus Sitra
as simple techniques for gaining what had always been present. Setting up
conversion within the trope of always-already means that the Lotus Sitra’s
rewriting of the plot of Buddhism disappears as something new as it absorbs
itself back into the “historical” narrative that it created for itself.

If we faithfully read this account of Sariputra’s conversion as an actual
historical event, as the text demands, then we readers are learning that con-
verting to this deeper or more transcendent sonship, and the narrative that
supports it, comes through unhinging the subject from its prior Buddhist
narrative, based on his current life in which he converted to Buddhism and
the monastic community, and replacing it by “rejoining” him to a much
larger narrative of eons of bodhisattvahood that the Buddha alone can give
back to the convertson. In short, the plot of the Lotus Sitra is again show-
ing how it is no more or less than the account of Buddhists renouncing one
plotline for another, a progression that is offered to the reader so that he or
she will make a similar shift.

The Buddha’s depiction of Sariputra’s forgotten eons of bodhisattva-
hood as “the long night” is telling. Presumably this period of Sariputra’s
career is cast here as darkness only vis-a-vis the present, where Sariputra’s
amnesia prevents the absorption of this past into his persona; on its own
terms, it presumably was good, that is, well-lit, bodhisattvahood. On another
level, we might suppose that this newly revealed history is presented to
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Sﬁriputra as dark and impenetrable because the process of conversion is
effected by producing the idea of this darkness at the core of his notion of
himself, a hole that is explained and clarified by the transcendent overview
of the Buddha who knows the plot of Sariputra’s self-narrative as radically
limited and essentially blind.

In effect, we have here the haunting implication that darkness and home
are actually coterminus, for home qua family is created by generating that
black hole back at the origin of the subject and then filling that hole with an
ostensibly trustworthy narrative that resolves these problems once its lan-
guage is taken to be an accurate account of being and time. Here, Saripu-
tra’s past of darkness is being filled in with that sublimely resistant internal
identity of Mahayana sonship that is now partially illuminated and reap-
propriated via a relationship with the father figure who can see where the
son cannot see, and alone can give to the son what supposedly has always
been his, provided he takes this history of his being to be a history of the
Real and not just seductive rhetoric.

Revelation of this hitherto unknown grand plot continues in the follow-
ing passage as the Buddha explains the other half of Sﬁriputra’s transcen-
dental sonship, his future. He will, in some far-off future, become a buddha
himself, at which time he will get all the titles and privileges that the speak-
ing Buddha has, though he will have a different name, “Flower Glow.” More-
over, Sariputra will get his own Pure Land, stocked with fantastic jeweled
items and so on. More important, and the rhetoric plays this up, Sariputra
will get a host of bodhisattvas to work on. He will be a father, then, in the
fullest sense of the word as he will have sons under him whom he must turn
into facsimiles of himself.

At the end of Sariputra’s fatherhood in this Pure Land, he will prophesy
his replacement, and a bodhisattva named “Firm Full” will come to buddha-
hood and continue the patriline. At the end of the passage, Sakyamuni
Buddha leaves no doubt about this continuity, explaining how the buddha
reigning during that era will say, “This bodhisattva Firm Full will be the next
to become a buddha. He will be named, Flower Feet Safely Walking, Tatha-
gata, arhat, samyaksambuddha. His buddha land will be like mine.”*® With
this prediction a full cycle of fathering has been established. The first son,
Sériputra, was turned into a father, and then his fatherhood was confirmed
in his production of a son who is essentially identical to the first father,
Sikyamuni. Three is the magic number here, as it takes three generations
for a track of paternity to be confirmed in transmitting sameness, for the
first son has to become a father in the image of his father, and this requires
that he make a son just like his father.

49. Watson, p. 52; T.9.11¢.8.
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This moment of prediction closes out the action of the third chapter (the
entire exchange is again treated in verse, though) and is capped with a
description of the audience’s reaction to the prediction of Siriputra’s future
buddhahood. All the gods and other beings in attendance expressed their joy
and “danced without end.”™ And then, in an unexpected gesture, all the
beings offer the Buddha their upper robes, and these robes hang in the air of
their own accord and then begin to dance too. Thus Sariputra’s joy in re-
discovering his “deeper,” or more historically extensive, relationship with his
father again is seen to ripple outward, affecting all those who are watching—
a father and son reunion that creates total pleasure in the public sphere that
the text has created for itself. Moreover, joy moves from the singularity of
their relationship to the public in such a powerful way that it causes inanimate
yet intimate objects like their robes to express the same kind of celebration.
The robes, as the most decent thing worn next to the body, are offered to the
center, the Buddha, and in crossing over that line of private and public,
receive this abundance of jouissance born of the new closure of father and
son that animates them as magical facsimiles of their previous owners.

One final thing is said by these observers that is worth noting. All these
heavenly beings, like a great choir confirming the factuality of the moment,
declare that this teaching is the second turning of the wheel, the one that
follows the first one at Varanasi, which pre-Mahdyana Buddhism would
have held as unique. Here the heavenly chorus says, “In the past at Varanasi
the Buddha first turned the wheel of the Law. Now he turns the wheel again,
the wheel of the unsurpassed, the greatest Law of all.”®! This comment seals
the teaching in two ways. First, the choir establishes an independent plat-
form of observation for the Buddha’s actions and thereby can confirm that
the Buddha taught this particular teaching of the Lotus Sitra after other
teachings, in particular, those doctrines that he preached at Varanasi whose
existence and historicity no one would deny outright. Then, by calling both
occasions “turnings of the wheel,” this memory delivered by supposedly
neutral beings brings legitimacy to this second teaching moment by making
it appear as a repetition, at least in form, of something held to be tradi-
tional. But even with this modicum of sameness established, the choir exalts
the supremacy of this second turning, “the greatest Law of all.”

REPRODUCTIVE METAPHORS

My concern with doublings, metaphors, and sonship is actually a little
closer to the text than might appear. As the Buddha is made to say over and

50. Watson, p. 54; T.g9.12a.10.
51. Watson, p. 54; T.g.12a.15.
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over, the main thing that is so special about this new dispensation of Bud-
dhist teaching in the Lotus Siatra is that it is chock full of similes, parables,
and metaphors, all of which are heralded as the means for bringing listen-
ers back to the Real, even as these parables are presented as nonbhistoric
and therefore essentially fanciful, according to the text’s rules for the Real.
Thus I think we ought to ask if there might in fact be some connection
between metaphors and sonship, topics that just in terms of coverage are
getting the lion’s share of attention in this early, foundational part of the
Lotus Sttra.

What is key here is the point that though sonship is not treated as merely
metaphoric in the text, still it is the case that sonship and metaphors share
the same basic structure of applying the reality of one entity across time,
space, and causality to another entity that is to receive a dose of sameness
through the linguistic structure that connects them. To be a son is to be half
of a metaphor or analogy that moves between a father-template and its sub-
ordinate Other. Moreover, to come to an understanding of oneself in this
form of recovering-the-paternal-rhyme is exactly the task that this chapter of
the Lotus Sutra set for itself, a task that it accomplishes by offering meta-
phors, similes, and facsimiles of the process.

Thus I suggest that we recognize that there is a mirror between cause and
effect in these father-son stories and the cause and effect that the narrative
determines for the reception of these stories. That is, as Sariputra and the
other old-school Buddhists receive these parables about lost sons finding
their lost fathers, they in fact find their own lost fathers, just as the narrative
intends the reader to do as well. The problem, as mentioned above, is that
sonship is a metaphoric form to begin with. Thus, according to the logic
internal to the narrative, metaphoric teachings (for instance, the Parable of
the Burning House) produce metaphoric beings, in the form of legitimate
sons (Sériputra and all the others), provided that those beings learn to
receive the metaphoric teachings as indicative of the Real. Moreover, this
process in the narrative is clearly portrayed as an analog for the reader’s
own reception, thereby adding yet another level of metaphor and transfer-
ence: readers rediscover their own sonship by reading about how beings
recover their lost sonship by hearing parables about other lost sons finding
their way back to their fathers. Of course, recognizing this layering of narra-
tive and legitimate reproduction makes it necessary to acknowledge that the
actual father onstage is the narrative of the Lotus Sitra, which, for the vari-
ous audiences that it constructs for itself, in and outside of itself, promises
that faithful acceptance of its payload of father-son material will correctly
father the recipient.

The author leaves little doubt about the power of the metaphor and sim-
ile and closes out this scene with the Buddha telling Sariputra that the
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doubts of the audience will be dispelled once these teachings are clarified
with similes and parables:??

Did I not tell you earlier that when the buddhas, the World Honored Ones,
cite various causes and conditions and use similes, parables, and other expres-
sions, employing expedient means to preach the Law, it is all for the sake of
highest enlightenment? Whatever is preached is all for the sake of converting
bodhisattvas. Moreover, Sariputra, I too will now make use of similes and para-
bles to further clarify this doctrine. For through similes and parables those
who are wise can gain understanding.

Given the value the text places on metaphoric formulations as the key to
truth, it would seem that, as with culture in general, the final rule of the
Lotus Stitra boils down to this: take this signifying system as the legitimate
reflection of the Real beyond the signifying system, and you will recover that
Real and your place therein. Apparently, then, as the author of the Lotus
Sitra deftly replotted the well-known plots of Buddhism that he presumably
received from tradition, he has on some level come to terms with the fact
that his entire system of signification, as well as any other, is metaphoric
insofar as it pretends to stand in for the Real that it is supposedly directly
depicting. Moreover, he has, as the above passage suggests, decided to
weave that understanding into the very content of his signifying system by
unabashedly presenting his account of the Real as metaphor, even though
he promises that those who learn how to take metaphors seriously will
recover the Real: “For through similes and parables those who are wise can
gain understanding.” As we will see more clearly in a moment, the text’s
treatment of these metaphors, similes, and parables is far from straightfor-
ward and suggests a level of ingenuity and flexibility with language and truth
that one rarely posits for ancient writers.

For the moment, though, let us not miss that the trick in revealing the
power of metaphors is that they are spoken by a truth-father whose father-
liness, according to the narrative, is not metaphoric but strictly historical, or
better, strictly Real in some undefined and unannounced manner. Thus in
the account of the demise of the lineage of the twenty thousand buddhas,
there was nothing metaphoric: real buddhas made real buddhas, and it was
never implied that this was but a linguistic or metaphoric arrangement.
Moreover, in the case of the eight sons, with the last being Dipamkara, the
traditionally recognized progenitor of Sﬁkyamuni, we were given a form of
the truth-father that was specifically underwritten by a domestic paternity
that again appeared completely unmetaphoric. Thus standing directly
behind Sakyamuni is a tract of truth-fathers, who though only appearing in
narrative, seem poised to provide the reader with the impression that their

52. Watson, p. 56; T.g.12b.g.
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paternity as truth-fathers, and thus their right to traffic in metaphors that
induce sonship, is decidedly a Real phenomenon and not simply the effect
of language. Thus it is only because the Buddha really belongs to a Real
History of fathers and sons, as vouched for by Manjusri in the introduction,
that he can confidently provide others with fabricated parables of fathers
and sons in order to bring them into the Real and their Real sonship.
Thus, though the author has the Buddha partially reveal the superstruc-
ture of the author’s own narrative efforts, that revelation is completely san-
itized by making the Buddha into the “author” of the text: it is the Buddha
who is generating these various similes and metaphors, and thus though
one catches sight of the techniques for producing sons with language,
those techniques come sanctioned as the linguistic acts of the sole paternal
authority who can be trusted for conveying the final meaning of the plot
and the final reality of sonship within that plot. Or put otherwise, the simi-
les and metaphors of sonship forsonship come from one who is a Real father
in some inexplicable and unmetaphoric manner. The Buddha’s fatherhood
of all sentient beings remains paramount, and though this “deep paternity”
is announced several times in the narrative, it is never explained. Moreover,
the Buddha’s paternal being also involves knowing the Real in some direct
and unmetaphoric manner even as that knowledge of the Real serves as the
basis for choosing indirect, metaphor-based techniques for seducing listen-
ers into the Real. The tension is that the techniques that the Real, un-
metaphoric father uses to regather his sons are always advanced slightly
askew—being announced as metaphoric and provisional—even as they
promise to bring the audiences directly into the correct apprehension of
True History and their own True Being. Thus, though it is regularly misun-
derstood in modern accounts, announcing traditional Buddhism, and even
the teaching of the Lotus Siutra, as “but metaphor” is not to say that the
whole system is becoming ironic. Quite the contrary. The very act of de-
fining Buddhism—in whatever form—as metaphoric is based on creating
and assuming a nonmetaphoric form of authority and paternal identity.
Lingering here is the fundamental tension in patriarchal claims to truth
and being. As I briefly explained in the introduction and chapter 1, what is
holding this rhetoric together is faith in that impossible collapse of the nar-
rative of/from the truth-father into the being of the truth-father in a manner
that has to remain immaculate, non-narrative, and certainly not
metaphoric. Arguably, if the narrative allowed the reader to know that the
father figure was but a metaphor and that the text was but a text, then the
power of metaphor and text would collapse. To put it crisply, the paternal
metaphor can only reproduce when the father appears unmetaphoric. And,
on the receiving end of this rhetoric, the metaphors explaining sonship only
finally take hold as expected when they are taken up as markers of a Real
form of sonship that is unmetaphorically connected to the father. The
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mediacy of paternal language that creates and connects fathers and sons,
then, like the mother, only works in finally disappearing as the always pre-
sent but invisible conduit to the next moment of reproduction.

“TOYS FOR TOTS”: DESIRE AND TRUTH IN THE PARABLE
OF THE BURNING HOUSE

On first glance, the story that the Buddha launches into after the above val-
orization of similes and parables appears rather simple. To explain to the
audiences, inside and outside of the narrative, the nature of Siriputra’s con-
version, the Buddha offers what he explicitly labels an analogy (béyu)in order
to clarify things.%® In this parable, he describes how a compassionate father
saved his greedy sons from a burning house by promising to give them, if
they would immediately leave the house and their current toys, brand-new
versions of the specific kinds of toys that they desired. Enticed by this offer,
the sons pour out of the house only to discover that only one kind of toy
awaits them, a great ox-drawn cart. In the narrative, the commentary on this
parable is restricted to the question, Is the father guilty of lying?%* This ques-
tion is posed and resolved to the narrative’s satisfaction since it is explained
that the father was acting with the boys’ best interests in mind and the sons’
well-being could only be safeguarded by generating this fiction.

If we ask about the structuring of desire and truth in this parable, many
things about this story and its place in the overall plot of the Lotus Sitra
become much harder to grasp. For the sake of brevity, I'll focus on the main
issue of intersubjectivity, which is central to the story and which offers
ample material for thinking about the stitra’s agenda of seducing the reader
into accepting new master plots and new forms of Buddhist sonship. As a
preview to the following argument, I believe that this parable reveals, indi-
rectly, that the author hopes to seduce readers into accepting the Lotus
Satra’s master plot by, ironically, showing them how master plots work, a
maneuver that essentially requires that the son learn about the father’s view
of the son, all in order that he can thereby become the proper son. Thus,
contrary to more standard readings of this parable, it seems that the desire
to be a son is produced from watching how the father treats sons with a mix-
ture of love and deception, a vision that of course ends up revealing the
truth about deception in the form of something like a conspiracy theory—
all other Buddhisms out there are but fabricated annunciations whose pur-
poses and plots can, finally, be read only through this master plot. The dif-

53. T.9.12b.12.

54. For another account of the narrative issues involved in introducing a lying Buddha, see
Donald S. Lopez Jr., “The Institution of Fiction in Mahayana Buddhism,” in Myths and Fictions:
Their Place in Philosophy and Religion, ed. Shlomo Biderman (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992).
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ference between the Lotus Siitra’s strategy and a conspiracy theory is that
while conspiracy theories (revealed plots, more exactly) also seek to seduce
an audience, they do not include the “official” untruthful versions in their
own plot, put there specifically to draw audiences into the master plot. Of
course, this is just the brilliant design of the Lotus Sitra’s agenda.

The parable opens with the Buddha asking Sariputra to imagine a very
wealthy man, up in years, who owns a large decrepit house, currently full of
people and with only one door.?® Suddenly a fire breaks out, and only the
father knows about it. His first gesture is to think of how to save his sons
from a fiery death. The narrative introduces the occupants of the house as
“a hundred, two hundred, perhaps as many as five hundred,” but it is only
“ten, twenty, perhaps thirty” that are his sons. Thus the text moves from a
more universal group composed of sons and nonsons to focus on the
father’s concern for his sons, whom he saves and treats in a manner that the
text dubiously calls “impartiality.” Faced with this dire situation, the father
admits that though he has ample force, the narrowness of the exit is going
to make it hard for him to bundle them up and carry them out, and so he
concludes that he can only save them by invoking in them a certain desire.
Though having made this decision, he first announces straightforwardly to
the boys that they must leave the house to avoid the fire. This direct appeal
to avoid the pain of fire achieves nothing as the boys “raced about this way
and that in play, and looked at their father and did not believe him.”5

The father then decides to use “expedient means that will make it possi-
ble for the sons to escape harm.” Thus the narrative works up two major
problems: the fire and the desires of the boys who cannot be bothered with
the fear of fire, which apparently only the father knows of. The solution that
the father hits upon is to use the second problem to solve the first problem,
that is, to use the boys’ desire to quite literally “lure”’ them out of the house
with promises of fulfilling all their desires. Thus a problem, when rightfully
held, becomes the solution.

The apparent straightforwardness of this narrative quickly disappears
once we note that the reader and Sériputra, both of whom are currently
receiving this story, have been constructed as sons in a very different way

55. The father is usually aged in the father-son stories in the Lotus Sitra, presumably
because transmission of identity is to occur at death as it would in a familial situation; see, for
example, the case of the Medicine King Bodhisattva story in chapter 2g. Fatherhood, then,
only prepares to repeat itself when it absolutely needs to, an interesting limitation in the text
given that the text itself carries the charge to reproduce versions of itself all the time. As we will
see, it would seem that placing transmission at the death moment increases desire for the text
in just such a manner so as to encourage its own transmission at any time.

56. Watson, p. 57, revised; T.g.12¢.3.

57. The verb in Chinese is you; T.g.12c.1; it is used again in the same way slightly later,
T.9.13b.14.
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from the sons in the story, even though the story is supposedly offered to
them to explain their identities. On a very basic level, whereas the sons in
the house have a spatial problem—Ileaving the burning house—Sariputra
and the reader have an identity problem. The boys in the story never ques-
tion their relationship with the father, and yet that is what the story is sup-
posedly dedicated to clarifying— Sariputra’s reidentification with his father.
The following parable of the Prodigal Son will directly portray identity
shifts, but here in the first parable of the text, identity shift is unmistakenly
mapped on to a simple shift in locale. This mismatch might just be hap-
penstance, or it might reveal that the author wished to give the reader an
analogy for shifting sonship in which sonship, in fact, does not shift but just
changes locale. Or better, encoded in the first analogy for shifting sonship,
we have yet another analogy: a change in place is standing in for the much
more difficult notion of changing sonship.

A deeper problem appears when we note that the parable is positioned
so that as reading-sons learn that their Buddha-father cares for his sons and
so on, they also gain a vision of the father looking at his sons, and thus they
are from the outset learning precisely what the sons in the story never come
to comprehend. Sons in the story are never shown reflecting on how their
father sees them, or what the father knows about fire, and, most important,
the kinds of subterfuges that the father might work up in the shadows pro-
duced by the greedy sons’ ignorance. Clearly, the blindness of the boys in
the parable is the opposite of the gradual “enlightenment” of the sons out-
side of the parable who come to understand father-son matters from the
father’s point of view, even though they have been invited to see facsimiles
of themselves in these greedy boys who never engage in just these intersub-
jective reflections.

Given this narrative framing and mismatch between sons in and outside of
the parable, as Sériputra and the reader “listen” to the father explain his
problematic relationship with his wayward sons, they are put in an awkward
relationship with the Buddha-father telling the story. First, the sons in the
story are cared for simply because they are sons, as their selection from
among the “hundred, two hundred, perhaps as many as five hundred” other
occupants makes clear. Moreover, their actions are described as greedy and
self-centered, but it is just this greed that saves them, once the father knows
how to manipulate it. Thus, though the sons in the story are rescued for no
reason other than being sons, the sons who read about these sons and are
converted to the Lotus Stitra are actually saved by watching the whole drama,
that is, by gaining an overview of the father’s relationship to the sons.

In effect, Sariputra as son and reader as son are only saved when they, as
subjects, watch facsimiles of themselves as pure objects receive love and aid
from a father who cares for them simply because they are his objects. Clearly,
these sons are not saved by learning about their correct relationship to their
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father or their deepest and truest subjectivity, as Sﬁriputra and the reader
expect to be. Even more problematic, the very fact of receiving the parable
in order to understand one’s sonship means that Sariputra and the reader
are learning to become sons by learning the truth about fathers and sons, a
fact that puts them completely at odds with the sons in the parable who
never focus on anything other than toys and are saved, in fact, through the
maintenance of their ignorance. Thus, again, we see that the metaphor of
sonship, here clearly announced as such by defining this account as a
parable-for-newly-recognized-sonship, still rides on the back of a kind of
nonmetaphoric sonship that, within the parable, remains unexplained and
apparently nonlinguisitic. The full discrepancy in mapping the parable
back on to the Lotus Siitra’s program is that within the parable, it is a partic-
ularkind of sonship that, though unexplained, allows the father to focus on
just those thirty-some boys, neglecting all the others in the burning house.
Thus, within the parable, sonship is a kind of private, substantial, non-
linguistic something that can determine who lives and dies.

Given these fundamental discrepancies in mapping the parable on to its
audiences, I suspect that the author wanted the reader to both identify with
these sons and rise above them. Thus, in receiving these stories, the reading
sons get smart about dumb sons, even though they are supposedly reading
about themselves. Clearly, Sariputra and the reader can no longer really
occupy just the position of “dumb son” that they have been offered, because
they see it from beyond its contours, and it was just these limited contours
that defined the identity of those distracted sons.?® Moreover, in consuming
the parable, just as the identity shift is mismatched with the shift in locale,
the angst of shifting identities is displayed as a kind straightforward pro-
gression in which sons chase after what they want and get something totally
satisfying. I would suggest that this mismatching actually further induces
desire for the whole program of converting to the Lotus Sitrasince it is sanc-
tioning desire and offering the reader a facsimile of his situation that
implies the certainty of a successful rescue.

This problem of Sariputra and the reader “getting smart about dumb
sons” can be expanded to show other interesting dynamics with regard to
levels of seduction that the story seems to be simultaneously explaining and
effecting. The sons in the story are saved through a combination of their

58. Structurally, this is just the inverse of the Mahayana relationship to pre-Mahayana
Buddhism. Above, I argued that Sariputra could only cross into the Mahayana by redrawing the
Venn diagram of the split between Mahayana and Hinayana Buddhism so that Mahayana
opened up to include Hinayana as a purposeful precursor to itself, whereas here the metaphor
of sonship is offered as an example for achieving this redrawing works in reverse: Sariputra sees
himself as in the group of dumb sons and also outside them, looking at them from the father’s
point of view, a transcendent viewpoint that annuls the essentially closed and blind identity of
the sons.
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desires and their blindness, which allows them to believe their father’s ruse
long enough to come running out of the house. Siriputra and all readers
are given a vision precisely of the sons’ blindness and therefore, at least on
one level, lose the nose ring that would have received the hook that the
father would have used to save them—readers now know of the father’s
ruses for dealing with their blindness, and thus have a knowledge that will
prevent them from being lured out of the house by the father. Given these
differences, it is probably fair to conclude that the reader-Sariputra isn’t
being worked on like the sons in the story, since to explain expedient means
to the son is to ruin the power of expedient means, unless you can bump it
up to another level in which the explanation of expedient means is itself an
expedient means, a likely possibility foreshadowed already above and which
will soon be acknowledged more or less directly by Sériputra.

To get at this possibility of the “higher” expedient means of revealing
expedient means, a technique that is left unrevealed and therefore effective
in the narrative, we need to focus on the way the story places the reader as
an observer who learns about the need for fathers to rely on expedient
means and in that very education comes to accept his own sonship vis-a-vis
the Buddha-father who is currently employing expedient means in his edu-
cation of his new son in the narrative, Sariputra. Thus in fact the parable
functions on two levels. First, it is a “direct” example of expedient means be-
cause it shows a father offering circuitous “truth” to his preoccupied sons.
And second, on another level, it is also an expedient means within the Bud-
dha’s “actual” relationship to Sariputra (and the reader), since the Buddha
is using this story to confirm the act of converting Sariputra.

Thus, in the narrative, the parable is something that explains the cause
of Sariputra’s conversion even as it appears, too, as the effect of that con-
version since the Buddha launched into the story right on the heels of Sari-
putra’s conversion. Consequently, and this too is regularly misinterpreted in
modern accounts, the act of performing expedience means, as defined by
the text, actually includes telling stories of expedient means. Or, perhaps
more exactly, the author has created a Buddha who explains why the
Buddha needs to be an author in the fullest sense of the word: one who is
successful at seducing readers into narrative portrayals of the Real that are
acknowledged as narrative portrayals. The catch is that the narrative has
defined buddhahood such that it fundamentally equals being an author and
thus revealing the Buddha’s authorial project (his reliance on parables and
stories) simply confirms his status as a buddha. This technique of creating a
textual buddha who gives a new definition of buddhahood and then turns
to immediately fulfill that definition is clearly visible at the introduction to
this parable when the Buddha says to Sariputra:>

59. Watson, p. 56, with changes; T.g.12b.g.



THE DOMINO EFFECT 139

At that time the Buddha said to Sariputra, “Did I not tell you earlier that when
the buddhas, the World Honored Ones, use a variety of stories (yinyuan),
analogies (biyu), verbal expressions (yanci), and expedient means to preach
the Law, it is all for the sake of converting bodhisattvas. Moreover, Siriputra,
I too will now make use of analogies (biyu) to again clarify this meaning” . . .
[and then follows the Parable of the Burning House].

Of course, once we catch sight of this narrative technique for verifying the
narrative, we ought to ask if the Lotus Sitra version of the Buddha isn’t
largely based on taking care of the problem of relocating the Buddha in tex-
tuality. That is to say, the Lotus Sitra version of the Buddha is, at least in this
presentation, an author of unfailing talent because that is exactly what the
author of such a buddha needs. Or better, to really inscribe the father-
tradition in the Lotus Siitra, the author had to create the Buddha in his own
image with the consequence that the Buddha, in effect, appears as a wily
author, as the above quote suggests. At any rate, the Buddha and the author
are basically doing the same thing—purveying entrancing stories about the
value of paradigm shifts.

To return to the question of how revealing the father’s tactic of expedi-
ent means works to seduce the reader, we ought to first locate the reader as
lodged somewhere between the identity of the father and his sons, as they
are constituted in the parable. The reading son’s view is determined by see-
ing the greedy and self-absorbed sons through the eyes of the father and
learning how these sons are manipulated by their concerned father’s sub-
terfuge. Thus the reader’s gaze, from the beginning of the parable, is quite
a bit closer to the seeing father than to the blind and greedy sons. Though
it might seem strange to fuse the reader with this father figure in the para-
ble, in fact I suggest that it is just in gaining the father’s view that the para-
ble becomes so seductive and leads the reader into accepting the entire
package as legitimate.

In a moment we will see evidence of awareness of this circle of the
higher expedient of revealing expedient means registered in the narrative,
but for now let me note that we get a significant hint about how these layers
of desire and identification work when we learn that the father can only save
his sons when he produces desire in them, for it is only a transformation of
desire in the son that can be counted on to save the day. Thus the narrative
has constructed a rather direct facsimile of its own task: the desire of sons in
and outside of the story must be transformed for their own good. And thus
we are at that critical level where the narrative is displaying the work it has
to do in orderto do its work. Of course, we have seen this duplicating pattern
already as very clearly demonstrated in the presentation of Sariputra’s con-
version. What is so interesting is that as the text moves between these levels
of sons—the reader, Sariputra, and the greedy boys—the supposed same-
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ness between the levels actually also encodes all sorts of differences that
make observers, ironically, all the more eager to find sameness and to iden-
tify with images of themselves that are decidedly different from them.

Thus the sons in the story remain ignorant of the process. Their desires
must blindly move from the toys in the house to the promised carts outside of
the house, with just that shift in desire being paramount to their well-being
and never involving the kind of deep anxiety that Sariputra expressed in fac-
ing the paradigm shift that the Buddha was asking of him. Thus if the
reader is identifying with Sariputra, the author seems to be offering the
reader an objectified and radically simplified version of the process that the
reader himselfis in the process of undergoing, since the reader, like Séripu—
tra, must renounce one set of desires and move onto another set in order to
maintain his well-being and Buddhist authenticity. The difference is, and
this is precisely the point of desire, the reader receiving this parable is
encouraged to make the shift knowing that the father is one who reclaims
his sons regardless of their desires, and more, even because their desires.

Put this way we are not too far from the complexities of Maitreya that also
seemed designed to offer the reader confidence by showing how a dubious
Buddhist came to see the light (see chap. 2). And perhaps there is yet
another layer of desire here. Sariputra and the reader will make their shift
to recognize their new father without being as greedy and recalcitrant as the
boys within the parable who wanted only toys and not fathers. Thus there
seems to be a kind of pride in coming to learn what fathers do for their sons,
along with the desire to be desired by just such a comprehensive father.
That is, in accepting this parable of fathers and sons, Sariputra and the
reader have not only renarrated themselves, they have renarrated their
truth-father as one who not only perverts truth to save them but also loves
them and cares for them despite their pettiness.

Though the narrative might seem to be playing with fire by inducing a
deceitful father figure, in fact the opposite seems to have occurred since in
revealing prior deceptions, the truth finally seems available. Thus, despite
depicting the father as deceitful, the reader’s desire for this narrative about
the role of deceit has to be taken as true and undistorted by expedient
means even as the truth-father is showing how he uses deceptive and dis-
torting measures to construct other Buddhist narratives, narratives that
other Buddhists had previously assumed to be truthful and ultimate plot-
lines. In short, the narrative offers itself to the reader as the final Real by
explaining how the Real had to be distorted in order to adapt to other
teaching occasions. Moreover, the Buddha’s reliance on deception is
justified by the sons’ limitations, not the father’s lack of regard for truth in
discourse. What is crucial here is that tradition under the label “Hinayana”
bears the burden of being deceptive, which it most certainly is from the
Lotus Sutra’s point of view. Thus as “truth” is finally revealed here it ends up
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casting old truth as deceptive and never allows that deception itself might
be the cornerstone of this rhetoric of deception. That is, the overall con-
spiracy at work here is to cast traditional Buddhism as a conspiracy.

Thus, as the Buddha admits that there were multiple Buddhist plots out
there, he clarifies that in fact there was only one true one—the Lotus
Satra—which, however, turns out to be no more than the plot about the
other plots. In sum, the plot of the Lotus Siitra has just claimed for itself the
paternal master signifier position that can unman other paternal master
signifiers as it wishes. The trick is to seduce readers into this program by get-
ting them to understand their prereading involvement in this master plot—
their inherent Buddha sonship that came even before their Buddhist iden-
tity—and to understand the tension and movement between plots as part of
the real and final plot. When put this way, like the above question of the
Buddha-as-author, it is worth considering that the appearance of the innate
Buddha-nature within Mahayana rhetoric might have a lot to do with polem-
ical overcomings, which as we have seen are about finding deeper strata of
fathers and sons and not simply “philosophical” speculations on the nature
of the subject’s ontology.

Near the end of the tale, the author hints that revealing to the reader the
father’s use of expedient means on his sons may in fact itself be an expedi-
ent means. The Buddha has asked Sariputra if the father in the parable was
a liar: Sariputra answers, “No,” adding, “Why do I say this? Because if they
[the sons] were able to preserve their lives, then they had already obtained
a plaything of sorts (wanhao zhi ju). . . . Even if the rich man had not given
them the tiniest carriage, he would still not be guilty of falsehood.”® Saripu-
tra’s answer suggests a tripling of toys, or worse, a toy-metaphor for the very
efficacy of the long metaphor about the toys of salvation.

To clarify this surprising comment, let me clarify the various types of toys
in the story. There are the “real” toys in the house, then there are toys out-
side of the house that are both real toys and “religious toys” in the sense of
representing religious programs, when read from outside the frame of the
parable. And, finally, there is that “plaything of sorts” that Sériputra
identifies as just that compensation for the movement of the sons’ desire
from house-toys to toys beyond the house, even if there were no actual toys
outside the house. Siriputra here speaks what the text wants read as truth
and asserts that as the sons’ desires are redirected, the locale of their actions
is changed, and just this change in toy-setting is the toy that would redeem
the father’s strategy and make his whole discourse on toys valid and upright,
even if in the end there are no religious toys, since clearly the final religious
toy is to move sons from one locale to another. This comment, set as it is in

60. Watson, p. 58; T.g.13a.5.
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judgment over the use of deception in the parable, seems designed to
return the reader’s gaze to the larger frame of text, from whence he and the
internal audience were “watching” the sons in the parable. Thus as Saripu-
tra absolves the father in the parable he naturally is absolving the speaking
Buddha who told him this parable.

This short line about this third kind of toy is, I think, the key to the solu-
tion of the reader-son’s positionality vis-a-vis the father and sons in the story
within the story. First let us remember that there are three sets of sons that
are progressively more comprehensive in both senses of the word: the
greedy sons, Siriputra, and the reader who sometimes receives narratives
“with” Sariputra and yet also sometimes watches him in the narrative. Thus
the readerson watched Sariputra come to the realization of his Mahayana
sonship and in that watching is seduced into reappraising his own sonship.
A similar thing will happen to Sariputra as he watches these stupid sons, for
by the end of the story, he is given enough authority to pronounce the
father innocent of trickery because he presumably now knows all levels of
the game.

Hence the initial conclusion would be that the author plans to purvey
sonship by displaying several levels of sonship in action; that is, sons convert
from watching sons convert. The second conclusion is that portraying sons
to sons inevitably brings the observing sons up to the level of the father,
since the narrative of sons is told from the father’s point of view. Thus son-
ship in the observing son is actually produced from coming to know the
father’s narrative, which is not accessible to the sons in the parable. Thus,
the portrayal of level 1 sons (the greedy, nameless sons in the house) to level
2 sons (Sariputra and reader) requires looking through the father’s eyes.
This complicated figure of vision produces a higher level of desire: not a
desire for toys on the first level, or even for the magnificent second-order
toys, but a desire to be a son who doesn’t need toys, even as he needs to have
the “plaything of sorts,” as Sariputra called it, of watching lower sons leave
their initial toys and come to desire the higher forms of toys. Put schemati-
cally, Song is really only Son2 when he proves that he understands and
accepts the way the father treats Son1i, traditional Buddhists, that is, who
never correctly knew themselves or the father. Hence, Sonze is the one who
reflects back on what the father did to Son1 and approves. Soni, like
Hinayana Buddhism, has to be a whipping boy, a detour, a blind nugget that
is circumscribed, used, and enjoyed, even as he does not know himself or his
role. Sonz is who he is precisely by agreeing with the father about Son1 and
Son1’s blind relationship to the father, which, again, rests on a kind of un-
articulated primal sonship that the text never wants to address.

Framed in this manner, I think we are close to articulating a major struc-
ture of the Lotus Sutra when we read this story to show that it is just this col-
lusion between Song and the father in regard to Son1 (Hinayana Buddhism)
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that is the hallmark of conversion to the Lotus Sitra: gﬁriputra and presum-
ably the reader now know that the Buddha-father tricked Soni, and in
understanding that trick become Song with the promise of thereby estab-
lishing a correct and final relationship with their father. Thus graduating
sons from level 1 to 2 required a massive paradigm shift, and the erasure of
one paternal logic by another. And for that to occur the sons had to be
shown the view of things from their “new” father’s point of view, which is
precisely where paradigms are defined and divulged. In the end, there is no
better way to upend and reconstruct a prior paternal symbolic system than
to show its inhabitants that it was built simply as a step toward the final form.
In short, the Lotus Sitra presents itself as something like uncovering a con-
spiracy theory: it alone knows the real plotline behind the apparent plots
that the duped public had thought were final. The pleasure of this revela-
tion is made even sweeter in the Lotus S#tra by making this a caring con-
spiracy: the truth of the final plot had to be withheld until now, or it would
have damaged the family of “citizens.”

In terms of desire, I probably ought to add that the reader watches a
father take care of bad sons and thinks, given the kindness of the father who
worries so over his sons, it would be so much more righteous to love the
father, and to obey his commands. This of course is exactly what is missing
in the portrayal of the greedy sons; they cannot be convinced directly to
obey their father or to appreciate his kindness. The reader’s desire, then, is
to be desired by the father and, too, to fulfill his dictates, but the structure
of the narrative allows the reader-son to superimpose his more compre-
hensive and intersubjectively accurate sonship over the blind and forever
unexplained sonship presented in the narrative. In this gesture, he loves the
father for the unconditional love that the father tenders even to the basest
of sons, and now he can show his understanding of the father’s primary ges-
ture in just such a way to win more love. Thus sons in the parable are
brought home to the father through a combination of his love and their
blindness, while sons receiving the parable (Sériputra and the reader) are
brought home by coming to know and love their father’s love of them and
simultaneously “seeing” how he sees the sons’ blindness.

THE VERSES

The complexities of this parable continue to grow in the verses that follow
in which the Buddha promises to restate what he has just told Sariputra.
The verses, in fact, are quite different from the prose section, and though it
would take another full chapter to explore all these differences, I would like
to point out three basic themes that add to the arguments I have been devel-
oping: (1) a warning that those who resist or slander this discourse will lose
their seeds of buddhahood and be punished in various hells for inter-
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minable lengths of time; (2) rules for transmitting this text, rules that when
discussed actually seem more intent on producing desire in the reader than
in establishing official codes of transmission of the text; and () an expla-
nation of the role of faith in effecting transmission.

As for the first theme, the verses begin just as the prose section did, with
the fire breaking out in the old house. However, in describing the dilapi-
dated state of the house, the verses veer off into rather hysterical details
about all the evil animals and demons that live there. This motif is missing
in the prose section, and its presence here seems to play two roles. First, it
simply makes the house a more frightening place, which makes the reader
want the sons to leave even more quickly and thus, by following the circle of
identification of the reader with these sons, makes the reader qua son-learn-
ing-about-the-Lotus Siitra want to leave the house by accepting the Lotus
Sitra. Second, and this is just another arc on the circle of the first point, the
hell that is depicted in the house seems to rhyme with the hell that is
promised for those who would resist the Lotus Sitra, or would slander it.
Hence much of the second part of the verses is taken up with explaining the
hells that one will fall into for rejecting the Lotus Sitra.

Thus I suspect that this casting of hell-beings in the house works as a
bookend for the later one, since the two link up insofar as rejection of the
Lotus Sutra means hell on both accounts. In the parable, rejecting the
father’s discourse means hell-in-the-house, and then, within the larger frame
of listening to the parable of the sons’ resistance to the father’s discourse,
hell is also promised for the reluctant listener, be he in the discourse, like
Sariputra, or totally outside of it, as the reader looking in. Seeing the pair of
hells work this way makes good sense with the later passage in which the
Buddha makes the analogy between the greedy sons’ burning house and the
samsara that holds Sariputra and “the others.”!

In these rules about the effect of accepting or rejecting the discourse, the
anger and anxiety of the text become clear. The author invokes a wickedly
slanted system of justice in which even doubting this discourse will land one
in hell for eons. This, it would seem, is the inverse of the power of one’s
most glancing reception of one stanza from the text that would confirm true
sonship and eventual buddhahood. Even more threatening are the two
verses that claim that if you reject this discourse, your “seeds of Buddha-
hood will be cut oft.” What might this mean? Clearly, we have a seed-field
metaphor in place, as the reader learns that within his continuum there is
something akin to a seed that should grow into a buddha. Presumably, these
seeds stand for just that mark of having been injected with something that
is the same as the father and which will turn one into the father. Though

61. Watson, p. 71; T.9.152.16 ff.
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seed metaphors for paternity are fairly common in India, we ought not to
miss that this metaphor in fact doubles the subject as he is both the seed and
the field, for what would be the point of having a seed planted where there
was no field? By implication, then, the subject is a complex site where three
people come into contact: the subject is the place where the father did his
work and thus he is the womb and the mother, but he is also, as son, the place
where this work will come to full fruition as the seed-in-the-field becomes
the thing that produced the seed, the father-plant, that is.

Given that this text is so intent on overwriting an earlier version of
Buddhist sonship with a larger, more transcendent version of sonship, it is
surprising that sonship in general is being demonstrated as potentially revo-
cable. Clearly, though the text threatens, here at least, that one’s piece of
the father, that internal seed that first makes sons and then turns them into
fathers, is not permanently installed. The seed could be lost, and it is lost
through a bad relationship to the discourse of fathers and sons. At first this
seems odd given that the whole point of the fatherson motif in the Lotus
Sitra is to give the reader the sense that everything has already happened
and can only develop in one direction. Presumably, though, this is just the
point where the comfort of an “always-already included” motif is recast to
make it more contingent. This is that place where the son who disregards
the law of the father, just as the sons do in the Burning House parable,
could lose all.

Hence we see again that there is a crucial gap between sons in the para-
ble and sons outside of the parable. In the parable, there are no risks: fol-
low your greedy desires and you will win all because the father knows what
you want and lines that up with the Good and the True, which he alone
knows. However, sons watching this kind of blind, greedy son are altogether
different and stand to lose their sonship if they do not accept this text. Thus,
outside the parable, sons have to assent to a discourse on the father’s
manipulation of the son in order to keep their sonship. In all this, the threat
of losing sonship seems to be offered sincerely and the verses surrounding
it go on to specify that one who rejects the Lotus Sitra will never see a bud-
dha again:%

A sinful person of this sort will constantly be born amid difficulties, crazed,
deaf, confused in mind, and never will hear the Law. For countless kalpas
numerous as the Ganges sands he will at birth become deaf and dumb, his fac-
ulties impaired, will constantly dwell in hell, strolling in it as though it were a
garden. . . . [ tell you, Sériputra, if I were to describe the punishments that fall
on persons who slander this Sttra, I could exhaust a kalpa and never come to
the end.

62. Watson, pp. 76-77; T.g9.15c.25.
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As is probably obvious, not only does this kind of stubborn listener-reader get
to imagine the boundless pains of hell (which are abundantly recounted in
this section), he is offered a future that is bereft of contact with this discourse
and, moreover, bereft of intersubjectivity. This kind of person, in denying a
discourse explaining how he ought to see himself through “his” father’s eyes,
is promised a similitude of blindness and closedness: he will be physically
unable to process discourse through congenital deafness and speechlessness;
furthermore, he will be so crazed with mental afflictions that cogent recog-
nition of truth and his identity in that truth will also be impossible. Thus, we
ought to conclude, that the cutting off of the internal Buddha seed is
finalized in producing a being physically cut off from discourse, not just from
Buddha discourse, and Mahayana discourse, but from all discourse.®®

The second point about how the verses elicit the reader’s desires by
reframing Sériputra’s desires is 2 more complex argument and opens up a
number of tightly intertwined issues that result from a discourse in which
the discourse itself is the topic, and in which desire, too, is the topic, dis-
cussed in just such a way to create more desire. The complexity at first is not
noticeable as the verses simply explain to gériputra how he is to transmit this
very text to others. First, though, the Buddha offers Sériputra a deal: belief
in this parable for security in his inclusion in the new group, those con-
verted bodhisattvas on the Buddha Way: %

I say to you Sariputra for the sake of living beings I employ these analogies
(biyu) to preach the single Buddha Vehicle. If you and the others are capable
of believing and accepting my words, then all of you are certain to attain the
Buddha Way. This vehicle is subtle, wonderful, foremost in purity; throughout
all worlds it stands unsurpassed. The Buddha delights in and approves it, and
all livings beings should praise it, offer it alms and obeisance. . . . I tell you,
Siriputra, you and the others are all my children, and I am a father to you. For
repeated kalpas you have burned in the flames of manifold sufferings but I will
save you all and cause you to escape from the threefold world.

In this section the author is shifting frames from the parable to the rules
about accepting the parable, and then even farther out to the rules for
accepting the siitra that houses the parables. Recognizing how the text pro-

63. For those readers interested in more symbolic readings, I should point out that it is
probably not accidental that all these demons in the burning house are described as doing bad
things with their mouths: they yell, they eat one another, they bare their teeth and snarl. In
short, these creatures represent bad orality as the opposite of the Buddha’s gentle, meaning-
ful, and salvific utterances, whose very style was the key to Sariputra’s conversion in the middle
of this section when he was wondering if what looked like a buddha was actually a demon. The
other crucial thing about these demons is their hunger, another kind of dangerous orality,
again the opposite of the Buddha’s total containment.

64. Watson, pp. 70-71, with a slight change; T.g.15a.5.
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duces just this ripple effect is particularly reasonable, because at the end of
these verses, the next chapter is defined explicitly as the rippling outward of
éériputra’s conversion, when a larger group of monks follow his example.

The rippling in this final part of the chapter works as follows. First, the
discourse shifts from narrating the burning house story to having the
Buddha explain to Sariputra a causality that surrounds the reception of this
parable. If Sariputra and the unnamed “others” accept this discourse then
they are saved, they are in the new group, those on the Buddha Way. Hence,
as mentioned above, we have more than a double, since the parable itself
explicitly explained that it was a parable about accepting Buddhist teach-
ings. Thus the degree to which Sariputra accepts the parable now is just the
degree to which he is accepting an overview of the mode by which everyone
else accepts Buddhist teachings.

The full density of this situation comes clear when we add in the reader
who is watching Sariputra watch the Buddha give him a discourse about how
the Buddha watches others receive Buddhist discourse. The richness of this
structure is that the reader is invited to find himself on several levels in the
narrative. His locale and its associated reaction to the narrative is not simply
connected to gﬁriputra’s; rather it is connected to the whole theory of re-
ceiving Buddhist teachings in which he, as a potential son of the Buddha,
finds himself first lodged in the burning house, being invited to exit to play
with different toys of desire, and then again through the eyes of Sariputra (the
first converted son of the Buddha in the text) who watches the Buddha using
toy-discourse to save his sons, and then again as a reading-son being spoken
to quite sternly about the proper reception of these stories of reception.

Thus we have to say that the Lotus Siitra’s strategy of seduction is to dou-
ble seduction such that seduction is effected by displaying how strategies of
seduction ought to work. The reason this actually works well is that the
explanation of the process of seduction (the telling of parables) reveals the
father’s love for his sons, and this love is also invoked as the cause of
explaining the son’s seduction in the parable. On both levels what has not
changed is the principle of the father’s love for his sons. Thus, in the frame
around the parable, Sariputra and the reader “fall” for this narrative about
the father’s love of his sons because this love is also explained as the cause
of showing these sons what the father does with his sons. Thus the blindness
of the sons in the parable, a blindness that includes a blindness of their
father’s love, is recovered in the wider frame by a vision of that blindness
which also recovers a vision of the father’s love and joins with it in accepting
that this mode of seduction is just an effect of the father’s love waiting for
the sons to see it for what it is. It is producing a vision of just this “higher”
son’s comprehension of the father’s love, and the way that it overcomes the
denseness of the greedy and uninformed sons, that serves as the higher
expedient means in the story.
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And yet there is one last thing to mention. As Sﬁriputra and the reader
come to grant truth to this narrative they have in fact made a kind of deal
with the text. Essentially they are saying, “We traditional Buddhists will let
the narrative destroy our hallowed traditions provided that this father is
shown to be loving and forever interested in our welfare.” The violence vis-
ited on the prior symbolic system of traditional Buddhism is then offset by
the kindness of this new form of the Buddha who shows his care in so many
ways and even manages to explain that his destruction of the prior form was-
n’t really a destruction since what appeared as a truth-system wasn’t really
ever anymore than a temporary ploy constructed from untruth.

THE PARABLE OF THE PRODIGAL SON

In the expanding cycle of conversions, chapter 4 of the Lotus Sittra presents
four famous pre-Mahiyana monks watching Sariputra’s conversion and re-
sponding in kind. Their reaction doesn’t simply repeat Sariputra’s, though,
since they are located on the level of observers. In fact, they are located
closer to the reader, who, with them, just witnessed Sﬁriputra’s conversion;
thus they are spectators to the drama of the Lotus Siifrain a way that gﬁripu—
tra never was. However, unlike the reader, they exist on that middle plane of
the contemporary where they observe the conversion of others and then
receive personal teaching and prophesies from the Buddha, an honor that,
of course, the reader never is given.

In watching the Buddha give Sariputra his prediction of buddhahood,
they, as a choruslike group, respond jointly:%

We stand at the head of the monks and are all of us old and decrepit. We
believed that we had already attained nirvana and that we were incapable of
doing more, and so we never sought to attain unsurpassed enlightenment. It
has been a long time since the World Honored One first began to expound
the Law. During that time we have sat in our seals, our bodies weary and inert, medi-
tating solely on the concepts of emptiness, non-form, and non-action. But as to the
pleasures and transcendental powers of the Law of bodhisattvas, or the puri-
fying of buddha lands and the salvation of living beings—these our minds
took no joy in. Why is this? Because the World Honored One had made it pos-
sible for us to transcend the three-fold world and to attain the enlightenment
of nirvana.

This initial framing of their reaction is rather in line with what Sariputra
had said at the beginning of his conversion sequence. These monks, located
“at the head of the monks,” thought they had achieved everything possible
in Buddhism and were the top dogs of the system. They thought that their

65. Watson, pp. 80-81 (emphasis added); T.9.16b.13.
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nirvana was in fact closure, and they contented themselves with tiresome
meditation on emptiness and so on. Then, suddenly, they “heard from the
Buddha a law that they had never known before.”* Hence in this short pas-
sage they are preparing themselves to be reinducted into the heart of
Buddhism by acknowledging that their prior form of Buddhism was incom-
plete and small. Now, as witnesses to Sariputra’s conversion, the four-monk
chorus derides their former pre-Mahayana position in order to accept and
validate the Lotus Sutra’s claim that there is a whole other realm of activity
and development that leads to unsurpassable enlightenment, a realm only
imaginable within the sphere of Mahayana teachings. The emphasis on
their age, their exhaustion, and their decrepitude seems to be in place to
announce a kind of heaviness and decadence associated with attachment to
that preliminary stage of closure. Conversely, though the bodhisattva path
is going to mean much more work, they are shown responding with joy and
exuberance, markers of life and levity.

Furthermore, they are shown explaining a failure to respond to prior
calls to join the Mahayana. They say, “When we heard of this unsurpassed
enlightenment, which the Buddha uses to teach and convert the bodhi-
sattvas, our minds were not filled with any thought of joy or approval. But
now in the presence of the Buddha we have heard this sravaka [Sariputra]
receive a prophecy that he will attain unsurpassed enlightenment and our
minds are greatly delighted. We have gained what we never had before.”%
Thus they seem to represent themselves as casual witnesses to earlier Maha-
yana dispensations but until now did not know that these teachings were to
be applied to themselves. However, seeing one of their own, a Sravaka such
as Sariputra, receive these teachings and the prediction to become a bud-
dha has changed all that.

To explain this shift in perspective that was generated in witnessing
Sariputra’s conversion, the four monks offer a parable to explain their new-
found understanding. This represents an interesting shift in the structure of
the text: until now the Buddha had been doing the teaching, but now a
significant narrative—including the explicit use of expedient means, that is,
parables as cause and effect of truth—will be told from the point of view of
the converts. Equally reversed, the story they tell is a fatherson episode in
which a father tricks his wayward son into returning home to receive his fab-
ulous wealth and aristocratic heritage. Thus, whereas the Parable of the
Burning House was about avoiding pain by exiting from dangerous domes-
ticity, the story of the Prodigal Son is about recapturing the son and bring-
ing him back into his proper home of luxury and pleasure.

The story opens by depicting a chasm of difference between the penni-

66. Watson, p. 80; T.9.16b.9.
67. Watson, p. 81; T.g.16b.9.
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less vagabond son and his boundlessly rich father. Though the father has
everything, jewels, servants, and so on, he misses his son terribly. Worse, he
is aging and realizes that if he does not find his son he will have no one to
whom he can pass on his wealth:%

The father thought constantly of his son, but though he had been parted from
him for over fifty years, he had never told anyone else about the matter. He
merely pondered to himself, his heart filled with regret and longing. He
thought to himself that he was old and decrepit. He had great wealth and pos-
sessions, gold, silver, and rare treasures that filled and overflowed from his
storehouses, but he had no son, so that if he should die, the wealth and pos-
sessions would be scattered and lost, for there was no one to entrust them
to. ... And he also had this thought: If I could find my son and entrust my
wealth and possessions to him, then I could feel contented and easy in mind
and would have no more worries.

This part of the story opens up a number of permutations in father-son
rhetoric. The familial part of the story develops from the father’s point of
view, a father who is struck with a loss. He misses his son but, more impor-
tant, cannot imagine his accumulated patrimony dispersing randomly at
death. So he must find this unique person, his son, in order to properly
divest himself of his things before his death. Thus the father is shown oper-
ating within a very exacting version of patriarchy whereby adopting a son or
passing his wealth to his nephew or another relative is not considered; it has
to be his son. The stricture of this demanding form of patriarchy is tight-
ened when we are told that he has only this one son and no other family
members.

In short, the text positions the father, like the father in the Burning
House parable, looking at a threatening doorway that requires the recon-
version of his son(s). However, whereas in the burning house the narrow
doorway meant the sons might not get out, here the doorway represents the
anxiety that the son might not get in. This only son, the sole conduit for the
patriarchy, is the only place where the history and accumulated material of
the father can find legitimate movement forward in time. Clearly the story
uses the specific desire of this father to transmit his patrimony to his son as
a kind of frame for a similar kind of transmission of the Lotus Stitra’s truth
to the devoted reader.

For this parallel to hold, the text cannot allow this father to consider dis-
persing his patrimony at large, for that would effectively cancel his identity
as father and obliterate the structuring legality of patriarchy that is invoked

68. Watson, p. 82; T.g.16c.5. The first line in this quote, as found in the 7Taisho version,
actually reads “father and mother thought of the son . . . ,” though the rest of the story refers
only to the father’s concerns and actions.
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here to serve as a template for the gifts of Buddhist patriarchy that are to be
granted to those who deserve it—the sons. If such a communistic leak were
allowed, the text would lose its template for securing the reader’s desire to
be reidentified as a son of the Buddha. Thus it seems that the doorway or
exit that is being imposed on the father in the parable is just the same door-
way that is being imposed on the “buddha-son” reading the parable: in both
cases it is a question of getting the son across that threshold and locating
him by the heart/h of patriarchy. So we ought to ask again, Why the narrow-
ness of this door and this fixation on the assumed singularity of the father
and one son who, together, form something like a tunnel of love that the
Lotus Sutrawants to work up for itself? The answer, it would seem, is that the
narrowness of this one-son-conduit is to function as the place of closure
where the reader feels that conversion is an inescapable fate, and anyway, is
quite attractive given the rather flattering conditions under which it is ren-
dered. In short, just as with the Burning House parable, we reading-sons are
learning about the warm and inescapable love of the father.

The pathos of the story develops as the father, continually thwarted by
the son’s inability to accept the father as father, keeps failing to bring the
son home. The father thus finds it necessary to resort to all sorts of trickery
in order to finally draw the son into the interior of the patriarchy. In short,
the story is about the lengths to which a father will go to make his son rec-
ognize his place in the patriline. The first contact between father and son is
scripted to heighten just this impossible distance between them, a distance
of wealth, purity, social class, and so on, all of which will be overcome once
the father makes the son know of their prior sameness:*

World Honored One, at that time the impoverished son drifted from one kind
of employment to another until he came by chance to his father’s house. He
stood by the side of the gate, gazing far off at his father, who was seated on a
lion throne, his legs supported by a jeweled footrest, while Brahmans and
noblemen, and householders, uniformly deferential, surrounded him.
Festoons of pearls worth thousands or tens of thousands adorned his body,
and clerks, grooms, and menservants holding white fly whisks stood in atten-
dance to the left and right. . . . Such were the many different types of adorn-
ments, the emblems of prerogative and marks of distinction.

The son’s response to this view of staggering wealth and decadence is total
terror. He regrets having come and prepares to flee. After all, he came to
this place, as the narrative notes, completely by accident and was seeking
something else altogether. Thus his initial return home was a chance occa-
sion marked by ignorance and misrecognition (presumably an image of the
reader’s initial happenstance engagement with the text), but it marks the

69. Watson, p. 82; T.g.16c.11.
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beginning of a causal sequence that will deliver him, via the father’s use of
expedient means, into knowledge, self-recognition, and rightful possession
of that home. This sequence begins at the gate to the father’s residence as
the father sees him from a distance and immediately recognizes him as his
son. While all this is happening, the son is involved in his own calculations:
“Secretly he thought to himself: This must be some king, or one who is
equal to a king. This is not the sort of place where I can hire out my labor
and gain a living. It would be better to go to some poor village where, if I
work hard, I will find a place and easily earn food and clothing. If I stay here
for long, I may be seized and pressed into service! Having thought in this
way, he raced from the spot.”™

This internal dialogue opens up an enticing motif in the parable. The
son is obsessed with finding a suitable economy, a poor village as he says,
where he can trade his labor for food and clothing. The son then is repulsed
by the magnitude of the father’s wealth, and he is afraid that the sheer size
of the father’s wealth will destroy any hope of establishing a simple quid pro
quo exchange of labor for sustenance. The economic reasoning that fills
out the son’s character is interesting for several reasons. First, he is shown
to be diligent, good-hearted, and fixated on the piecemeal logic of a day
laborer—handsome qualities, in a way, which will nonetheless have to be
overcome if he is to be vaulted onto the plane defined by a completely tran-
scendent economy far beyond any kind of logical exchange. Second, the
father, for his part, wants to give him a gift, and this is the heart of the mis-
match in their perspectives. The son cannot imagine or accept that the
father’s property is to be his by the simple reason of their prior relationship
in which the father “made” the son. Throughout the rest of the story, the
author plays the commonsensical economy of the son against the fantastic
and unthinkable economy of the father, an economy that destroys the son’s
economy, even as it establishes the economy of patriarchy. Effecting this
shift in economies, so carefully prepared for by the father, arguably is set up
as a template for the equation that the text is offering to reader—Ileave off
small-minded, work ethic, “Hinayana” Buddhism, and accept as fact that
your own buddhahood is unavoidable and that your “real” transcendent
sonship is actualized only here within the rhetoric of the Lotus Sitra. The
metaphoric connection between the two economies in the parable and the
hoped-for shift in styles of Buddhism is explicitly made when the four
monks say of their earlier practice of Buddhism, “We were diligent and
exerted ourselves in this matter until we had attained nirvana, which is like
one day’s wages.”™

As the son flees the spectacle of the sumptuous and decadent father, the

70. Watson, pp. 82—83 (emphasis added); T.g9.16c.18.
71. Watson, p. 86; T.g.17b.22.
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father sends a messenger to capture the son, who, when apprehended,
faints, feeling certain that he is being falsely accused of a crime and is about
to be executed. This presents another interesting twist: the son is made to
misrecognize the law of the father, which he rightly sees as the law that seeks
to get hold of him and to pass judgment on him but which he mistakenly
identifies as wayward and inexact with regard to his identity and past. The
father, who still has not told anyone in the narrative what is going on,
decides it is better to let the son go for now and try to seduce him back later.
Thus again, as we saw in the Burning House parable, the story fully admits
that the father cannot force the son into anything and thus must resort to
indirect and seductive measures in order to make the son want to come
back to the father.

As the father tells the messenger to dismiss his son, the narrative explains
his gesture to the reader in a kind of Shakespearean aside: “Why did he do
that? Because the father knew that his son was of humble outlook and ambi-
tion, and that his own rich and eminent position would be difficult for the
son to accept. He knew very well that this was his son, but as a form of expe-
dient means he refrained from saying to anyone, ‘This is my son.’”” This
stage whisper marks the whole parable as directed at the reader, who also is
to be seduced as son but who also always knows more than the son in the
story, just as in the Burning House parable. It is just this piece of knowing
how the father sees the son that is the meat of the text’s seductive ploy,
because that is exactly what the reader-son gets that the narrative-son does
not get. Or, in other words, the reader-son gets to enjoy the father’s view of
the narrative-son and just this vision produces desire in the reader-son for a
relationship with such a committed and endeavoring father.

In the parable, the father decides to seduce his son by sending two
undercover agents after him to offer him double the regular wages that he
had been earning. Thus the father shifts his appeal to the son down to the
son’s meager economy and makes it attractive simply by doubling it, a small
mathematical increase that the son can desire and accept. To heighten this
sense of connecting with the son’s limited and base notion of value, the
father has the agents offer the son work clearing away excrement, which
presumably was produced by the father’s house as this is where the work is
to be accomplished.

With his son now on site, the father can see him by looking out the back
window of his mansion, and though he has arranged just this kind of labor
for his son, he pities him for the filth that he has to handle. The father then
decides to make direct contact with his son in the midst of this filth and so,
changing his clothes and smearing excrement on his body, approaches the

72. Watson, p. 83; T.g.17a.2.
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son disguised in order to seduce him further into his world. Gaining
“direct” access to the boy in this clandestine manner that avoids the boy’s
defenses, the father increases his wages, gives him an old servant, and then
formally adopts him, saying:™

“I will be like a father to you, so have no more worries. Why do I say this?
Because I am well along in years, but you are still young and sturdy. When you
are at work, you are never deceitful or lazy or speak angry or resentful words.
You don’t seem to have any faults of that kind, the way my other workers do.
From now on, you will be like my own son.” And the rich man proceeded to
select a name and assign it to the man as though he were his child.

This passage is a classic demonstration of the high level of narrative control
at work in the Lotus Sitra. First, the father is shown moving downward on
the scale of pollution and labor in order to make contact with the son. The
father has polluted himself, a fact made clearer by adding the gratuitous
detail that he “took in his right hand a utensil for removing excrement,”’
and all in order to make the son really a son. Structuring the gradual
reunion of father and son in this manner presumably makes sonship an
even larger gift, since it arrives through the debasement of the father.
Second, with the promise of adoption, the father pretends to give the son a
facsimile of sonship, supposedly based on the son’s merits and work ethic.
Because the reader knows that the son is really the father’s son, the causal-
ity that the father offers his unknowing son for this partial and “fabricated”
advancement toward father and son reconciliation is to be read as yet
another ploy. Presumably the image of this “fabricated” form of sonship
draped over the shoulders of a “real” son makes the reader wish that the son
would simply accept his father as his father and skip all this unnecessary
work and finagling, an impatience that the author presumably is hoping the
reader will act on in his reception of the text and its paternal narrative.
Twenty years pass as the son works in the shit-pit, living outside of the
father’s house, as the narrative mentions twice, when suddenly the story
quickens with the news that the father is going to die soon. Given his immi-
nent demise, the father prepares to bring the son a step closer to him and
puts him directly in charge of all his wealth, and, furthermore, he urges the
son to see his identity merging with the father: “You are to take complete
charge of the amounts I have and of what is to be handed out and gathered
in. This is what I have in mind, and I want you to carry out my wishes. Why is
this? Because from now on, you and I will not behave as two different per-
sons. So you must keep your wits about you and see that there are not mis-

75. Watson, p. 84; T.g.17a.20.
74. Watson, p. 84; T.9.17a.16.
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takes or losses.”” Here, the son moves up from being an adopted relative
with a new name to being a facsimile of the father himself, acting as though
they were one and same. Moreover, he now regulates the wealth of the father
and is admonished to do so as though they were not “two different persons.”

The climax of the son’s initiation into the patriline comes just before the
father’s death when the father invites all the inhabitants of the country to
his home and then declares:”

Gentlemen, you should know that this is my son, who was born to me. In such-
and-such a city he abandoned me and ran way, and for over fifty years he wan-
dered about suffering hardship. His original name is such-and-such, and my
name is such-and-such. . . . This is in truth my son, and I in truth am his father.
Now everything that belongs to me, all my wealth and possessions, shall
belong entirely to this son of mine.

After the father makes this public statement about their secret relation-
ship, the son responds in kind, “When the impoverished son heard these
words of his father, he was filled with great joy, having gained what he never
had before, and thought to himself, I originally had no mind to covet or
seek such things. Yet now these stores of treasures have come of their own
accord!”” Thus the story closes with the father successfully inducting his son
into the patriline, thereby conserving his wealth within the patriline and
convincing all spectators of the truth of their history. In short, the very pub-
lic nature of this denouement demonstrates the crucial fact that every patri-
line, private as it is, is also always a claim in the face of the public. The patri-
line must always be a narrative accepted by those outside of the patriline;
otherwise, the private connection between father and son will remain in-
valid and contestable.”

In sum, the story very neatly shows again the devotion of the father in
recovering his wayward son, who is essentially misinformed about his origins
and too skittish and insecure to receive this information directly. The
Hitchockian element is quite strong here: the structure of the narrative gives
to the reader the burdensome knowledge that a shortcut to all this misery is,
throughout the narrative, at hand—if the son would just accept his father’s

75. Watson, p. 85; T.g.17b.2.

76. Watson, p. 85; T.9.17b.10.

717. Watson, p. 85; T.9.17b.15.

78. On June 17, 2000, the New York Times ran as a front-page story the account of Claud
Johnson trying to get the courts to accept his claim to be the only son of the great bluesman
Robert Johnson. In lieu of DNA evidence, the court was swayed by an eyewitness narrative that
could vouch for the moment of conception: a friend testified that she watched Robert Johnson
and Claud’s mother having sex in 19g1. With this third person as the securing link to the past,
the Mississippi supreme court granted Claud his claimed identity, with the rights to collect roy-
alties from his father’s estate.
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narrative of their past he could leave off all this “shit-work”! Presumably, by
giving the reader this sort of overview—the reader always knows what the
son does not know—he or she will feel an urgency to find that shortcut back
to the father and leave that hopelessly servile work-a-day economy behind.
As with the burning house, we are left with the distinct desire to not be like
one of thosesons even as watching these father-son narratives makes us want
to have their fathers. Thus, in terms of narrative seduction, readers are
seduced by watching how seduction works on a facsimile of themselves, a
facsimile with whom they only partially identify, retaining in that gap of self-
proclaimed difference the desire to be seduced more directly and thereby
save the long-suffering father trouble and degradation.

CONCLUSION

While it would be revealing to work through more chapters in the Lotus Sitra,
I believe I have offered enough material for recognizing the importance of
father-son logic in this text as well as demonstrating the various tracks of
seduction that the text employs in universalizing fatherson connections and
offering them to the reader so that he or she may consume them in the hope
of reconstructing his or her identity. Equally important, we have seen how the
narrative constructs the reader’s desire for truth and authenticity to circle
around the narrative itself and the text that contains it. No longer is truth in
the traditional forms of Buddhist doctrine, such as the four truths or the
three marks, nor is it in the stalwart figures of the arhats and other reliable
figures from the earliest days of Buddhism. Final truth is not even in the old
buddhas such as Dipamkara and Maitreya, who are but students of the Lotus
Statra, whose scope and strength pale in comparison. Without a doubt, all
those previous sites of sanctity have been demoted and absorbed by the Lotus
Sitra and its new explanation of final truth and “real” Buddhist paternity.

Equally clear in this maneuver, the Lotus Siitra has shifted sanctity into a
new medium—textuality. Though relic worship is recommended in some
of the passages in chapters 2 and 3, still this does not compare to receiving
and upholding the Lotus Sitra, and surely never was it said that one found
one’s true sonship to the Buddha through relic worship. Similarly, no eth-
ical action compares with maintaining a worshipful attitude toward the
Lotus Sitra, with the corollary that there is no greater sin than disparaging
or slandering the text. Obviously, there is now really only one final source
for value in the universe, and it is the Lotus Sitra as text, the text that came
pouring out of that ancient lineage of twenty thousand buddhas and even-
tually led to the production of the buddhas that we had known so well
before, even if we did not understand their place in the history of the Lotus
Siitra, a history that is essentially a history of the cosmos even as it is “our”
own history too.
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In short, I think we should conclude that the Lotus Siitra, as an altogether
brilliant and sustained narrative (at least through these early chapters), was
designed to hollow out and subsume into itself traditional Buddhism, which
presumably had grown up around a monastic order, with a body of formal rit-
uals, a plethora of doctrinal positions, and captivating collections of narra-
tives of its own. Equally important, this audacious switching of fathers is even
more effective since the textual rhetoric that accomplishes this switch can
then ground tradition and authority in its own physical presence, thus, in
effect, becoming its own self-standing institution. And, as argued above, this
complex self-presentation of itself only works when the textuality of the text
disappears into itself even as it later appears as the solution to all the rhetoric
that it holds. In the case of the Lotus Sitra, the rhetoric of rhetoric’s salvific
physicality appears in chapter 10, ironically titled “Dharma Teacher,” which
seems to cap this narrative sequence of reconverting traditional Buddhist
figures that began with Sériputra and ends with Ananda and Rahula.

Early in chapter 10, the narrative offers its own physical presence as the
sublime replacement for the Buddha’s presence and as the key for actual-
izing tradition by granting to those who accept and traffic in the text the
title of bodhisattva and promising that they will in time certainly become
buddhas:”

The Buddha said to Medicine King: “In addition, if after the Tathagata has
passed into extinction there should be someone who listens to the Sutra on the
Lotus-like Miraculous Law (miaofa hua jing), even one verse or one phrase, and
for a moment thinks of it with joy, I will likewise bestow on him a prophecy
that he will attain unsurpassed enlightenment. Again if there are persons who
accept (shouchi), read (dusong), expound (jieshuo), and copy (shuxie) the Sitra
on the Lotus-like Miraculous Law, even only one verse and look upon this Stitra
with the same reverence as they would the Buddha, presenting various offer-
ings of flowers, incense, necklaces, powdered incense, paste incense[,] . ..
then you should understand that such persons have already offered alms to a
hundred thousand million buddhas and in the place of the buddhas have
fulfilled their great vow.”

In this passage that so clearly aims to overcome the gap of time between the
reading of the Lotus Sutra and the apparently long-deceased Buddha, we
have extravagant promises for seducing the reader into taking up the text
itself as the encapsulation of tradition and the Buddha’s presence. This sort
of promise is rendered in an even clearer light in the following paragraph
when ownership of the text is explained as the grounds for being treated
like a buddha:®

79. Watson, p. 161, with minor changes; T.g.g50c.7.
8o. Watson, p. 161, with minor changes; T.g.g0c.15.
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Medicine King, if someone should ask what living beings will be able to attain
buddhahood in future existences (weilai shi), then you should show him that
all these people in the future existences are certain to attain buddhahood.
Why? Because if good men and good women accept, read, expound, and copy
the Siitra on the Lotus-like Miraculous Law, even one phrase of it, offer various
kinds of alms to the Sutra, flowers, incense, necklaces, powdered incense,
etc.[,] ... then these persons will be looked up to and honored by all the
world. Alms will be offered to them such as would be offered to the Tathagata.
You should understand that these persons are great bodhisattvas who have
succeeded in attaining unsurpassed enlightenment.

The richness of this kind of promise, with its clear attempt to collapse his-
tory, tradition, and buddha-presence into the text and its faithful propo-
nents, represents an indisputable example of the endgame at work in orga-
nizing the Lotus Sitra’s agenda and its place in tradition. Clearly, though the
Lotus Swtra is intent on gutting tradition, as it had taken shape in the era
some five hundred years after the death of the Buddha Sékyamuni, it still
has the conservative agenda of resuturing Buddhists to the “core” of the tra-
dition, albeit now completely reformulated and available only through read-
ing, copying, and worshiping this very narrative that does not hesitate to
have the Buddha “speak” of its objectified textual presence, a presence that
allows for “the cult of the text” and which promises to control and maintain
authenticity and integrity in tradition.

What is of particular interest here is this dialectical play of immaculate
authority that morphs from textual rhetoric into the narrative-Buddha’s
“orality,” an orality that then explains a new form of immaculate sonship
that it supports by immaculately lodging its own essence-as-father back in
that textualized form of rhetoric that the son-to-be is holding. When this
alchemy of language is ignored by the reader, then the text’s rhetoric suc-
ceeds in the difficult task of creating pure paternity on either side of the nar-
rative—in the “speaking” Buddha and in the reader. Moreover, and this
strikes me as sublimely brilliant, the narrative then has those textual fathers
offer themselves to the reading “sons,” in a most sanctifying of unions, via
the very thing that created them and held them apart—the physical text
with its rhetoric of fathers and son and its seductive plan for rejoining them
around itself.

Or to put it slightly differently, with paternal discourse now being self-
consciously fashioned on a textual surface, and the above two quotations
leave no doubt about that, the narrative has asked the reader to find the
fullest form of closure with that nonlinguistic vehicle that holds the rhetoric
in time—the text’s physical presence. Thus, in seeing how the real author
so deftly created and manipulated father figures throughout these early
chapters, might we not also speculate that this author discovered that the
unspeakable and utterly nonlinguistic Real that has to be imagined behind
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every patriarchy for it to be convincing, could be, rather conveniently,
imagined right behind the text’s rhetoric on those very palm leaves that
received the orthography? In sum, the brilliance of this maneuver is that as
the rhetoric of fathers and sons breaks down the problem of time and medi-
acy in tradition, another line of rhetoric works to lodge (new) tradition qua
paternal essence in the physicality of the text so that the rhetoric of fathers
and sons now has a physical, even somatic carriage in which to ride forward
in time. Thus access to timeless authenticity came with a system to survive
and even thrive in time.

If T am right in expecting this level of ingenuity from the author—and
after thinking through the wiles of the subplot of the twenty thousand bud-
dhas, or either of the father-son parables treated in this chapter, I am fully
ready to imagine this kind of authorial prowess—then we are justified in
speaking of the “text as father” in a double sense that allows for orthography
to be reproductive in both form and content as in the case of the statement,
“This sentence was written with 14k gold.” The difference, and it is a huge
difference, is that gold exists, whereas paternity in the sense that the Lotus
Satra is intending only exists when you think it does and thus requires such
an elaborate rhetorical framework to make it seem naturally always-already
present.

Let us now turn to the Diamond Sutra to look at another template for sub-
suming total value and locating it in the thoroughly self-conscious and
fetishized object of the text.



4

“Be All You Can’t Be”
and Other Gainful Losses
in the Diamond Stitra

OVERVIEW

Just as the seductive literary strategies of the Lotus Siitra became clearer
through a sustained narrative analysis, I hope to show that the Diamond Siitra
is a suitable text for a similar kind of close reading that takes into account the
basic plotline of the work, the various kinds of selfiimposed “needs” of the dis-
course, and the multiple subjectsites that it creates for the reader to desire,
inhabit, and reproduce.! Like the Lotus Sitra, it is suffused with alarming ne-
gations of “normal” Buddhism in which the dismissal of traditional Bud-
dhism appears as part of a larger arc designed to convince the reader to con-
vert to a vastly improved form of Buddhist truth and value. The end point of
this arc of conversion is, again like the Lotus Siitra, to take the text-as-object
as the totality of tradition and to embrace its rhetoric as the sole avenue for
gaining authenticity. However, in lieu of the Lotus Siitra’s clever, multilayered
parables and the sophisticated narratives within narratives, the Diamond Sttra
develops this conversion process with straightforward negative dialectics.

In fact, all in all, the Diamond Sitra seems rather primitive. In addition to
being fairly short (roughly twenty pages in English), it has a minimum of plot
structure, a near-absence of action, and few overt metaphors or similes.
Actually, aside from some important framing at the beginning and at the two
endings, the text is essentially a haphazard list of negations since each new
topic brought up for negation appears with no introduction and bears little
or no relationship to the preceding topic.? In fact, it is hard to avoid the

1. An early version of this chapter was first given at the University of Oregon in July 1998;
arevised version was given to Harvard University’s Buddhist Studies Forum in November 1998.

2. It seems likely that the Diamond Siitra’s various topics, which seem so unconnected, can
be found throughout the first three chapters of the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines, where
they have a bit more coherency.
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introductory comment that as a piece of literature, the Diamond Sitra is,
despite its name, a rather poor text that relies almost exclusively on rabbit-
punch declarations that disrupt and reorganize Buddhist authority and value.
The challenge, then, is to understand how by deploying these brief but bewil-
dering negations of prior forms of Buddhism the author manages to convince
the reader that the essence of Buddhism is within its own textual borders.

The overall simplicity of the Diamond Sitra has led scholars to locate it
early in the history of Mahayana literature, and there is general agreement
that it was probably written shortly before or after the beginning of the com-
mon era. This is quite reasonable, though the text seems to have two clearly
discernible sections.®> Roughly halfway through the discourse, the narrative
turns to close as Subhtiti asks the Buddha by what name this discourse is to
be known, a gesture used throughout Mahayana literature to mark the close
of a teaching.* Though the Buddha answers Subhiiti’s question regarding the
title of the work, thereby effectively sealing the teaching, the text runs on to
develop an extensive second section. In this second section much is repeated
from the first section but with small twists and embellishments, giving the
impression that the second half of the text is in a vague manner trying to
write commentary on the first half. Furthermore, the second half includes
Subhiiti’s tearful conversion to the text, as well as the specific distinction be-
tween Mahdyana and Hinayana versions of the Law, polemics absent in the
first half, suggesting a more advanced self-aware Mahayana position.?

The absence of this more divisive vocabulary in the first half might mean
several things, but at the very least the first half of text, as far as its own cat-
egories are concerned, does not represent a clear sectarian break from ear-
lier forms of Buddhism, though it negates and reconstitutes several choice
items from the Buddhist tradition and produces a definition of bodhisattva-
identity that upsets pre-Mahayana notions of bodhisattvahood.5 Thus,

3. Edward Conze laments that the second half is so much more jumbled than the first, but
in fact the first half is quite jumbled as well. Also, he does not clearly state what he believes to
be the relationship between the first and second parts. See Edward Conze, trans., Buddhist
Wisdom Books: The Diamond Sutra, the Heart Sutra (1973; Bolinas, Calif.: Four Seasons Founda-
tion, 1975), pp- 51—52.

4. T.8.750a.111f.

5. One passage makes a distinction between those Buddhists who accept this text and its
dialectics and those who are fond of the “little Law” (le xiaofa zhe T.8.750c.18), who cling to
prenegation concepts of being, and who cannot accept this text. Similarly, the term “Maha-
yana” is only used in the second half of the Diamond Sitra (T.8.750c.13).

6. Also, all the Buddhist categories of identity that are employed are found in pre-
Mahayana works ( “stream-enterer,” etc.). Similarly, the Buddha’s main interlocutor, Subhiiti,
keeps his traditional pre-Mahayana title of being “Foremost in Noncontention” (Aranaviharin)
and never is reassigned a Mahayana identity such as bodhisattva, nor is he overtly rebirthed as
a “real son of the Buddha,” though presumably his conversion in the second half of the text is
displayed to demonstrate just this kind of promotion even if it isn’t overtly named.
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though it is not essential to my larger arguments, I suspect that the second
section was written slightly later than the first, a gap in time that might offer
some evidence for imagining developing trends in Mahayana rhetoric. For
reasons of space, I treat only the first half of the text here, which still allows
me to pursue the basic agenda of the text.

Despite the Diamond Sitra’s prominence in the Mahdyana tradition, in
particular in East Asian Buddhism, oddly enough there is little modern crit-
ical literature on the text. This is especially surprising given that the
Diamond Stitra holds the special privilege of being the first book in the world
to be printed on woodblock (in China, in 868), again suggesting the power
of its rhetoric. Equally surprising is that standard textbooks on Mahayana
Buddhism, such as Paul Williams’s Mahayana Buddhism, barely mention it.”
Similarly Hirakawa Akira’s History of Indian Buddhism does little more than
list the text in the group of Perfection of Wisdom works.®

Against this relative lack of discussion in Occidental Buddhist studies,
Gregory Schopen has given us two valuable contributions for thinking
about the Diamond Sutra. In 1989 he provided a much more reliable trans-
lation from the Sanskrit and clarified a number of problems in previous
readings of the text. And fifteen years earlier he published an original and
insightful essay on the passage in the stitra that equates worship of the text
with worship of the Buddha or his relics.!” This early essay by Schopen,
along with numerous other later ones on the nature of early Mahayana
Buddhism, has overturned much of what we had thought was reliable infor-
mation regarding this period of Buddhism. One could easily say that in the
wake of Schopen’s work we have not quite known what to do next in order
to rewrite a narrative for this important phase of Buddhist history. For my
part, I have benefited greatly from Schopen’s reflections on the Diamond
Satra’s claim to be like a stiéipa or caitya, but I am interested in reading the

7. Paul Williams, Mahayana Buddhism: The Doctrinal Foundations (London: Routledge,
1989), pp- 41 —42, for his very brief remarks.

8. See Hirakawa Akira, A History of Indian Buddhism from Sakyamuni to Early Mahayana,
trans. Paul Groner (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1990), p. 277. A more interesting
appraisal of the text’s content and function appeared in an adventuresome article published
in 1983 by Gerald Doherty who presented the text’s position as little different than a kind of
postmodern decontruction; see his “Form is Emptiness: Reading the Diamond Stuitra,” Eastern
Buddhist 16, no. 2 (autumn 1983): 114—23. Though I believe a closer reading of the text
reveals that it works the opposite of Doherty’s presentation, still his essay is interesting and
provocative and represents one of the few attempts to theorize the power and attraction of
this work.

9. For his translation from the Gilgit manuscript, see his “The Gilgit Manuscript of the
Vajracchedika,” in Studies in the Literature of the Great Vehicle, ed. Luis O. Gémez and Jonathan
Silk (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1989), 89g—139.

10. See his “The Phrase ‘sa prthivipradesas caityabhiito bhavet’ in the Vajracchedika: Notes on
the Cult of the Book in Mahayana,” Indo-Iranian Journal 17 (1975): 148-81.
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text in a more literary manner that sets that particular claim in the context
of the other rhetorical gestures that constitute the text.

Negative Dialectics

In addition to the complications presented by its apparent two-part textual
structure, the difficulty of interpreting the Diamond Stitralies in assessing the
role of its negative rhetoric. How shall we read statements that seem intent
on moving Buddhist items in and out of being? For instance, the following
exchange is fairly characteristic of the text’s use of negative dialectics:!!

The Buddha said to Subhiiti, “What do you think? Do bodhisattvas adorn
buddha lands or not?”

Subhiiti said, “No, World Honored One. Why? Adorning buddha lands is
actually not adorning buddha lands, and thus is called, ‘adorning buddha
lands.””

What could this kind of language be accomplishing in the text, and on what
authority? In response to these basic questions, I suggest that we gain the
most by locating this kind of negative rhetoric within the larger goal of
seducing the reader into accepting a new form of Buddhism that is consti-
tuted, like the Lotus Sutra, as an “overview” or “meta-view” of traditional
Buddhism. Read in this manner that looks for a plotline and an overall
engagement with tradition, the text, contrary to some modern opinions,
seems dedicated to producing closure and establishing firm claims to value
and legitimacy, even in the wake of dangerous-sounding rhetoric. In fact,
as mentioned in the introduction, I am suggesting that this dangerous-
sounding language of negation is the most important part of relocating
closure and authority, a point that obviously has implications for how we
read negative rhetorics throughout Mahayana literature, be it in Tantric
Buddhism or in Chan and Zen.

What is crucial to this reading strategy is to see that objectifying and cri-
tiquing tradition simultaneously requires and produces higher levels of
authority, vision, and memory. Put this way, it is not that the text begins with
an assumed foundation of authority and then produces a critique of tradi-
tional authority based on that foundation. Rather, the text’s authority is pro-
duced through the very process in which traditional authority is overcome
by the text’s rhetoric in a way that then allows the text to gather up that
authority and reinstall it in itself. To accomplish this task of reconstituting
authority around itself, the narrative stages a supposedly historical event in
which the Buddha gives a discourse that radically unhinges the straightfor-
ward categories and conditions that made tradition sensible. Then, when

11. T.8.749c.18.
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this undermining discourse and its required authority are firmly estab-
lished, this narratively produced Buddha turns to pour his authority and
this newly revealed “overview” on tradition into the very textual space that
he is inhabiting.

Sameness with a Vengeance

Given what we have just seen in the Lotus Sitra, reading the Diamond Sitra
for its reengineering of authority should not seem odd. However, though
the Lotus Sutra and the Diamond Stitra share a passion for reworking tradi-
tional authority, the Lotus Sitra effects conversion to its own definition of
authority through doubling Buddhist patriarchy and sonship, whereas the
Diamond Sitra works more tightly around doubling negation. In fact, it
seems that in the Diamond Sitra, traditional Buddhism as a system of nega-
tion declaring no permanence, no satisfaction, no real presence, no place
in the athome lineage, and so on, is itself treated to a process of negation.
Thus, according to the Diamond Sitra, there are no real teachings from the
Buddha, no real Buddhists, no Buddha to be recognized by his marks, no
real arhats or other stages of sainthood, and so on. The traditional Buddhist
acts of negation, both social and “philosophic,” which had been the source
for identity as a Buddhist, are now themselves the targets of negation in the
process of producing a higher form of Buddhist identity—the bodhisattva
identity—which the text is from the beginning intent on constructing, con-
trolling, and doling out to the faithful reader.

To put it pithily, according to the Diamond Sttra, one is only an authen-
tic Buddhist by being Buddhist about being Buddhist. Thus one has to re-
nounce one’s prior identity as a renouncer in order to regain a stepped-up
version of that prior identity. Looked at in this manner, both the Lotus Sttra
and the Diamond Siitra depend on the reader being drawn into a process of
autocritique that takes the originally cherished forms of Buddhist identity
and authority to task in order to produce a higher, postnegation form of
those items and a new center of authority that controls those new forms of
identity. In fact, applying this negative rhetoric to tradition in order to cre-
ate a new zone of authority seems essential to reconstructing a facsimile of
the sanctified presence of the Buddha five hundred years after his death and
securing access to that presence via the recently discovered medium of tex-
tuality. Thus despite the initial emphasis on “lack,” the rhetorical act of
negation is richly productive of authority, presence, and power, especially
when it turns on just those items: authority, presence, and power.

An essential part of this claim to contain the presence of the Buddha is
to assert that the text is larger, ontically, than tradition and the buddhas
within tradition. Thus the text has Sakyamuni pay homage to the text claim-
ing, “Subhiti, all the buddhas and all the teachings (dharmas) of unsur-
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passed bodhi come from (chu) this stitra.”’? Once this has been said, it is
clear that the text is presenting itself as a kind of primal matrix for the bud-
dhas and reversing the order of importance such that the text overtakes the
buddhas as the primary—in both senses of the word—cause of Buddhism.
Hence, this text, like the Lotus Stitra, asserts itself as the be-all and end-all of
Buddhism, the final matrix behind all truth and value.

Positioning itself in this manner, the text legitimizes itself as something
superior to the speaking Buddha, even as it also offers itself to the reader as
exactly what was delivered to the buddhas—the Diamond Sitra. Thus by
reading and believing this mini-lineage that the text gives of itself, the
reader imagines himself directly in touch with that which supposedly made
tradition. Of course, this exciting possibility is only “within reach” through
a confusion between the actual Diamond Siitra and its mythologic urform, a
confusion that tempts the reader into imagining that, in a way, he is even
moving past the Buddha and getting directly at that which makes buddhas
and tradition.

To clarify the doubling at work in the text, we should note that, like an
Escher painting, what is coming out of the text is a buddha who explains
that buddhas come out of this text, and yet this very explanation s the text,
which goes on to claim the Buddha as its descendant. Clearly the buddha as
child of the text is still required to be its paternal-author, and thus author-
ity is in an impossible circle of self-production. As we saw so many times in
the Lotus Sitra, this kind of paradox is the effect of the text working on itself
as subject and object, a process further complicated as the text seeks to
mediate this confrontation by employing the Buddha as its spokesperson
and guarantor, even as the text claims to precede his existence and to for-
mat his being. This circularity is also the effect of critiquing tradition in a
manner that still relies on tradition to ensure its legitimacy.

By setting up a reading that is interested in understanding these self-
reflexive gestures, I am arguing that the goal of generating this kind of
“overview” of tradition is to gain direct access to the origins of tradition in
order that those origins might be domesticated within the physicality of the
text and brought to bear on the current reading moment. Naturally, if we
locate the text’s fundamental problematic within the uncertainty that seems
to have marked Buddhism some five hundred years after the death of the
Buddha, then interpreting the dynamics of this rhetoric of authority-and-
presence-through-negation ought to move from the appraisal that the text is
simply about the emptiness of all things—the word emptiness never appears
in the text—to a more incisive and comprehensive reading that appreciates
how the Diamond Sitra parasitically feeds on established Buddhist meaning

12. T.8.749b.23.
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systems to develop a meta-level critique that it then tries to substantialize in
the text’s body and then offer to the reader as the fix-it-all for tradition."

Reading about Reading

Against this literary approach that seeks to interpret negative dialectics as
part of a larger claim to value, authority, and closure, we could simply accept
this text and its abundant successes as an example of “crazy wisdom.” Or, in
a slightly more academic mode, we might assume that this is some in-
scrutable discourse fed on a Buddhist worldview that is only accessible via a
mystical apprehension.!* But to decide in favor of either of these appraisals
would forfeit a chance to read carefully a text that asks not to be meditated
on but to be read, recited, copied, and circulated—and, most of all,
desired. Thus if we take the discourse on its own terms and resist superim-
posing on it a set of assumptions about its content that came later, we find
some fascinating clues to the way early Mahayana rhetoric worked at undo-
ing and redoing tradition around its own rhetoric and the textual vehicle
that housed that rhetoric. In short, I think that by the end of this chapter
the Mahayana aspects of this text will appear to have much less to do with
unmotivated philosophic discussions of the Perfection of Wisdom or the
need for cultivating compassion for all beings and much more to do with
unusual topics such as destabilizing and aggrandizing the reading subject by
making him party to the rejection of the old law, recovering the image and
presence of the master through the thrill of negation, and the hysteria of
being intimate with the Law in a potentially illegal manner.

Equally important, there can be little doubt that instead of pushing the
reader into a direct perception of ultimate reality, the text is dedicated to
creating and working over that complicated intersubjective field that is pro-
duced in the imagination of the reader as he bounces between viewpoints
in the text that can be summed up as follows: (1) the Buddha who performs
these negations and reconstitutions; (2) Subhtiti, the aspiring bodhisattva,
who faithfully receives this discourse; (g) the reader’s pre—Diamond Sitra
self that is hollowed out and overcome in the Buddha’s rhetoric; (4) the

13. In addition to the absence of the word emptiness, the text is also innocent of the part-
whole analysis typically employed by Madhyamika writers to prove the emptiness of all things.
I think Hubert Durt’s discussion of emptiness in Mahayana and in this text in particular needs
to be reconsidered; see his essay, “Daijo [Mahayana],” in Hobogirin: Dictionnaire encyclopédique du
bouddhisme d’apres les sources chinoises et japonaises (Paris: Adrien Maisonneuve, 1994), p. 772,
where he reads the Diamond Stitra “as little more developed [than the Heart Sutra], [a text] also
appreciated as a synthesis of the theory of emptiness.” He goes on to argue that emptiness is
one of the orthodoxies of Mahayana, though he admits it was well known in older Buddhism.

14. This is clearly Paul Williams’s assessment in his comments on Perfection of Wisdom lit-
erature in his Mahdayana Buddhism, pp. §7—45.
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reader’s new identity that is to unfold under the aegis of the Diamond Sittra;
and, finally, (5) all other beings to whom one ought to transmit this text. In
short, the text only works when this pentagon of subject-positions is vividly
created and then engaged to perform a series of fascinating tasks that pro-
duce images of transcendence and total value. The play of these positions is
evident once we admit that the text is not merely an inert container or store-
house for Mahayana wisdom—wisdom that supposedly exists apart from
language and literature—but rather that the text is the tool for creating the
image of such a self-standing wisdom and, more important, creating desire
for that wisdom and the partisan Mahayana identity that claims to own it. As
usual, then, this form of seductive truth is only seductive insofar as it is posi-
tioned as something independent of the reader’s desire and certainly not
created in the triangle between rhetoric, reader, and proposed object of
truth. Thus in a literary reading of these texts, we have to remain sensitive
to the way they often require our involvement, overtly and covertly, for their
truths and values to be bequeathed.

Patriarchy and Negation

Last among introductory points, we should not overlook the way the
Diamond Suitra explains that it is precisely lack or absence that is found in the
moment when the two most recent “historical” buddhas meet, a moment
that was regarded in traditional lore as that crucial link when one buddha
recognized and legitimized the next in line. Midway through the Diamond
Satra, the Buddha questions his interlocutor Subhiiti:!?

The Buddha said to Subhiiti, “What do you think? When the Tathagata was
where the Buddha Dipamkara was, as for dharma (teaching), was there any-
thing obtained (yu fa you suode)?”

Subhiiti said, “World Honored One, when the Tathdgata was where the
Buddha Dipamkara was, as for dharma, there was nothing that he actually (shi)
obtained.”

The way this passage is written suggests that the author expected some
shock value in telling readers that a well-known moment of contact and
transmission between the Buddha and his most important progenitor was
actually void of content. Presumably the author imagined that readers knew
of this epochal event that was regularly recounted as the hinge between past
and present Buddhist truths and that they trusted it as that crucial place
where sameness, perfection, and legitimacy were moved forward in time. By
claiming that no specific teaching was actually obtained at this juncture, the
author seems to delight in upsetting the expectation that something real

15. T.8.749c.16; emphasis added.
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and substantial had to pass between these two perfect figures for this
exchange to be consummated.

Without for the moment exploring that crucial distinction of levels
marked by Subhiiti’s insertion of the word actually in his response, it is clear
that this absence of teaching content at the moment of contact does not
upset the presumed continuity between Dipamkara and Sakyamuni for four
reasons that are demonstrated in the text. First, and on a very basic level,
hollowing out the transmission so that “as for dharma, there was nothing
that he actually obtained” does not result in any change of either buddha’s
identity. With or without teaching content at that moment, the efficacy of
their contact still remains in force, and the narrative does not imply that this
negation put either of their identities in question since both keep their
respective titles “Tathagata/World Honored One” and “Buddha Dipam-
kara.” Second, the negation that is leveled at their exchange is a rather
restricted one that preserves the formal quality of their relationship. Thus,
though there is a negation of teaching content in their meeting, the text did
not invite us to imagine scenarios that would be much more damaging to
Buddhist piety, such as the possibility that the two buddhas never met, or
that one mistook the other for an ordinary person, or, again, that one de-
nounced the other as crazy or fraudulent. These travesties were not allowed
into the text even as alternatives to be dismissed, and so the tracks of trans-
mission remain pristine in avoiding these deleterious possibilities. Third,
Sakyamuni, as narrator of this mini-story, is by his very account of this lack
of content in transmission “proving” that he is a buddha, insofar as he alone
knows what was and was not transacted so many eons ago. It is just this “all-
seeing” ability to know content from noncontent that, throughout the text,
is demonstrated as the privilege of a buddha.

Fourth, and probably most important, absence, lack, and nonobtainment
had already been signaled in prior passages as the hallmark of the teachings
of a buddha or sage, suggesting another odd sort of confusion over content
and form wherein the very absence in the transmission between Dipamkara
and Sékyamuni is proof of their continuity. This lack, and presumably the
understanding of it, then becomes the very thing expected in a transmission
moment. Several passages earlier the text had shown the Buddha hollowing
out a number of traditional concepts in just this manner when he stated,
“The dharma that the Tathagatas give are unobtainable (bu kequ) and inef-
fable (bu keshuo). They are neither dharmas, nor non-dharmas. Why? All wor-
thy sages are distinguished by taking lack (wu) as their teaching/dharma.”'® This
passage is telling because it marks the moment in the text when the author
is essentially giving a new definition for buddhahood, a definition that he

16. T.8.749b.17; emphasis added.
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apparently expected to disturb the reader’s prior definition of buddhahood.
Just as in the Lotus Siutra’s definition of buddhas as those who traffic in
metaphors and parables, this moment is essential because it effectively cre-
ates a second, higher-order definition of buddhahood such that the reader
is finding out that what he took to be buddhahood was only one part of the
“reality” of buddhahood. In reading this passage, the reader comes face-to-
face with a complicated definition of buddhahood that requires him to hol-
low out the older definitions, just as the Buddha does, even as the older
definitions hold still long enough to receive this dialectical abuse.

Of course, how exactly these two definitions of buddhahood fit together
remains unexplained. Just on the surface, though, it would seem that the
author is maintaining all the outer forms of buddhahood (the Buddha is an
enlightened being, who teaches authoritatively, who had prior contact with
Dipamkara, etc.) and yet now adds a kind of overdrive aspect to that formal
definition. Havoc is wrought simply because the new definition is con-
structed around a rhetoric of negation that can only work when it has some-
thing positive and substantial to work on, such as the transmission between
Dipamkara and Sﬁkyamuni. In short, the author has created a new defini-
tion of buddhahood that gets its content from “eating” its form, even as it
relies on that form for both pre- and postnegation perimeters. In the end
the Buddha is still the Buddha, an enlightened being who teaches authori-
tatively, who had prior contact with Dipamkara, and so on, but now he is a
buddha enhanced by meeting this new qualification of “taking lack as his
teaching” and applying it to himself and his lineage.

With lack or absence now posited as the hallmark of sagely teaching,
buddha-identity seems to have shifted, within the minimalist narrative, to a
kind of performance identity where we as readers are invited to gain con-
fidence that this is a buddha talking precisely because he performs accord-
ing to the definition that the text gave us: this buddha finds lack just where
the rest of us nonsages were expecting something. Moreover, the author
applies this new performative definition of the Buddha in such a manner
that the Buddha can even turn to excavate the foundations of his old self,
all in order to show his new, “real” self at work.

In a structural way, the author is having the Buddha reinterpret himself
just as “sons of the Buddha” did in the Lotus Sitra: both take their prior lines
of closure to task and in that very act of negation and self-reflexivity acquire
the new and enriched Mahayana identity. In this case, the Buddha’s formal
negation of part of the older definition of his identity in no way disturbs the
successful reassertion of his buddha-identity. Instead, his identity has a new
wrinkle in it that can only be understood by positing a higher level of appeal
where “realities,” such as transmission from Dipamkara, are reassessed and
differentiated from lower-level understandings by the word actually. As 1
argue in more detail below, the allure of this text derives precisely from this
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movement to another sphere that is invisible and yet charged by the dialec-
tical execution of older, piously held definitions of buddhas. Thus, again
like the Lotus Stitra, new content (this newly found lack in the Buddha’s
identity) is essentially defined as a higher view of older content.

As is probably evident, this structure of generating content by moving
through a certain dialectical form is essentially parallel to the way patrilines
of any sort are constructed. As I argued in chapter 1, the father claims to
have the right to adjudicate identity and does so by passing prior identities
through a negating process that removes prior attributes and affiliations,
whereupon he inscribes identity in the new subject, along with the right to
perform just this gesture of identity-through-negation on his own chosen
subjects. Here, the author has the Buddha perform just this autonegation in
front of Subhiiti and the reader, presumably in an effort first to demonstrate
his mastery over identity and negativity and second to tempt the reader into
believing in a higher form of Buddhist understanding that doubles itself so
that it can turn on itself to become itself. What is crucial here is that to rec-
ognize this act, and the higher level of authority that it requires, serves to
differentiate more advanced Buddhists from those “lower,” less sophisti-
cated types who don’t know of this “inside” line that restructures traditional
items by turning them inside out.!”

A CLOSE READING

The Diamond Sitra opens with a standard siitra setting; the Buddha is in the
town of Sravasti in a garden with 1,250 great monks (bigiu, bhiksu) who,
interestingly, are not identified as Mahayana adherents, something that is
usually emphasized in other Mahayana works. The first action occurs when,
with no fanfare such as the amazing profusion of light that explodes from
the Buddha’s body at the beginning of many other Mahayana works, the
Buddha, identified simply as “the World Honored One,” gets up and goes to
town to beg at the appropriate time, after donning his robes and taking up
his bowl. In town, he begs “consecutively” (zidz), which means that he follows
the vinaya requirement that monks not select the houses known to have bet-
ter food to offer but instead visit houses indiscriminately. He returns, eats,

17. Slightly later in the chapter I discuss the degree to which this gesture and its presenta-
tion in literature constitutes irony, but for now let me note that the text is creating its in-group
of bodhisattvas precisely around this ability to maintain a kind of double vision of the real. For
comments on the way irony produces a sense of superiority in its consumption, see Sgren
Kirkegaarde, The Concept of Irony: With Continual References to Socrates (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1989), p. 265, cited in Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of Irony (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1974), p. 29: irony “looks down, as it were, on plain and ordinary discourse
immediately understood by everyone; it travels in an exclusive incognito.”
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and, when finished, packs up his robes and bowl, washes his feet, and lays
out his seat to sit on.

In this concise opening, the Buddha is shown as the paragon of Buddhist
normalcy. He lives in normal historical time, at a certain place in a northern
Indian town, and he adheres rather conscientiously to the rules of etiquette
as described in the vinaya, the standard set of rules for all monastic Bud-
dhists. Furthermore, except for the epithet “World Honored One” (shizun),
there is nothing presented to distinguish his august identity from the other
monks who presumably conduct their daily routines in a similar fashion.
Also established in this introduction is a grounding of language in the
image of steady ritual performance. This set piece of the perfect Buddhist
day serves not just to anchor the coming disruption of the law in a very law-
ful context but also linguistically constitutes a buddha-body in a convincing
way that moves the words from the text into the body of the Buddha. Thus,
once this introduction has established an air of conservatism, the coming
rhetorics of negation that upend traditional understandings will always
have a securing, delimiting, and ultimately domesticating frame of refer-
ence. Itis as if the narrative is saying, “Not to worry! All this comes out of the
Buddha’s body, and that body holds perfectly to the standard code of Bud-
dhist ethics.”

With the Buddha now fed, washed, and well situated on his mat,
Venerable Subhiiti stands up from the group of monks and in accordance
with Buddhist decorum, puts his robe over his right shoulder, kneels with
his right knee on the ground, and, with his hands clasped in supplication,
asks the Buddha, “Precious World Honored One, you, the Tathagata, are
the one who rightly looks after (hunian) bodhisattvas and deputizes them
(fuzhu).'® World Honored One, for a good son or daughter to give rise to
unsurpassed bodhi mind, how must they abide, and how must they tame
(jiangfu) their minds?”'® In this opening question several important motifs
are established that will be carried through to the end of the text. First, the
author has set up a simple, two-person dialogue structure and chosen
Subhiiti to be the Buddha’s interlocutor. Moreover, Subhiiti is a well-known
participant in older traditional texts, and he sometimes appears in
Mahayana texts as a pivot person who renounces traditional positions that
are to be reformed or abandoned. His identity as an icon-for-tradition is

18. Fuzhu often means to bestow legitimacy on someone or to give an identity or a teach-
ing, or to give a charge, and is regularly used that way in Mahayana texts such as the Lotus Sttra,
or Vimalakirti. Here, however, there is no object being transacted, and since in the next passage
itis clear that the Buddha is assigning bodhisattvas the task of saving all sentient beings, in his
name, I have followed Brook Ziporyn’s suggestion that “deputize” might best characterize the
meaning of fuzhu here.

19. T.8.748¢c.24.
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reinforced by the chosen term of address, “venerable” (zhanglao), which is
the standard term for non-Mahayana monks in Mahayana texts. Having a
traditional figure as the main interlocutor in a Mahdyana work may be dis-
concerting, but he seems to be positioned here as a stalwart and reliable
Buddhist monk who has heard of Mahayana ideals but is as yet uncertain
how to enter into that world. By picking Subhtiti as the Buddha’s interlocu-
tor, the author is again employing traditional form to house new content.

Although the introduction specified that there are only monks in the gar-
den, Subhiiti asks about what a “good son or good daughter” ought to do to
give rise to unsurpassable enlightenment. This phrase destabilizes the
dramatis personae to some degree since it renders superfluous the special
identity of the monks in attendance—they are getting teachings that are
apparently suitable for all people, not just the clergy. Furthermore, it even
allows that some aspiring bodhisattvas are female, thereby ignoring the
monks’ masculinity, the other defining characteristic of the audience. Thus
the author has positioned his discussion in an awkward mismatch of an
open teaching given to an overly selected audience. It turns out that the
only characters allowed onstage in this drama are male and monkly, and
thus the question of the inclusion of laity and women remains uncertain.
Perhaps the text is fishing for a wider base of support but is not brave
enough to include laity and women onstage to personally receive teachings
and statements of their inclusion.

Obviously, this opening question focuses on the figure of the bodhisattva.
Though none of the monks have been identified as bodhisattvas, and none
will be, Subhiiti’s brief description of the Buddha focuses exclusively on the
Buddha’s relationship to this special class of Buddhists. The Buddha looks
out for bodhisattvas and gives them the power to act on his behalf in a way
that he does not extend to normal monks or other Buddhists, a possibility
that non-Mahayana monks might find rather disturbing. In short, this open-
ing question makes clear that there is a special in-group within the Buddhist
group, and they are known to have a special connection with the Buddha
that grants them his protection and the right to act on his behalf. Equally
salient in this opening question is the intention to clarify the rules for
entrance into this special group of bodhisattvas. Subhti, though he would
have been recognized by the traditional reader as a tried and true tradi-
tional Buddhist, finds himself an uninformed outsider wishing to know how
he ought to conduct himself and train his mind with the hope that these
acts of self-discipline will win him inclusion in the ranks of bodhisattvas. So,
set within an already well-circumscribed Buddhist group, the question arises
about the gateway into another selected, and clearly preferred, category of
Buddhists.

As the discussion evolves, Subhiiti appears to be brought into this bodhi-
sattva sphere as the author gradually lets him give some of the Buddha’s
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lines. In effect, we are watching the education of Subhiiti, and thus when he
has a tearful conversion experience in the second half of the text, we as
readers are shown the appropriate response to this discourse.?’ Thus, after
carefully circumscribing a lawful and traditional perimeter, the text has cre-
ated yet another guarded interior space constituted by the group of bod-
hisattvas that is superior to other Buddhists and is personally policed by a
buddha, who, though a master of normal old-style Buddhist law, also gives
the rules for securing this new identity. Thus, in effect, we see the text cre-
ating a new Buddhism within an old Buddhism, just as the Lotus Sutra did.

The value of being included in this in-group will soon be explained by
the text, but the form of the narrative has already nudged the reader in this
direction. The text moves the reader’s eyes from viewing a nameless and sec-
ond-rate group of Buddhists, the 1,250 monks, to hearing firsthand the
words of Subhtiti, a named figure, in personal dialogue with the Buddha,
asking about joining the select group. As Subhiiti stands up from the undis-
tinguished multitude we, as readers, stand with him, or perhaps slightly
behind him, listening to a conversation that presumably will affect us just as
it affects Subhti.

Notably, the narrator of this dialogue is completely absent and does not
intrude in the relationship that will be developed among Subhiiti, the
Buddha, and the reader. Though the first line of the text announces in tra-
ditional form, “Thus I heard,” the narrator disappears until the closing
lines. Hence the narrative, while obviously a composition, is attempting to
present its content as a historical, oral moment, unaffected by the medium
that it inhabits. Slipping from awareness of a constructed narrative into the
impression of unadulterated orality presumably brings the reader more inti-
mately into the discussion and obviates addressing both problematic sides of
narrative composition: the authorial work in bringing the Real into narra-
tive-textual form and then the reader’s hazardous work of interpreting that
discourse. On a more basic level, this slide also allows that narrative can per-
fectly duplicate past events. If there were interspersed several statements
from the narrator such as “as best I can remember,” or “and here a dog
barked and I missed a phrase,” or again, “this next part of the discussion was
boring, so I shortened it to save palm leaves,” the text would touch the
reader quite differently. The studied effacement of the narrator gives the

20. The second part of the text opens with this conversion, giving the impression that if we
are right in imagining a second author, then he read the first part of the text just as I have: a
text designed to promote conversion, and consequently he thought it apt to dramatize that
conversion. The text reads, “At this time as Subhiiti was hearing this stitra he profoundly under-
stood its meaning and intention (shenjie yi qu) and wept, tearfully saying to the Buddha, ‘Rare
it is, World Honored One, for the Buddha to teach a text (jingdian) as profound as this. Since
I attained the Eye of Wisdom, I have never heard such a stitra as this one.””
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illusion that spoken words were transmitted perfectly into narrative and
then into written words, with no subsequent shift in form, content, or
meaning. As mentioned above, this seduction from textuality to textuality’s
orality is particularly interesting given the way that this orality will soon
speak of itself in textualized form.

Equally effaced is the presence of the reader. The text obviously assumes
areading audience, and as we will see, is obsessed with winning the reader’s
confidence, but the author never addresses the reader with comments that
would reveal such a relationship. Comments that would bring this relation-
ship into full view, such as “This next section is really important” or “Don’t
confuse this with what was said earlier” are absent. This again gives the im-
pression of an immaculate and unmotivated transmission, completed once
in the past and thoroughly innocent of attempts to influence the reader in
the present.

Arguably, then, the text generates desire for itself, in part, through the
illusion of being a text without desire. The text, with its oral style promoting
the illusion of the pure, singular moment of spoken discourse, cloaks its
incipient greed, which, nonetheless, will soon be manifest in repeated
injunctions for the reader to take the text to be the absolute best thing in
the world. Presumably, if the author were to let the reader think that he
needed anything from the reader, he would break the reader’s expectation
that truth (1) comes from beyond intersubjective entanglements and (2)
should never be dependent on the receiver labeling the teaching as true. In
short, seduction works best when seduction is denied. The text, by hiding
the writer and the reader and their reciprocal relationship, produces the
image of a “pure annunciation” without intervening editing and sculpting-
forreception, thereby making it seem like the medium and its manipulator
are completely without ideological or polemical intent, and this purity
makes the text all the more attractive.

In place of an overt author-reader relationship, it turns out that Subhiiti
is made to play the proxy for the reader so that the Buddha talks to him
about the text-qua-text, telling him of its marvelous value, its powers, the
name it should be called, and how it should be received. Thus, with this
question-and-answer format, the author is applying a kind of puppeteer’s
technique, assuming the role of both the Buddha and the reader and posi-
tioning Subhiiti and the other nameless monks as a surrogate audience,
thereby avoiding having to acknowledge that the entire “puppet show” is
directed to the reading audience.

Following Subhiiti’s initial query, the Buddha commends him for this
question about bodhisattvas and gives this answer:?!

21. T.8.749a.5.
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The Buddha said, “All bodhisattvas, the great beings (mahasattvas), should in
this way tame their minds: All sentient beings of every class—be they born
from eggs, wombs, moisture, or magically (huasheng)—and regardless of
whether they exist with form or without form, or with consciousness (you-
xiang), or without consciousness (wuxiang) or, again, lacking consciousness ( fei
youxiang), or lacking the lack of consciousness (fei wuxiang), all, I cause to
enter nirvana without remainder (wu yu niepan), [fully] extinguished (miedu).
Thus, I nirvanize (miedu) limitless, countless, boundless, sentient beings, but
actually (shi), there are no sentient beings who achieve extinction. Why?
Subhiiti, if a bodhisattva had [in mind] the mark of self, the mark of person,
the mark of sentient being, or the mark of living being, then he or she would
not be a bodhisattva.

At least three interesting things are established in this passage. First, the
scope of Buddhist action is universalized and extended to engage, eventu-
ally, all creatures. None will escape the nirvanizing power of the bodhisattva
since all beings are on a Buddhist trajectory, whether or not they admit it.
The extension of this telos to all creatures is drummed in by the recitation
of two traditional lists of sentient beings, one that classifies them by birth
processes, the other by the station they occupy in a meticulously stratified
cosmos. Thus, as a gateway, this passage instills in the believing reader the
confidence that all other subjects in the universe either agree with the
reader and the Buddha or are simply wrong about the way things are.

Second, the bodhisattva’s spiritual destiny is defined by his relationship
to the destiny of others. As the Buddha deputizes bodhisattvas to be his
agents of salvation, there is implicitly a doubling or even tripling of des-
tinies. While the rest of sentient beings in the universe apparently remain
passive and are simply nirvanized by the bodhisattvas, bodhisattvas seem to
have an endless task in front of them, while the Buddha appears impassive
and inactive. The bodhisattva’s future, then, is caught between two levels:
the passive sentient beings on whom he is to work and the passive, law-giving
Buddha, for whom he is to work.

The third interesting element in the above passage is fairly convoluted
but represents one of the more dynamic tropes in the text. It seems that
crossing the line separating bodhisattvas from the rest of sentient beings is
to be understood ironically, and by this I mean that membership requires
maintaining a split vision of reality. I consider this rhetoric ironic not only
because it maintains a dual vision of “the Real” but also because it involves
an involuting logic whereby the identity of being a bodhisattva is predicated
on one’s attitude toward identity itself.?? Thus, bodhisattvas, as a class of

22. Though I like Booth’s definition of irony as he presents it in The Rhetoric of Irony, his posi-
tion is not as applicable to the realm of Mahayana texts. Booth holds that irony constructs a spe-
cial sense of intimacy between writer and reader as the reader is confronted with ostensibly
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beings, are defined precisely as those beings that do not hold a view of
beings, even as they take those beings to be the focus of their activity. In
other words, one gains (bodhisattva) identity by casting away (sentient
being) identity. Or even more starkly, difference is promised to those who
can renounce difference, and this seems particularly agonizing since the
text is dedicated to creating the desire for just that difference of this new
identity. Worse than the command that enlightenment can simply be won
by not thinking of white elephants, bodhisattvahood is based here on the
double bind to “be all you can’t be.” This motif returns later in the text
when, as mentioned above, it is said that buddhas are distinguished “by tak-
ing lack as their teaching (dharma),” with “lack” here still adequately serv-
ing as something present and real enough to be recognized as the Some-
thing that is the same among the teachings of all buddha-figures.

Looked at differently, the requirements for being a bodhisattva in this
opening exchange require that the reader first accept the Buddha as a
benevolent master signifier to whom one should offer one’s identity for
negation, all with the understanding that there will be a compensatory iden-
tity of greater value won once this sacrifice has been made.? The bodhi-
sattva bid to move upward therefore remains rather tentative as it always
involves the denial of one’s ground in the face of a totally inscrutable mas-
ter. Thus the transcendent bodhisattva-identity that the text offers comes
with a rather large drain plug. Here, no bodhisattva could ever claim to be
a bodhisattva and not run the risk of being emptied, as that comes part and
parcel with the identity.

Though the author seems to have no qualms about producing this kind
of anxiety over identity, it is crucial to note that the Buddha’s identity as a
legitimating agent in this dialectical process is never at risk. Though in a few

impossible contradictions that require him to seek out a “higher” reading that will render the
contradictions meaningful, thereby forming a special bond with an author who had prepared
for his reader such an exit from the level of the obvious, and trusted that he would find his way
to the author’s “true” intention. Part of that definition works well here: clearly the contradictions
that the Buddha is offering to Subhiiti involve the promise that there is a way to resolve them
and it can be found in moving upward to a new intimacy with the “author” qua Buddha. The
problem is that the real writing author isn’t interested in generating intimacy with the reader,
instead he is interested in deceiving the reader into thinking that by reading he is gaining inti-
macy with the Buddha, surely not with the author. This intent to deceive pushes the text beyond
what Booth allows for irony, since he writes, “I must ignore all acts of deliberate deception, even
though in some definitions they would be considered ironic: e.g. flattery and other hyperbole
not designed to be seen through . . . advertising euphemisms; plain lies” (p. 21). Thus the text
in fact cannot be ironic in Booth’s sense, since it is completely deceptive. Still the word érony
works well to convey the split vision so apparent in the Diamond Sitra’s rhetoric.

2g. This line of investigation is particularly valuable since this entire rhetoric is taking place
within a text created by an author who did this very thing, but in a slightly different manner:
he canceled his own identity to adopt the Buddha’s and, less dramatically, Subhtti’s.
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passages the Buddha will question the reality of his own teachings, this self-
questioning seems to be autocauterizing and never erodes his power as the
master signifier of his meta-system. Far from being self-undermining, it does
the opposite as it reaffirms his position as the one in charge of all drain
plugs, the one who does not need to sacrifice his being to another in order
to regain it. Like all absolute masters, he alone stands alone.

In more ontological terms, the reader has to face a radical abyss in pur-
suing his desire to be a bodhisattva since he will always lack being, never
mind status, and only gains a temporary measure of either in an always
uncertain quid pro quo exchange with a being whose being is not in ques-
tion. The inequality of this setup can be easily noticed in the way that the
Buddha’s care of bodhisattvas never comes under review in the way that the
bodhisattvas’ care of sentient beings does. Thus, in essence, the son has to
do what the father does not, to be recognized as legitimate by the father.

In the next section the Buddha continues to answer Subhiiti’s question:!

“Moreover, Subhiiti, bodhisattvas must not abide anywhere in dharmas (things)
when they practice giving. It is also called ‘giving while not abiding in form’ and
‘giving while not abiding in sounds, smells, tastes, touches, or (mental) images
(fa).’® Subhiiti, a bodhisattva must give in this fashion, not abiding in signs (bu
zhu yu xiang). Why? Because if a bodhisattva gives while not abiding in signs, his
merit will be inconceivable (bu ke siliang). Subhiiti, what do you think, is the
space of the eastern direction conceivable?”

“No, World Honored One.”

“Subhiiti, what about the space in the south, west, north, and up and down,
are they conceivable?”

“No, they also aren’t, World Honored One.”

“Subhtiti, the merit of giving, when practiced by a bodhisattva who doesn’t
abide in signs is just like this [space] —inconceivable. Subhiiti, a bodhisattva
thus must abide according to this teaching.”

In this part of the answer, the author has the Buddha give some idea of what
bodhisattvas ought to be doing. It turns out that they ought to be doing
what other Buddhists regularly do—make donations. The difference, and it
is presented as a huge difference, is the ability to perform these deeds while
not abiding in signs. Bodhisattvas are to practice standard Buddhist actions
while maintaining a mental state that is defined by the absence of signifiers
of all types. As a reward for this self-imposed renunciation of the reality of
his virtuous action, the Buddha promises Subhiiti that the bodhisattva will
be handsomely repaid.

24. T.8.749a.12.

25. This list clarifies the first line in the above passage, “giving while not abiding in dhar-
mas” by substantiating it into the standard list of six types of objects (dharmas) that one might
contact.
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At first this compensation seems paradoxical in that it promises to mark
what was to be a deed without marks, since clearly it promises the inscrip-
tion of value in the account of such a bodhisattva, provided that he
renounces all rights to the process of inscription. The paradoxical nature of
this promise recedes when we see that this bodhisattva is actually being
asked to accomplish a much more complicated task that involves several lev-
els of trust and submission. On the most basic level, he submits to the text
that explains to him the effects of such self-voiding actions by showing him,
through the trusted eyes of the knowing master, the effects of such deeds. In
short, once he renounces any prior system of value and recognition in favor
of the text’s, and the authority figure therein, he is well on his way to win all
the value he could want.

What the text has completely failed to explain is why this should be so.
Why does maintaining a certain mental attitude produce an exponentially
greater harvest of merit? This question is never addressed in the text and
remains a submerged article of faith. Apparently it is so simply because the
author, voicing his opinion via the mouthpiece of his textual Buddha-figure,
said so. With this position, the author is disturbing the old and trusted math-
ematical logics of Buddhist merit collection by introducing, as the most cru-
cial determinant in merit-making, a certain attitude that overrides the more
mechanical model that it is based on.

That this renunciation of signs in the act of practicing moral deeds
remains committed to standard Buddhist ethics is also notable in that it is
only moral actions that are undermined and revamped in this manner by
the text’s rhetoric. Never does the text play with the possibility that deviant
carnal deeds could, too, be practiced without abiding in signs and thereby
produce a windfall of merit for the libertine. Thus the text is, in effect,
rather prudish: it offers up no new practices or liberties and instead pro-
motes an enthusiasm for cannibalizing the old system of practices so that
the merit-engine of the old system will be fueled by the consumption of that
very system in a self-referential, and, we can assume, self-aggrandizing, irony
that nonetheless can only be won through submission to the text and its new
definition of the Buddha.

There is another interesting problem in the promise of countless rewards
for following the rather vague command to practice signless giving. Appar-
ently, the value of keeping one’s actions inconceivable is registered in the
system of countable value (merit). Thus that infinite nebula of merit so
speedily gained is never critiqued, or confronted with the denial of signs
that produced it in the first place. Consequently, the dialectic of signlessness
is employed very sparingly so that the equation of temporary-loss-for-incred-
ible-and-indelible-gain is left unbothered. Clearly, though the self-negating
attitude promoted here produces value as it feeds on its source-system, it
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never turns to eat its own product.?® Thus the production of desire in the
reader seems to trump philosophic evenhandedness.

Also, it remains unexplained how one could verify that one was practicing
this type of not-abiding-in-signs giving, or wishing to be a bodhisattva, with-
out holding views of identity, of course. This is particularly troublesome
because the text is tempting the reader, with the greatest of rewards at stake,
to try to verify the lack of abiding in signs during his practice of giving, even
when he is supposedly not registering any signs. What I am suggesting is that
there is a command to know that you are not knowing, and thus the charac-
teristic of not-abiding-in-signs probably should be considered as yet another
sign, though the text never allows for such signage at the meta-level.?

Next, in a near—non sequitur, the Buddha says:?

“Subhtiti, what do you think? Can you see the Tathagata by the marks of his
body, or not?”

“No, World Honored One. You cannot see the Tathagata by the marks of
his body. And, why? Because what are called the bodily marks of the Buddha,
are, in fact, not the bodily marks.”

The Buddha said to Subhiiti, “Whatsoever has marks, that is false (xuwang).
If you see all marks as lacking marks, then you see the Tathagata.”

This exchange, much like the initial one regarding bodhisattvahood, is
about identity and how it is to be recognized. Here, presumably, the author
is disturbing the notion that the Buddha can be recognized by the usual
thirty-two major signs that are traditionally believed to have adorned his
body. Again with a logic that is never articulated, the reader is simply told
that the Buddha is not to be seen within the sphere of signs.* And, con-
versely, anyone can see the Buddha, once they see the signless in signs. No

26. Given the unnegated final merit, it is interesting to see the second half of the text men-
tion that bodhisattvas are told that they won’t receive merit so that they won’t lust (tanzhuo)
after it; T.8.752a.28. This line, like many lines in the second half, seems designed to counter
the perceived effects, and excesses, of the first half of the text.

27. Allowing the negative to have some thingification isn’t that outlandish since the text
uses the standard four-part negation scheme at the beginning that includes the negation of a
negation (“lacking the lack of'signs,” fei wuxiang). Turning to negate the negation seems to give
the first negation some kind of status or reality.

28. T.8.749a.21.

29. Itis interesting that the second half of the text offers something of a commonsensical
commentary on this passage:

“The Buddha said, ‘Subhiiti, if one could see the Tathagata by the g2 marks then a

Cakravartin [who also has the g2 marks] would be a buddha.’

Subhiiti said to the Buddha, ‘World Honored One, according to what I understand
of the meaning that the Buddha teaches, one should not see the Tathagata by the

92 marks.””
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particular value is explicitly stated for following this procedure, though a
vision of the Buddha—even in some “postsign” form—is presumably
accorded great value, especially in view of the fact that this text was written
some five hundred years after the Buddha’s death, as is suggested in the pas-
sage that follows.

In this vision of the Buddha, the dialectic works by annulling the first sign
system to offer a higher one that is true and at one with the Buddha’s iden-
tity. In this thematic, there is also an interesting move from the particular to
the universal. The annulment of the Buddha’s signs produces a vision that
the Buddha legitimizes as a kind of seeing that ought to be considered as
seeing-the-Buddha, regardless of the actual object of observation. This
makes every object and place potentially revelatory of the Buddha, a power
of universality that the text will soon claim for itself, though in clearer, even
legalistic terms. In sum, then, this passage works much like the other two
because the valued item from the older system, here, seeing the Buddha, is
brought up to this meta-level and offered as a reward for the very process of
“looking awry” at the older system.?

After these very short topics, the text bends in another direction. Sud-
denly, Subhiiti is asking about the reception of this text:*

Subhiiti said to the Buddha, “World Honored One, will there be any sen-
tient beings who, when they hear phrases of teachings like these, give rise to
true belief?”

The Buddha said, “Subhiiti, don’t speak like this. Five hundred years after
the Buddha’s nirvana (miehou), in the five hundred year [period] that follows,
there will be those who uphold the rules (vinaya) (chijie), cultivate merit (xiufu)
and who are able to believe these sentences and paragraphs, taking them to be
true. You should know that these people have planted the roots of goodness
under not one buddha, not two buddhas, not three, or four, or [even] five bud-
dhas, but they have already planted the roots of goodness under countless,
thousands, and tens of thousands of buddhas. When they hear these sentences
and paragraphs and give rise, if only for an instant (yinian), to pure belief
(jingxin), then, Subhiiti, the Tathagatas all will know, and all will see these sen-
tient beings achieve limitless quantities of merit such as this.

Why?%2 These sentient beings, again, are without the mark of self, the mark
of person, the mark of sentient being, or the mark of living being. They are

30. I have borrowed the phrase “looking awry” from the title of a short book by Slavoj
Zizek. In thinking about the recycling of older rhetorics, it is key to remember that the Buddha
is quoted as saying something nearly identical in the Pali Canon, “What is there, Vakkali, in see-
ing this vile body? Whoso sees Dhamma sees me; whoso sees me sees Dhamma. Seeing
Dhamma, Vakkali, he sees me; seeing me, he sees Dhamma.” Samyutta Nikaya III, 120, trans-
lation in Edward Conze, ed., Buddhist Texts through the Ages (New York: Harper, 1954), p. 103.

31. T.8.749a.26.

32. The following passages to the end of this section seem confused and undirected.
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without the mark of dharma and also lack the mark of non-dharma (feifa).
Why? These sentient beings, if their minds held marks (xin qu xiang), then they
would be grasping self, person, and living being. If they held the mark of
dharma, then they would be grasping self, person, and living being.®® If they
held the mark of non-dharma, then they would be grasping self, person, living
being. Therefore one shouldn’t hold dharmas and shouldn’t hold non-
dharmas. It is for this reason the Tathagata often said to you monks, ‘Know
that the dharma I teach to you is like the raft analogy’3*—if even dharma must
be abandoned, what need is there to mention non-dharma.”

In the first of the above paragraphs—a blatantly self-promoting passage —
the author has Subhiiti register what are presumably the author’s anxieties
regarding the reception of his newly concocted version of the merit system.
That is, after delineating a law that rests on no ground but its own rhetoric,
the author moves, clearly in a manner sensitive to intersubjective realities,
to protect his discourse from doubt by bringing this doubt onstage to be dis-
pelled by the lawgiver that he controls.

After these doubts are forcefully dispelled by the Buddha—nowhere else
in their exchange does he seek to silence Subhiti’s questioning—he goes
on to laud the beings that might accept this teaching. Besides casting them
as particularly upright Buddhists according to very traditional models of
rule keeping and merit collecting, the author holds out quite a large carrot.
Those sentient beings who accept his fabricated stitra will win, instantly, an
incalculable quantity of merit, and all the buddhas will observe this and ver-
ify it. This infinity of merit is produced in part by the assumed value of the
act of belief itself, but it is also a function of delayed payoff from past work:
those who accept this writing as valid are enticed into thinking that this very
act of belief proves that they in fact have an endlessly extensive portfolio of
serving limitless buddhas in the past. Put differently, the text is saying, bank
with us and we’ll show you, via the most trustworthy of authorities, that you
have in fact been banking with us from the beginning and now you can lay
claim to that rich past. This form, it would seem, is quite parallel to the way
regaining your sonship works in the Lotus Sitra: you will be who you've
always been once you accept the text’s definition of your past and the rules
for its reclamation.

Crucial for reading the text’s basic program as the projection of the his-
torical flesh-and-blood Buddha into textual space is its admitted interest in
the Buddhist tradition five hundred years after the death of the Buddha. If
we assume that the text was written roughly at the beginning of the common

33. Dharma and nondharma in these passages appear to refer to good and bad practices.

34. The raft analogy is in the Pali Canon in the Majjhima Nikaya and is cited in Conze,
Buddhist Wisdom Books, p. 35, “Using the figure of a raft, brethren, will I teach you the norm, as
something to leave behind, not take with you.”
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era, and this is not doubted by current scholarship, then we likely are on
solid ground in interpreting the author’s reconstruction of the Buddha in
the text as part of an attempt to revivify the tradition and recover a core to
what likely was appearing as an increasingly diffuse and disparate move-
ment, a problem that I address more directly in the final sections of chap-
ter 6. In a telling passage that comes after the first round of negations, we
have solid evidence that locates the writing moment of the text and reveals
the text’s strategy in offering conversion to itself as the technique for secur-
ing an authentic Buddhist identity and the ongoing attention of a set of cos-
mic, timeless, and yet carefully observant buddhas.

Thus it seems that the Diamond Sitra, like the Lotus Sitra, is attempting
to seduce the reader by offering itself as an object of faith that, when cor-
rectly believed and worshiped, will fulfill all old-style Buddhist obligations
even as it renders those obligations superfluous. Thus in converting to the
text with even one “instant” of “pure belief,” one joins a select group who,
in this gesture, “rediscover” their authentic past under countless buddhas
and similarly gain a secure future with the amassing of “limitless quantities
of merit” verified by the buddhas. In short, the normal Buddhist tradition is
fully supplanted once the reader engages the text in the way it asks to be
treated.

In creating a textual Buddha who “speaks” in this manner, the author has
depicted the flesh-and-bones Buddha preparing for his absence by explain-
ing his ongoing presence in this text five hundred years after his death and
promising that the worshipful reception of the discourse will be noted by a
kind of timeless group of buddhas who apparently verify this contractual
exchange. In brief, the Diamond Sitra, like the Lotus Siitra, has established
itself as a perfect repository of presence located on an ahistorical plane that
extends far beyond the Buddha’s limited lifetime, and thus can outlive him
and yet duplicate his presence and perform his magical powers provided it
is treated just like a buddha. Presumably, this is that crucial moment when
the author is counting on the reader’s desire for the Buddha’s presence to
allow for the monumental shift of the Buddha into textual space. The
reader, in accepting this claim, is giving authenticity to the text in return for
certainty in the present authenticity of the Buddha—that fundamentally
desperate exchange that seems so important to all the texts treated in this
book.

Skipping the next passage, which spins rather awkwardly around the idea
that the above promise is valid simply because things lack signs, we come to
the section, which is arguably the riskiest. Here there is a mild epistemo-
logical critique of the Buddha and his teachings, which quickly returns to
discussing the quest for merit in the previously established involuting form
and then concludes with a wild promise of the value of transmitting this text
with its jumped-up version of merit-production. Notable in this passage is
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the more visible shift to having Subhiti play an active role in giving the
teaching. In the above passage about the Tathagata’s signlessness, Subhfiti
offered one line of information, but here, if the slightly vague assignation of
speakers is to be trusted, he gives a much longer segment of teaching, prov-
ing, we can assume, that the author is cleverly showing Subhiiti’s gradual
induction into the fold of understanding bodhisattvas:%

“Subhiiti, what do you think, has the Tathagata achieved unsurpassed
bodhi, or not? Has the Tathagata a teaching (dharma) to give, or not?”

Subhiiti replied, “According to my understanding of the meaning (yi) of
what the Buddha taught, there is no definite (wu you dingfa) thing (dharma)
called ‘unsurpassed bodhi.” There is also no definite teaching (dharma) that
the Tathagata gives. And, why? The teachings that the Tathagata give are
unobtainable (bu kequ) and ineffable (bu keshuo). They are neither dharmas,
nor non-dharmas. Why? All worthy sages are distinguished by taking lack (wu)
as their teaching (dharma).”

“Subhtiti, what do you think, if a person filled three thousand great world
systems with the seven jewels and offered them, would their merits be quite
numerous (duo), or not?”

Subhiiti replied, “Quite numerous, World Honored One.”

“And, why? This merit is, in fact, of the nature of non-merit. Therefore, the
Tathagata calls it numerous. If, again, a person received even as little as one
stanza of four lines of this stitra and taught it to another person, their merit
would be greater than this [offering of jewels]. Why? Subbhiiti, all the buddhas
and all the teachings (dharmas) of unsurpassed bodhi come from this sttra.
Subhiiti, what is called ‘buddhadharma’ is in fact not buddhadharma.”

This passage leaves little doubt about how convoluted the text is and how
various concerns pop up seemingly apropos of nothing and are often left
unresolved.

To begin with the framing of this passage, the Buddha and his teaching
are clearly objectified and critiqued, yet in a manner that does not disturb
the speaking Buddha or the text that holds all this “talk” together. The sup-
posed lack or indeterminate quality of buddhadharma on the content level
in no way unhinges the performative aspect of discussing buddhadharma
from a buddha’s point of view. The relentless didactic tone of the text makes
it clear that the speaking Buddha has very definite teachings about the
indefinite teachings of the “other” buddha-as-object-to-be-defined who is
now, temporarily, under analysis. Thus, again, by paying attention to how
the narrative works through a bifurcation of the Buddha-subject into subject
and object components, we see how performed negation—aimed at the
object component of being a buddha—simply functions to confirm and
secure the speaking subject-component of being a buddha.

35. T.8.749b.12.
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Paying attention to the role of negation in these passages shows other
things as well. The opening line questions the Buddha’s achievement of the
very thing that authorizes him to speak truth. Subhiiti dodges this question
and only responds to the second half of the question regarding the Bud-
dha’s teaching. Here, too, he softens the question with an answer that uses,
for the first time in the series of negations, the qualifier “definite,” making
the annulment of the Buddha’s teaching somewhat less radical. In the next
line, this lack of definiteness is explained as a transcendental lack and not a
mundane or threatening epistemological lack. Similarly, this lack of defi-
niteness is associated with states desirable, yet out of reach, such as ineffa-
bility and unobtainableness. Thus it would seem that the lack of definiteness
in the Buddha’s teaching is merely the mark of a sublimity that is not found
elsewhere and therefore does not resound with the same kind of absolute
lack that the other entities were made to suffer.

Then comes the most curious comment that I mentioned in the intro-
duction to this chapter, “All worthy sages are distinguished by taking lack
(wu) as their teaching (dharma).” Rephrased this might be put as, “Sages
are defined by teaching nondefinition.” As is probably already abundantly
clear, “lack” or “nondefinition” here is tightly determined in several ways.
First, it seems that there is the clear category of the sage (sheng), which can
be pointed to as one distinguishable from the other categories of beings.
Second, the “teaching of lack” that is constitutive of this being in no way
impedes normal Buddhist logics of morality, merit collection, and upward
mobility in a spiritual hierarchy, as all three have already been sanctioned in
the preceding conversations. Third, and this is easily overlooked, “lack” and
“teaching lack” are very different things. “Teaching lack” can be as consti-
tutive as any other teaching, since even negative statements exist as presence
when they are spoken or written. And, obviously, the statement, “All worthy
sages are distinguished by taking lack (wu) as their teaching (dharma),” is
definitional itself and thus essentially positive. That is, this is one of those
“this sentence is false” propositions that only avoids its internal contradic-
tion by remaining transparent: the reader’s imagination presumably goes to
the negation (“no teachings”) and not the defining structure that encases it
(“that the Tathagata gives”). Ironically, then, the lack at the core somehow
justifies the perimeter that surrounds it—a key point, I think, in evaluating
a number of related topics, including Buddhist identity itself.

Furthermore, while many things may have lack, value is only effected in
this text by the teaching of this lack, and thus a teaching whose content is
about lack is again in no way jeopardized. In effect, all this line says is that
the one who occupies the highest point in the hierarchy, the virtuous sage,
is granted the privilege to legislate the reality of any definition, based in part
on his knowing that no definition is real until he sanctions it. This supposed
knowledge, however, does not disturb the moral hierarchy of the text and its
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interest in generating desire for advancement in that hierarchy. On the con-
trary, setting up a discussion of sages tempts the reader with a shortcut, yet
all the while making the top more unassailable, since the sage is defined by
the oxymoronic-sounding having-a-teaching-of-lack and resides in that
apparently unthinkable state where is and is not come and go according to
a new law that is as yet poorly understood by the reader.

In the above passage, concern with moral math is exactly what follows
this claim to be in charge of radical indeterminacy. In what looks like a gar-
bled passage in which the speaker is not clearly identifiable, and in which
the pattern of the dialectic is disturbed, the merit of giving nearly boundless
quantities of jewels is said to have merit simply because it has the nature of
nonmerit. This passage seems unusual in the text as it is one of the few
places where passing through this negation does not seem to increase its
value. The typical inflation of merit comes in the following line, when the
Buddha explains that this stacking up of votive jewels, though sounding
infinitely productive of merit, is no match for accepting so little as a qua-
train of this text and passing it on. I believe that this particular dialectic that
first stacks up and offers endless jewels is essentially inert since its job here
is to secure the value of the old value of giving donations. The Buddha, in
essence, is made to negate its value and bring it back, but because nothing
has been done to the reader, no gain is promised. Instead, this sets up a kind
of default value that can be used to entice the reader into the maneuvers
that follow.

The next maneuver, in fact, is about submitting to the text. In a fascinat-
ing refrain the text claims its own limitless value by saying that circulating
the text itself is the most meritorious of deeds. Without any regard for the
details of transmission, such as who is doing the transmission, to whom,
how, and in what ritual setting—a set of very pointed concerns in more tra-
ditional Buddhist discussions of giving teachings—the Diamond Siitra casts
itself as a pump of limitless merit, available to anyone who traffics in it. This
promise opens up several interesting lines of interpretation.

First, there seems to be a disregard for which part of the siitra is of value.
Is the sttra defined by a pervading sameness such that its value can be
extracted through the circulation of any of its parts? The answer would
seem to be yes, and this immediately suggests that the text is speaking of
itself as sublime object whose value and being is not determined in the
realm of time, space, causality, and so on. Perhaps it is only hyperbole, but
nonetheless it is clear that the text is taking itself as a sacred perimeter that,
even in small portions, can work inconceivable good, regardless of the
actual content transmitted.

Then, if we read this part-for-the-whole value claim as implicitly relic-like
in structure, perhaps we should connect it to the later passage claiming
that wherever the sttra is, that place should be worshiped by the hierarchy
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of living beings, from gods on down, as though it were a buddha’s stipa (fo
tamiao), implying that it itself is imbued with the sanctity traditionally
accorded the Buddha’s relics.? Even without a connection between these
two claims, it is clear that in either of the text’s estimation of itself, mean-
ing and language are trying to turn themselves into things beyond lan-
guage. Furthermore, these gestures of comparison make explicit the prob-
lem that value is always relational and that establishing the value of the text
requires reference to value systems beyond the text, a problem I return to
below.

In the next section, in a tedious manner, the Buddha goes through the
standard list of spiritual levels that traditional practitioners might hope to
achieve—stream-enterer, once-returner, final-lifer, and arhat—to argue that
no one should claim to have achieved these ranks. At the end of this list,
Subhiiti then recounts how he understands his spiritual status, but he makes
this claim via negativity with an explicit submission to the Buddha’s power to
determine being and status. No surprise, then, that the reality of his status is
reaffirmed by the Buddha once this self-vacating gesture is performed.

Right after this undermining of traditional spiritual hierarchies, the
author has the Buddha discuss the transmission that he received from the
prior Buddha, Dipamkara. This transmission, it turns out, is defined as the
transmission of the teaching that there is no teaching, and yet, as I argued
above, this negativity does not interfere with business as usual. Transmission
and the spiritual lineage that hooks the speaking Buddha to his authorizing
predecessor remain secure, only now the negative rhetoric that was turned
on the traditional categories of Buddhist sainthood is effectively redeployed
such that the very thing that produced lack in the Other’s claim to identity
and status is claimed to produce substance and continuity in the speaking
Buddha. Thus the undermining of the Other becomes the very foundation
of the authority of this Buddha and the author who is his puppeteer.

Three things are notable here. First, the lack in this negation of content
in the transmission is not jumped up to be anything more than it is. Subhiiti
simply says that when the Buddha was with Dipamkara, he actually received
no teaching (dharma). This dialectic, like the simple negation of the merit
of giving in the preceding passage, simply ends up returning the reader to
the same place where he started, with no added value advertised because
the Buddha is still who he was before the dialectic was actualized. Of course,
the polemical value is high; now the explanation of transmission is inocu-
lated against the charge of being particular and therefore limited. With lack
as that which buddhas teach, it is doubly appropriate that it should also be
what constitutes them as beings: they are what they teach.

36. T.8.750a.6.
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Second, this negation is quite safe because it is not at all like the negation
that the Buddha never met Dipamkara—a negation that would really
undermine the Buddha’s identity and authority. Thus, whereas content may
be hollowed out in the transmission of truth, the form of the lineage
remains unaffected. Moreover, in line with the structure of identity-forma-
tion in any patriarchal situation, the very vacating of content from form in
the creation of a son-successor is that sole prerogative of those figures who
inhabit the lineage-form. In essence this implies that the function of the
negative dialectic is the basis of buddhahood since buddhas are those who
know that on a higher level there actually are no buddhas, but just this
movement to the higher level is exactly what reconstitutes buddhas and
their lineage of identity and authenticity.

Third, and true for many of these dialectical passages, the text is creating
a figure who seems to be able to break the most basic laws of logic and
being. Here, the ordinary reader expects that the Buddha should have
received something particular from Dipamkara that was to make him into
the new buddha—identity shouldn’t come from nothing, but this is, on one
level, what the passage is suggesting. Displaying a buddha-figure who can
receive nothing and still come into his own being further creates the image
of a transcendent figure endowed with power far beyond our own. This
power to confuse and transgress categories is not simply the power to make
meaning as one wishes; it is also the power to make power out of the con-
fusion of categories. Thus this buddha-figure negates life, being, identity,
power, status, and so on, but in that very act ends up with more of just those
items.

Following this recitation of spiritual authority, there is a short discussion
of buddha lands:¥

“What do you think Subhfiti, do bodhisattvas adorn buddha lands?”

“No, World Honored One.”

“Why, adorning buddha lands is actually not-adorning-buddha lands, and
thus is called, ‘adorning buddha lands.” Therefore, Subhiiti, bodhisattvas,
mahasattvas, must produce pure minds (ging jingxin)in the following way: they
should produce a mind that does not abide in form/sex (bu ying zhu se sheng
xin). They should produce a mind that does not abide in sound, smell, taste
or contact. They should be without abiding as they produce this mind.”

This critique of the buddha lands has two agendas. The first is simply to pass
buddha lands through a negation; nothing is gained in terms of merit or
value but presumably, like the negation and restoration of the theory of
transmission that precedes it, these “realities” now have been inoculated
and their practitioners reminded that the Buddha can revoke the permit for

37. T.8.749c.18.
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any kind of spiritual practice or identity claim. The second agenda seeks to
internalize the purification of the buddha lands and to locate them solely in
the mind of the bodhisattva. It is notable that the intent here is to purify the
mind by avoiding contact with objects of any sense field. Oddly, the value of
purity never comes in for critique. Whereas merit, transmission, teachings,
and so on, all have been critiqued in various ways, this purity of the mind is
left untouched. The author could have reasonably gone on to at least pass
purity through the “not-purity therefore purity” dialectic, or even the more
dangerous “real purity is seeing purity in the impure,” a negation style
already applied to the Buddha’s adorning marks. None of this happened,
and thus I conclude that the author wanted purity left pure.

Leaving this brief discussion of buddha lands, the text offers three exam-
ples of extreme size and quantity in order to prepare for the statement of
the value of accepting and transmitting even four lines of this stitra:3

“Subhtiti, for instance, if a person’s body was like that of Mount Sumeru,
king of mountains, what do you think, would his body be big or not?” Subhiiti
said, “Quite big, World Honored One. And, why? Because the Buddha has said
that not-body is the name of great-body.”

“Subhtiti, it is like sands in the Ganges river each becoming a river, and
then the sands of these rivers would be really numerous, wouldn’t they?”
“Extremely numerous, World Honored One. The rivers would be numerous
beyond counting, not to mention their sands.”

“Subhiiti, I now will truthfully tell you: if a good son or good daughter col-
lected the seven [types of] jewels as numerous as the sands of the Ganges, so
that they filled three thousand great world systems, and then offered them,
would their merits be numerous or not?” Subhiiti said, “Extremely numerous,
World Honored One.”

The Buddha said to Subhiiti, “If a good son or a good daughter accepted
and held as few as four lines of this siitra and then explained them to another,
then their merit would be greater than that merit [of giving].”

The intent of the first example of the great size of a person’s body compa-
rable to Mount Sumeru eludes me. I consider it among the inert dialectics
because no new size, quantity, or perceivable quality is produced in the
negation. The next example, however, is quite telling. With a beautiful
example of involution, the author has the Buddha make Subhiiti think
about the sands of the Ganges, a standard trope for uncountable quantities
in Buddhist rhetoric, and then turns each of those grains of sand into a site
for an exponential multiplication. The sands in the river are to be imagined
as rivers themselves, which again contain more sands. Thus in the analogy
there is a visual “jumping up” of levels whereby one level is transposed on
top of another to produce the image of infinity—an infinity that is an effect

38. T.8.749c.23.
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simply of that doubling, but also, probably, of the mixing of categories. In
this example, one looks, in a William Blake manner, at a single particle of
sand and suspects that it contains everything else. In particular, receptacle
and content are overlapped so that the content is imagined to be the recep-
tacle at another level.

This revealing analogy moves into a statement of the value of this dis-
course-on-value mentioned above:*

“Furthermore, Subhiiti, wheresoever someone explains even as few as four
lines of this siitra etc., you should know that that place is one that all the heav-
enly beings and demi-gods should venerate (ying gongyang) as if it were a bud-
dha’s stiipa (ru fo tamiao).* [Given this fact,] what need is there to mention that
if there is a person who is able to receive and uphold [this sttra], reading and
reciting it? For, Subhiiti, you should know that this person achieves the most
exalted, the most rare of dharmas, and the place where this text (jingdian)
exists is to be considered to have a buddha or one of his respected disciples.”

At this time Subhiiti asked the Buddha, “World Honored One, by what
name should we call this stutra and how should I and the rest [of the monks]
accept and uphold it?”

The Buddha said to Subhiiti, “This stitra is to be called the Diamond[-like]
Prajhaparamitad. And you and the others should use this name in receiving
and upholding it.”

This passage essentially equates the text with the Buddha, even as it had ear-
lier claimed that the text predated all buddhas. This folding of the parental
text back into its progeny is curious and again reveals the new law’s depen-
dence on the old established sanctity of the Buddha’s physical person, a
point made abundantly clear with the reference to a “buddha’s stipa,” a site
that we can assume would have been believed to house the Buddha’s relics.

Then the discourse is given a name and place in the lives of the Buddha’s
followers. The name serves as a distinguishing perimeter, and the rules of its
acceptance dictate its survival and replication within the community of
believers. In short, a discourse on lack and absence has concluded by offer-
ing itself as presence and surplus, positing itself as a grand engine of value
production that can be activated when it is maintained and reproduced.

It would be instructive to continue this line-by-line reading of the siitra
through the following section, which appears like an odd doubling of the

39. T.8.750a.6.

40. I have chosen to follow the Chinese literally here—*“as if it were a Buddha’s stiipa”—
though I find Schopen convincing when he argues that the Sanskrit behind this phrase likely
means something more like: “as if it were a real/true/proper shrine” based on the way the
compound caityabhiito ought to be read. For discussion of this problem, see his “The Phrase ‘sa
prthivipradesas caityabhiito bhavet' in the Vajracchedika: Notes on the Cult of the Book in Maha-
yana,” Indo-Iranian Journal 17 (1975): esp. pp. 176 ff.
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text, but I will stop here and draw together points from my analysis that will
be useful for other readings.

THE META-LEVEL OF THE MASTER SIGNIFIER

To think through more fully what seems to be effective in this rhetoric, it is
worth noting that in creating and “packaging” a transcendental view of the
older transcendental system, the text tempts the reader to adopt or at least
acknowledge the position of what can be called a new “master signifier’—a
position that arrogates to itself the power to grant or deny meaning and
value in the old system, just as it pleases. By moving through the dialectic of
negation, the reader participates in a revaluation of Buddhism in which
time-honored values are given and taken away in a kind of “fort-da” manner,
producing the dizzying effect of suddenly moving up to a level that seems to
be in charge of defining the system that used to define one’s place in the
world.*!

Stepping up to this level moves the reader from being subject to
Buddhism and its laws to subjecting Buddhism and its laws to a new law, as
given by the text. In short, the prior subjective stance of “suffering the law”
is involuted so that the law suffers the judgment of the subject, albeit
through the aegis of the Buddha and the text that he claims precedes and
produces him.* Naturally this inversion of contained and container could
excite the reader since the boundaries of his identity and worth, seen hith-
erto only from confinement within the old system, are now viewed from the
outside, a new position whose limitations are not yet clearly delimited,
though it is advertised as limitless in value. Furthermore, one could see this
movement beyond the system as a convoluted act of renouncing a system of
renunciation, with old-style Buddhism being cast as a confining domestic
zone that one can and must be liberated from, even as this intention to
renounce is exactly what was learned in that prior zone.*

While quite exciting in the way that it steps outside of the bounds of the
first system, this leap up from the old system to a position of overview in fact
does not go very far afield. The text is notable for not lingering in the
anomic gap of negation where chaos or altogether unexpected meanings
and desires might emerge. Instead, it always immediately returns the reader

41. For Freud’s famous discussion of “fort-da,” see his Beyond the Pleasure Principle, reprinted
in Peter Gay, ed., Freud Reader (New York: Norton, 1989), pp. 599-601.

42. Overcoming the law in favor of a higher law is obviously also the basis of much New
Testament writing. For example, see Paul’s Romans or the Gospel of Mark.

43. Certainly this reading isn’t at odds with the way the text replays the pre-Mahayana trope
in which the Buddha is said to have taught that the Buddha’s teachings are like a raft to be dis-
carded after they are used.



“BE ALL YOU CAN’T BE” 191

to the work of advancement through discipline, largely within the confines
of the older system. Radical doubts about the reliability of the Buddha as a
narrator of truth, or about the world as an ordered and karmically deter-
mined place, or about the power of merit to shape one’s future—doubts
that would presumably put an end to Buddhism and the genre of siitra writ-
ing—are never broached, and the whole structure of the text suggests
order and decorum within strictly maintained hierarchical relations. Hence
the sublating dialectic is boundless in its excitement but severely limited in
its application.

To miss the conservative nature of the text’s negative dialectics would be
like thinking that people who plant wildflowers in their gardens are against
domesticity, since, after all, wildflowers are in the category of nature as
opposed to houses and sidewalks. The naiveté of this position follows from
ignoring the stability of the boundaries that make “nature” in your yard
essentially a deracinated and dominated item completely contrary to its
valences of wildness and pristine simplicity. Obviously, it is just this addition
of domesticity’s opposite that makes domesticity so much more attractive.
Similarly, for this text to work, negation has to look wild even as it is put to
work creating a new domesticated space that can advertise its higher quali-
ties by incorporating elements that on one level suggest its demise.

ONE SYSTEM, TWO SETS OF LAWS

In this rhetorical strategy, this new Buddhist gesture of negation directed
toward Buddhism is, as a second-order action, both the same as and differ-
ent from the first order. It mimics the first order by following all its cosmo-
logical laws (value through renunciation, merit through submission to
Buddhist law and its omniscient advocate, the value of merit itself, the cos-
mological categories of Buddhist saints, stiipas as holy sites, etc.) and yet
turns to feed itself by consuming these laws, even though these consumed
laws still govern the purported value of consuming these laws in this man-
ner. Generalizing for emphasis, the discourse of the Diamond Sitra follows
the form of the law even as it takes the articulation of the law to task. New
forms of the law are produced when the active aspect of the law (the renun-
ciation of content, being, domesticity, pride, etc.) is applied to the law as
object or inert figure. In effect, this self-regeneration through selfnegation
is completely parallel to what the Lotus Stitra accomplished with refathering
Buddhist sons.**

44. To offer an analogy for this rhetorical gesture of imagined separation and self-viewing,
if we imagine the traditional meaning system of Buddhism as a body, it is as though the per-
spective of the Diamond Siitra is the result of this body growing a tumorlike visual organ that
protrudes enough so that it can serve as a vantage point to view its host body from which it
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In the Diamond Sttra this work of inviting the reader to reidentify himself
or herself according to the text’s rules is presented as a means to a hysteri-
cal kind of self-aggrandizement since the reader is offered the chance to
hold the old system in his or her hand, even as he or she, presumably, main-
tains traditional Buddhist conduct and lives within the standard set of
desires and fears excited and enforced by the old cosmological laws. As a
reward for assent to passing sanctified objects through this magical and dark
space of negativity, the reader is offered the promise of getting incredibly
rich and powerful in an effortless fashion—as though in participating in
this tantalizing project, the reader suddenly stumbled upon a hitherto un-
known shortcut to the top that is won precisely in participating in the tem-
porary annulment of the system of value that one still hopes to succeed in.*®
This thrill, because it wants to supersede the system that it still registers
value within, is set up in a hysterical fashion: a new currency for a new sys-
tem is never made, but one continually tries, by dismissing the old system,
to mint new bills that only have value in the old currency system.

DESIRE AND THE SEDUCTIVE VIOLENCE OF DOUBLED LAWS

In trying to understand these techniques of promulgating desire for new
laws about the old laws, I am interested in the way each of the two legalistic
levels can be connected to a father-figure who gives not just the law, but
identity, value, and comfort.*® As the narrative doubles authority-sites, it
would seem that there is a blending of deviance and submission that is quite
interesting to theorize. In short, the reader watches the new father created

mistakenly thinks it has separated. Of course, whether this view is beyond that body is quite
dubious since so many structures and patterns informing the meta-view match those in the old
system. What has changed, though, is that in climbing above and beyond the horizon of the
prior symbolic system, the reader is urged simultaneously to traverse the expected legal bound-
aries of the prior system and to accept a higher form of paternal leadership that make this
transgression appear legitimate. Thus as it is often found in ideological struggles, transgression
and authority go hand in hand.

45. The question of seducing the reader with a kind of scandalously easy and direct way to
previously denied rewards is even more interesting when we remember that the text is surely
forged by someone who sets for himself the stipulation that he can only be writing “truth” inso-
far as his reader believes his discourse to be the discourse of the Buddha. Thus a discourse on
the laws about the old laws overcomes its illegality (its Iése-majesté) by making belief in its legal-
ity—reception of the text as authentic—one of the most hallowed acts that a Buddhist could
hope to achieve. Thus what the text calls accepting the text with “pure faith” (gingxin)is at the
heart of winning one’s “true” identity and an infinitude of wealth. The ease of winning this
mountain of merit, I think, speaks to the desperation that the author felt in hoping to convince
the reader that his project was authentic.

46. I consider this construction in the text a family complication because the text, though
lacking the heavy-handed father-son rhetorics that other Mahayana works evince, still treats the
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by the author, who I will call Fatherg, take up the traditional teachings
about the Buddha and Buddhist truth and annul them. Thus what basically
happens is that this newly created Father2 executes Father1, or more
exactly, the reader’s notion of Father1, and this very act of execution is per-
formed as the fulfillment of what the text has defined as the essence of what
truth-fathers ought to do. Thus this new gesture of negation fits the tem-
plate of truth-fathers that the text wants to present as timelessly true, and
not simply constructed within its own polemical framework. And, obviously,
in this collision of authority structures, the reader is not left uninvolved.
Like Subhuti, the reader has to watch and assent to Father2’s execution of
Father1 and then side with Father2 who, though performing in this new
role, is still implicitly confused with Fatheri. So just as the Lotus Sitra made
conversion to a new form of sonship appear as the regathering of a previ-
ously established identity, so, too, does the re-creation of a truth-father
through the “death” of an earlier prototype appear to be nothing but a
recovery of what was always true.

In making the reader party to this disturbing progression, the text invites
him or her into a new subject-position by showing a bifurcation of author-
ity into subject and object (new and old) and then having the new, higher
authority dismiss the old, lower authority, as the reader identifies with the
active, winning half of this convoluted act. Of course, there is a certain “slide
factor” here because the reader only sides with Father2 by assuming that he
is, in fact, the same as Father1. Clearly, the authority of the first buddha is
subsumed by the second, who then returns to work on the first buddha. In
essence, then, one’s prior submission to Buddhist authority becomes the
basis for its own overcoming, but this movement away from Father1 is only
possible via another submission to the new Fatherz. In all this, the text
excites the reader with the idea that fathers and their legal system can fall,
even if they can only be rightfully “killed off” by new fathers.

CONCLUSION

Standing back from this reading to ask again, What is this text about? I think
we have to say that the text is first and foremost about alternative tracks of
value. More precisely, it is clear that in the text’s effort to restructure value,
rhetoric focused on the potent dyad of negation and the figure of authority

reader as child who needs to be instructed in Buddhist law and needs to be brought within the
new fold of bodhisattvas, who are defined as the special recipients of the Buddha’s care.

It is worth noting how important similar issues are in the Gospels, which also function as the
new law about the old law. Jesus as the Rabbi against the Rabbis, and the even more compli-
cated inversion of making God into a Jewish priest who offers a paschal lamb-son on that Pass-
over, instead of receiving offerings as tradition would demand.
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who wields that negative rhetoric. In manifold ways, this text shows that
negation is to be applied first to produce authority in the narrative-image
of the Buddha and second to produce desire in the eyes of the Buddhist
“observers” of the narrative, observers who are located inside the text as the
figure Subhiiti and outside the text in the figure of the reader whose pres-
ence is so keenly expected. Key here is that although the form and content
of tradition may be set against one another—renunciation as content
applied to Buddhist perimeters and identities as form—the desires of the
Buddhist audiences are stationary since they are assumed to want what they
have always wanted—merit, status, purity, the presence of the Buddha, and
so on—and yet they can now only get these items via negativity and its tex-
tual vehicle.

Entering into the circuit of value-via-negativity means that the reader,
through these repetitious passages, has to become adept at passing his iden-
tity and value-assumptions through the perspective of this new version of
the Buddha, who reaffirms his right to legislate value and identity and yet
also demands a new form of faith for this new textual medium. Above all
else, the reader learns that he must have faith in the Buddha’s presence in
the Diamond Siitra, where he preaches the incompleteness of the prior
teachings, which can only be overcome by taking this teaching of incom-
pleteness as complete. Once one has become convinced, in “pure faith,” of
the completeness of this discussion of prior incompleteness, one can move
from the category of monk into the new in-group of bodhisattvas who are to
take this doubling and negation as the basis of their identity and practice.
Thus, just as the Lotus Sutra manipulated “real” Buddhist sonship, here
everything is doubled and can only be itself when it disparages its mirror
image precedent.

Second, despite the rhetoric that removes ostensible content, this rhetoric
of negation remains as a thing-in-itself that can perform various functions.
Most notably, it fills out the perimeter of the text, and even the perimeter of
the Buddha himself, as seen clearly in the final stanza of the first part of the
text that equates the text with the relic form of the Buddha’s body. Clearly,
the negation of content can be content just as well as anything else, but it has
the added advantage of producing an authority figure whose sublimity is
partly generated in the very act of ruling over the negation process. Having
proved his prowess in these unnerving gestures, this “master of negation”
seems altogether prepared to define the value of worshiping the “master”
himself and his performance of the dialectical processes.

Third, the text implies a certain metastasis of negative rhetoric. As we
have seen, the text produces value from canceling out what it sees as tradi-
tional value and then incites the reader to collect a new, limitlessly large
packet of value by first believing the value of this process and then subjecti-
fying others to it. In other words, the text is derivative in two primary ways:
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it obviously feeds on established systems of authority and value; and it
promises to deliver fantastically greater value to the reader in a postponed
manner that only comes due with a transfer of the text and its rhetoric to
the Other. This second type of derivative value is particularly interesting
because it shows that what is getting passed around is the command to pass
around the command.?” Thus the medium becomes the message as the text
is obsessed with metastasizing itself such that its interior becomes bloated
with the call to exteriorize itself.

The thrills that this text might generate are in no way diminished by this
lack of content. Quite the contrary: the text not only moves the reader on
to a heady, meta-level for critiquing traditional values, it also encourages the
reader to move up from being subject to this version of the Law to being its
master, by transmitting the text to an Other. Perhaps even this very gesture
of doing to the Other what was just done to oneself pushes one close to the
form of the higher buddha that is furnished in the text, since as one pro-
mulgates the text, one plays at being a buddha in charge of dictating, to the
Other, higher forms of value and identity.

Given the construction and function of this textual-buddha, I think that we
should return to the possibility that this grinding of Buddhism through a
Buddhist dialectical gristmill was only possible when a new gristmill was
established—the written text. With text serving as a secure surrogate buddha-
body, linguistic grindings could be performed at will, as long as all other
Buddhist values were lodged in the physicality of the text that conducted
these devastating reviews. Hence the text became both the parental matrix
for authority and the relic container that made this sublime presence avail-
able for cultic attention. With these certainties in place, the text allowed for
traditional Buddhism to be ground up and then reconstructed in a solid
and enduring manner that maintained Buddhist authority within the sub-
lime and timeless object of the text. Given this radical overcoming of
Buddhist forms of authority and identity, it is no wonder that the sites of
birth and death of the buddhas were said to be found in the text itself.

It would be interesting and instructive to read through other related
Mahayana texts, particularly works located in the family of Perfection of
Wisdom texts—such as the Perfection of Wisdom in 8,000 Lines—to see how
they perform parallel gestures of executing tradition only to regroup it
around themselves and the reading moment. Of course, styles and em-
phases vary in these texts, but applying versions of the above analyses will

47. If we read the text as adlike, and thus consciously intersubjective, then the value circuit
in the text resolves by making the Other into a version of oneself through making the Other
find another Other to replicate the process. As I argued in chapter 1, this formula matches the
basic structure of patriarchy since sons only really become sons by fathering sons in the image
of their own father.
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likely render useful insights and reveal a range of shared thematics in
Mahayana literature that we have not yet appreciated. In fact, in chapter 6,
I return to these themes to show that in a slightly later text, the Vimalakirti,
the basic building blocks of the analysis that I have constructed here—set
around the questions of desire, seduction, negation, and patriarchy-in-
textuality—again work quite well.



5

Sameness with a Difference
in the Tathagatagarbha Stutra

Against the repetitious negations that made up most of the Diamond Siitra,
this chapter takes up the issue of the internal buddha, that statuesque figure
of perfect paternity that several Mahayana siitras posited as the only legiti-
mate subject inside the body of each sentient being. Though insisting on a
perfect and permanent truth-father within the ordinary subject would turn
out to be awkward for a number of reasons, it also appears to have been a
rather attractive innovation in several spheres of early Mahayana writing.!
Then, once Buddhism went to East Asia, this topic became paramount for
a broad range of Chinese and Japanese writers, with Chan writers appearing
particularly interested in developing this notion along several tracks.

To focus on the literary presentation of the internal buddha, I give a
close reading of the Tathagatagarbha Sitra, which is dedicated to explaining
the “visible” reality of the internal buddha and the techniques for excavat-
ing it. In line with the reading styles of the preceding chapters, I first
account for the narrative techniques by which the text constructs this inter-
nal truth-father for the reader and then explore the means by which the text
offers itself as the avenue for gaining access to this form of paternal perfec-
tion. Without too much work it will become clear that this siitra shares many
agendas and techniques with the Lotus Sitra and the Diamond Sitra.

1. Besides the Tathagatagarbha Siitra considered here, other Indian sources for notions of
the internal buddha include the Lankavatara Sutra, the Mahayana version of the Mahapari-
nirvana Sttra, the Srimala Satra (: gﬁm(il(idevisimhandda Sitra), and the Ratnagotravibhaga. 1 have
chosen the Tathagatagarbha Sitra for its brevity and for its interesting construction of “direct
seeing” as produced from the rather complex manipulation of the reader’s gaze.

I would like to thank Michael Zimmerman for offering me useful points of criticism as I
edited this chapter in fall 2001.
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OVERVIEW

The Tathagatagarbha Sitra is a relatively short text, roughly the length of the
Diamond Sitra. Though no manuscripts of it survive in Indic languages,
there are two versions translated into Chinese; the older version was suppos-
edly translated by Buddhabhadra in the fifth century, and the other, which
probably appeared in the early ninth century, is attributed to Amoghavajra.?
The later text looks much like its predecessor, though certain passages have
been expanded and others deleted, and in places there is a new, more spe-
cific vocabulary that gains clarity by using binomes where the Buddhabhadra
version more often employed single characters. Since I am ultimately in-
terested in how these texts might have shaped early Chan rhetoric in the
eighth century, I have chosen to work from the earlier translation done by
Buddhabhadra.?

For the purpose of discussion and analysis, I treat Buddhabhadra’s ver-
sion of the narrative in seven thematic sections:

1. The text opens with a standard Mahayana introduction with monks and
bodhisattvas in attendance at the teaching site in Rajagrha.

2. Then there is a brief “historical” narrative in which, on this occasion ten
years after his enlightenment, the Buddha magically displays number-
less, glowing lotus flowers in the sky. The Buddha then causes the petals
of the lotus to open, wilt, and rot, thereby revealing a glowing buddha at
each of their cores. Not surprisingly, these glowing buddhas suspended
in the sky, along with the sudden death of the magical flowers, produced
wonder and doubt in the gathered audience. This doubt, as in the case
of the Lotus Siitra, propels the narrative forward and represents another
example of a Mahayana author exploring that interesting zone between
the “history” of the teaching event and the teaching itself.

3. Right after the miracle, and with the glowing buddhas still suspended in
the air, the narrative introduces the Bodhisattva Vajramati (fin ganghui)
who, for reasons that are not explained until the conclusion, is selected
from the audience and made to serve as the Buddha’s interlocutor. Like

2. See T.16.457a for Buddhabadhra’s translation and T.16.460b for Amoghavajra’s.
William H. Grosnick provides an excellent translation of Buddhabhadra’s text: “The Tathagata-
garbha Sutra,” in Buddhism in Practice, ed. Donald S. Lopez Jr. (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1995), pp. 92—106. However, for the sake of consistency, I have chosen to retranslate the
passages that I focus on, and though I differ with Grosnick’s readings in several places, I do not
mean to cast doubt on his impressive translation.

3. For readers interested in the text’s history, in Chinese and Tibetan recensions, I rec-
ommend Michael Zimmerman'’s recent study, A Buddha Within: The Tathagatagarbha Siitra: The
Earliest Exposition of the Buddha-Nature Teaching in India (Tokyo: International Research Institute
for Advanced Buddhology, 2002).
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Maitreya in the Lotus Sitra, Vajramati’s first task is to take the narrative of
the “historical” event, which had been recounted by an omniscient and
invisible narrator, and make it his own. To this end, he laboriously
restates what has happened and then rephrases it yet again in verse form.

4. In response to Vajramati’s questions, the Buddha gives a brief explana-
tion of what this miracle means, and it is here that the text folds back on
itself, for the Buddha explains that this miracle is to be understood as
the introduction to the teaching of the Tathagatagarbha Sitra. As in the
Lotus Siitra, this is the point where the narrative takes itself as an object
and proclaims that part of itself is actually external to itself and, by effect-
ing this illusory separation, generates a supposedly reliable reference
point for explaining the legitimacy of the rest of itself.*

5. Having explained the miracle to Vajramati, the Buddha lists eight
metaphors for imagining the reality of an internal buddha inside the
body of each sentient being.

6. After these rather extended metaphors, which constitute the longest sin-
gle section in the text, there is an explanation of the efficacy won from
accepting the text and duplicating it for others.

7. The Siitra closes with a short narrative explaining the past efficacy of the
text when it turned two billion bodhisattvas into buddhas the previous
time it was taught, an explanation that ties back to this current teaching
as it is revealed that Vajramati was among those two billion bodhisattvas
but somehow, like Maitreya in the Lotus Sitra, missed out on being
turned into a buddha.

Even with this brief outline it would seem that the Tathagatagarbha Sttra is
quite at home in the family of texts such as the Lotus Stitra and the Diamond
Sitra, both of which used similar strategies of self-reflexive promotion in
order to seal the authority of their narratives and to build pressure on the
reader to accept them as true in a gesture that promises to refigure the
reader’s relation to Buddhist truth and authenticity. Despite these parallels,
on first glance one might think that there is a striking absence of negation
in this text, if by negation we mean something akin to the Diamond Sitra’s
rhetoric that refutes items only to recover them in some sublated form, or
the Lotus Sutra’s insistence on annihilating prior forms of Buddhist truth
and identity in order to establish new ones.

Though the Tathagatagarbha Sitra lacks these two types of negation,
another more mechanical form of negation figures prominently in the pro-

4. Like many twentieth-century books, the text carries its own preface as an integral and
essential part of itself. Probably one of the most famous, and entertaining, prefaces that is obvi-
ously part of the novel is found at the front of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, which opens with the
psychiatrist explaining the circumstances under which the “narrative” was written and why it
was published in novel form.
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ject of recovering one’s internal buddha. In the Buddha’s promises to
Vajramati, and the reader, we learn that the unwanted, adventitious, and
polluted part of the subject can be dismissed, leaving a pure and always-
already present buddha as the only legitimate subject. Thus, essentially, the
text’s rhetoric promises to the reader that he or she can undergo something
like a smelting process that will extract the internal buddha from its pollut-
ing surroundings. As I argue below, just this promise of paring the subject
down to its innate pure essence warrants being treated as a form of negation
not simply for its promised effect but also for its dialectical forms that, struc-
turally, parallel similar procedures in the Lotus Siitra and the Diamond Sitra.

In promising to destroy the current reading subject in order to reveal the
real abiding subject, the Tathagatagarbha Sitra, like the two above siitras,
cannot avoid introducing itself into the equation for effecting this transfor-
mation. In fact, the text takes itself as the singular mediating element that
will resolve the reader’s relationship to his primal identity—the internal
buddha—an identity that also turns out to be synonymous with the origins
of the Buddhist tradition. Thus excavating it by reading correctly promises
to solve all problems.

DIFFERENT SAMENESSES, AN INTRODUCTION

Before beginning a reading of this stitra, I need to point out that modern
scholarship has tended to treat the concept of the internal buddha as a
philosophic topic that is supposedly best handled apart from the intricate
rhetorical ploys that house it. Similarly, modern accounts of the internal
buddha are often given without the benefit of a close reading of the narra-
tive presentation of these doctrines, thus overlooking or minimizing the
symbolic matrixes that support them. Consequently, in an odd sort of mime-
sis, just as traditional Buddhist authors urged their readers to excavate their
internal buddhas, Buddhist scholars of the twentieth century performed a
similar maneuver excavating this doctrine from its mythical and rhetorical
matrix, thereby missing much of what makes it powerfully appealing in the
Buddhist world.

In addition to this questionable gesture of turning mythology and narra-
tive into philosophy, twentieth-century accounts of texts on the internal
buddha have often presented this doctrine as a refreshing statement of
human equality, presuming, it would seem, that equality is the unavoidable
import of any position that posits a fully perfect universal subject in each
person. The problem with this modern assumption is that it is essentially
diametrically opposed to the way the doctrine is promulgated. For instance,
in the Tathagatagarbha Sitra, though it is said many times that all beings pos-
sess an internal buddha, this generic sameness is but the beginning of pro-
ducing a gap of difference between sentient beings and (actualized) bud-
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