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Reading a Mahdyana Sutra as a literary text

An Interpretation of the Lotus Siitra

OKADA Fumihiro

Taking the Lotus Siitra as its subject, this study will attempt to read and interpret a
Mahdayana Sutra as a literary text. The Lotus Sitra was edited as a literary text, and literary
expressions and rhetorical devices can be found in it.

I develop two possible hypotheses to support this observation.

One hypothesis is that by using the techniques of fiction the character of the Buddha in
the Satra is able to discuss certain topics that the historical figure of the Buddha could not talk
about. Furthermore, the literary nature of the text may also be justified with the principle in
Buddhist thought that it is impossible to express the ultimate truth directly with language.

Second, by analyzing the structure of the Lotus Sitra, | argue that in the first half of the
text, many different stories are brought together to expresses the idea that various doctrines and
various types of Buddhas are unified, while in the latter half the Lotus Siitra creates a new
Buddha character called Kuon-Butsu by anthropomorphizing the Buddhistm unified by the
stories told in the first half.

Furthermore, 1 claim that this is a type of metafiction, which allows the reader to
participate in the text through self-reference, in a similar way to “breaking of the fourth wall” in
the theater. This technique of metafiction allowed the Buddhist readers of the Lotus Sitra, who
believed they lived in an era without a Buddha, to have direct access to a Buddha through the
text.

Based on this view, I interpret the character original to the Lotus Sitra called
Jiyu-no-Bosatsu, the Bodhisattvas who sprang out of the earth, as a symbol or metaphor for
readers of the Lotus Sutra who participate in text through this metafictional technique. Finally, I

argue that Nichiren is as an example of the Buddhist who read the Lotus Sutra in such a way.
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