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Abstract

The Gandavyitha-sitra.
a Study of Wealth, Gender and Power
in an Indian Buddhist Narrative

In this thesis, I examine the roles of wealth, gender and power in the Mahayana Buddhist
scripture known as the Gandavyitha-sitra, using contemporary textual theory,
narratology and worldview analysis. I argue that the wealth, gender and power of the
spiritual guides (kalyanamitras, literally ‘good friends’) in this narrative reflect the social
and political hierarchies and patterns of Buddhist patronage in ancient Indian during the
time of its compilation. In order to do this, I divide the study into three parts.

In part I, “Text and Context’, I first investigate what is currently known about the
origins and development of the Gandavyitha, its extant manuscripts, translations and
modern scholarship. Next, using a relative chronology based on current research into the
origins of the Mahayana, I argue for the 3 century CE, as likely time of origin, and
suggest Dhanyakataka/Dharanikota as the place of origin for the text.

In part II, ‘Structures’, I examine the text’s worldview and narrative structures. In
chapter 3, Iinvestigate the notions of reality, society and the individual. In chapter 4, I
outline some key concepts developed by the Dutch narratologist Mieke Bal (1997) and
demonstrate how these concepts may be utilised in an analysis of the Gandavyiha.

I begin part III, ‘Forces’, by considering Derrida’s (2001) notion of ‘force’ as a
critique of structuralism’s overly ‘geometric’ model in the study of narrative. In an
attempt to synthesise structure and force in part If, I examine the various structures
outlined in previous chapters in relation to the themes of wealth, gender and power, as
they unfold chronologically within the narrative

From this study, I conclude that in the Gandavyitha, wealth functions as a sign of
spiritual status, the significant number of royal female kalydnamitras reflects the
importance of female patrons at the time of the text’s compilation, and the spiritual
hierarchy within the story mirrors the political hierarchies of Buddhism’s Middle Period
in India.
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Introduction

The Gandavyiiha-sitra (Gv) is the story of a young man’s quest for enlightenment in
ancient India during the time of the Buddha. Like the Buddha, this young man named
Sudhana (‘Good Wealth’), the son of a merchant-banker (sresthidaraka), leaves home
in search of spiritual counsel. But Sudhana does not renounce the world and take up
ascetic practices; rather on the advice of the bodhisattva MafijusiT he sets out to visit
‘good friends’ (kalyanamitra) in order to learn how to carry out the course of conduct
of a bodhisattva (bodhisattvacaryd). After travelling far and wide across India
visiting numerous good friends of various occupations (the Gv narrates fifty-two of
these encounters), Sudhana returns home and has his final visionary experience of the
supreme bodhisattva Samantabhadra.

In the pages that follow, I tell a story about wealth, gender and power in the
Gv using textual theory, worldview analysis and contemporary narratology. Iargue
that in the Gv, the wealth, gender and power of the good friends reflect the social and
political hierarchies and patterns of Buddhist patronage in ancient India during the
time of its compilation (circa 3™ century CE). By examining the text using these
categories, I hope to contextualise this Buddhist story and also demonstrate the
analytical utility of this method for the study of religions. Before I outline the

chapters to follow, I shall define my terms and rationalise my approach.

Narratology

Narratology is the scientific study of narrative. The term was first introduced in the
1970s by structural theorists such as Gerard Genette, Mieke Bal and Gerald Prince
(Onega and Landa 1996:1). Roland Barthes describes the nearly infinite scope of the

field:
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The narratives of the world are numberless.... Able to be carried by

articulated language, spoken or written, fixed or moving images,

gestures, and the ordered mixture of all these substances; narrative is

present in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy,

drama, comedy.... Moreover, under this almost infinite diversity of

forms, narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every

society.... narrative is international, transhistorical, transcultural: it is

simply there, like life itself."
Although the early structural narratologists made a number of important advances in
formalising the structure of narratives, narratology as a ‘scientific’ discipline came
under attack by post-structuralists in the 1980s and 1990s. The term ‘narratology’,
associated as it was with the structuralist enterprise, fell into disfavour by many
literary theorist in these decades who preferred the term ‘narrative theory’ instead (see
Gibson 1996 and Currie 1998). Deconstruction’s critique of classical narratology,
while pointing out a number of weaknesses in structuralist theory, has failed to
produce a comprehensive understanding of narrative. Jonathan Culler, a
contemporary American theorist, argues that deconstruction complements rather than
delegitimises structuralist theory.” Culler’s views represent the continued appeal and
utility of early structuralist narratology while taking into consideration important
insights from post-structuralism and semiotics. For my study of the Gv, I apply
concepts of structural narratology outlined by the Dutch theorist, Mieke Bal (1997).
Accepting Culler’s notion that deconstruction can compliment structural theory
(1983), I also consider Jacques Derrida’s notion of ‘force’ in narrative (2001).

In order to say something relevant about stories, narratology needs to examine
their formal structures and address the meaning of particular narratives. But the

meanings of stories are not stable, static identities that exist separately from their

shifting interpretations through time and space. Narratives mean more than their

! Taken from Roland Barthes (1977) Image, Music, Text. Edited and translated by Stephan Heath.
New York: Hill & Wang, pp.79-117, cited in Onega and Landa 1996: 45.
% See Onega and Landa 1996: 93, and Culler 1982 and 1983.
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author(s) intended them to mean; with each re-telling new meanings are generated
through the disclosure of the tale. Meaning is thus continuously created and re-
created. Because the cultural and social context of narrative disclosure are central to
understanding the production of any story’s meanings, I propose that the meaning of a

narrative is its use within a worldview.

Worldview
A worldview (Weltanschaung) is a totalising and generalised theory of existence that
constructs meaning out of experience through defining the relationships among
individuals, society and reality.* Every thinking human being has a worldview
regardless of whether s/he is fully conscious of it or able to fully articulate it. As
human beings we need frameworks of meaning in order to make sense of experience
and to act intentionally. Cognitive psychologists call these frameworks ‘schemas’.
Whereas every individual has a vast and indeterminate number of schemas for
understanding different aspects of experience, one’s ‘total set of schemas’ according
to Stanford psychologist David Rumelhart, ‘in a sense constitutes our private theory
of the nature of reality’.’

How do individuals come to acquire a theory of the nature of reality? One

answer is that we are socialised into one through language and culture. An important

* I first developed the notion that the role of a narrative is its use in a worldview in an unpublished
paper (Osto 1996). In this paper I am discussing myth, but now I consider myth to be a special kind of
narrative, and have thereby expanded my definition to include all types of narrative.

* For the basic outline of my interpretation and use of ‘worldview’ see Osto 1999: 36-39. The
inspiration for the use of this term comes from Ninian Smart’s Worldviews: Crosscultural Explorations
of Human Beliefs (1983; Third Edition 1995). In this work, Smart uses ‘worldview’ to refer to both
traditional religions and secular ideologies. Employing the image of a triangle to describe worldview
structure, Smart states that the apex of the triangle represents a notion of the cosmos and the two
corners at the base the self and society (1983: 54 and 1995: 48). Smart’s approach of ‘structured
empathy’ in his analysis of worldviews maintains a strong affinity to Husserl’s phenomenological
epoche or ‘bracketing’ of one’s own beliefs when studying the beliefs of others (see Smart 1995: 13—
21). While also employing a tripartite model (individual, society and reality), my understanding and
use of worldview varies considerably from Smart’s position (see below).

® Quoted from LaBerge and Rheingold 1990: 122-123.
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breakthrough in structuralist theory that lead to the development of semiotics was that
both language and culture may be studied as systems of signification or sign
construction (Eco 1976: 8-28). If both language and culture are understood as
systems of signification and our theory of reality is acquired through our language and
culture, then it follows that what we call real or true and unreal or false is something
that is constructed. The anthropologist Peter Winch argues that reality is not what
gives language its sense, rather ‘what is real and what is unreal shows itself in the
sense that language has’.®

Friedrich Nietzsche was the first to declare that ‘truth’ is a “will to truth’ and
this will to truth is a will to power (Nietzsche 1956: 289). More recently, Michel
Foucault states that ‘truth’ is “...linked in a circular relation with systems of power
which produce it, and to effects of power which it induces and which extend it. A
regime of truth’.” Ritual theorist Cathrine Bell understands a regime of truth to
function as a ‘redemptive hegemony’ that actually creates reality through relations of
domination, subjugation, appropriation, resistance, misrecognition, legitimisation and
objectification between persons and groups in society (1992: 85). In this way,
worldviews are theories of existence constructed by systems of significations within
the languages and cultures of societies which through their very act of theorising
construct their own realities. These realities emerge through the play of power
relations within a regime of truth or redemptive hegemony. Viewed in this way
worldviews may be seen as ‘reality games’ that are continually being played within
societies through acts of imagining and re-imaging, which both inform the way

individuals act and are informed by the way they act. Thus worldviews are more than

¢ Quoted from Capps 1995: 260. Winch has been influenced by some of Wittgenstein’s insights into
language (see Wittgenstein 1988).
7 See Foucault 1972b: 131-133, cited in Cahoone 1996: 380.
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abstract, static theories of existence, they are strategic, programmatic and hegemonic
reality games always in flux and perpetvally being negotiated within regimes of truth.

This definition of worldview may be further refined by identifying certain
characteristic features of all worldviews. Because worldviews are theories about
reality they necessarily include concepts concerning the nature of time, space and
causality. These conceptual categories are needed to make sense of events within the
natural world and are necessary components in a worldview’s cosmology (theory of
the nature of the cosmos or natural order) and cosmogony (theory of the origins of the
cosmos). Whether or not a worldview recognises any reality or realities outside,
above or beyond the natural order is an important criterion in distinguishing between
secular and religious worldviews. A religious worldview acknowledges the existence
of some type of transcendental® power or powers such as Dharma, God, Tao, gods,
spirits, etc., which control or exert influence upon the natural order. Secular
ideologies do not recognise any such transcendental powers.

Since worldviews also attempt to locate society’s position within reality, they
map out a social hierarchy that establishes the extent and range of certain groups’
powers and authority. Through the development of institutions (government,
university, military) a society establishes realms of discourse that define the roles and
limitations of individuals and groups based on gender, class, race and ethnicity. The
privileged groups, of course, are the ones with the most power. Power may be
defined here as political (the ability to wage war, collect taxes, make and enforce laws
through a penal system, etc.), economic (the ability to amass a surplus of wealth and
goods, to buy and sell, invest, trade, hire labour etc.), and military (access to tactical

knowledge, weapons technology and manpower). These different types of power

81 am using the term ‘transcendental” here in the same way Stanley Tambiah does in his definition of
‘religious charisma’ as deriving from ‘transcendental claims to authoritative leadership’ (1993: 325).

14




coexist in complex and interrelated ways to establish a redemptive hegemony and a
regime of truth whereby ‘reality’, the social world and the individual’s place within
them are defined.

In a religious worldview the highest power is transcendental and spiritual.
Thus within the hierarchy of its redemptive hegemony, spiritual powers are at the top
and often these powers are hierarchically arranged in very similar ways to the social
hierarchy. Within societies developed on a religious worldview, a priestly caste often
functions as an intermediary between the worldly and transcendental realms. Because
the priestly caste exists in a special relationship to transcendental power, it often
maintains a privileged position within the worldly sphere through a high social status,
economic wealth and political power. The legitimation of the professional priestly
caste’s worldly power highlights an important feature of worldviews: regimes of truth
not only define what is real and unreal, true and false, but they do this through
establishing what are considered legitimate means of knowing. The religious caste
has power through its ritual, scholarly or mystic knowledge only if this type of
knowledge is recognised as legitimate. On the level of discourse, epistemology (a
theory of knowledge) is central to establishing a redemptive hegemony’s ideological
foundation.

In addition to establishing what is real and what is society’s relation to the
real, a worldview positions the individual within these two. In an important sense, it
is not simply that each individual has a worldview, but that worldviews have
individuals. The importance of the unconscious mind in structuring the individual’s

sense of self and his/her ideas about the world have been recognised by
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psychoanalysis and hypnosis since the nineteenth century.” The unconscious also
plays an important role in linguistics and structuralism. Culler states, ‘The need to
postulate distinctions and rules operating at an unconscious level in order to explain
facts about social and cultural objects has been one of the major axioms that
structuralists have derived from linguistics’ (Culler 1975: 28). The recognition of the
unconscious has led structuralists to reject the notion of an autonomous subject (ibid.).
Because an individual’s sense of self emerges within the context of a society and
culture through forces largely unconscious and therefore unrecognised, the idea that
an ‘I’ exists as an independent centre of consciousness, volition and intention ceases
to be a tenable position. Personal identity, like reality, is something that is
constructed within the reality games of truth regimes.10

Central to the construction of self is the notion of body. The body, as the
locus of consciousness and unconsciousness, is always gendered and positioned
within the redemptive hegemony’s hierarchical structures. In patriarchal societies, the
male gender is constructed as the norminative human gender with ‘female’ considered
a special and inferior type of human. Both ‘body’ and ‘gender’ are not givens in
experience, but ideas that emerge as part of a worldview’s totalising vision of
experience generated through the play of power. As meaning making machines,
human beings cannot escape the various programs whereby we operate in the world.

What the raw ‘stuff” of experience is outside of our models of it is not cognitively or

? See for example Clark L. Hull (1933) Hypnosis and Suggestibility, New York: D. Appleton-Century
Co., and S. Freud (1933 (1976)) ‘New introductory lectures on psychoanalysis’, in The complete
psychological works (Vol. 22), edited and translated by I. Strachey, New York: Norton.

9 Both the construction of personal identity and reality involve the use of narrative. For example,
Oliver Sacks writes, ‘We have, each of us, a life-story, an inner narrative—whose continuity, whose
sense, is our lives. It might be said that each of us constructs and lives, a “narrative”, and that this
natrative is us, our identities’ (1986) The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, London: Picador, p.
105. The function of personal histories within the development of personal identity is analogous on a
micro-level to the use of myth or history in a worldview at a macro-level. Although the role of
narrative in the construction of the ‘self’ is beyond the scope of this present work, the interested reader
will find much written on the topic in the field of narrative therapy. See below for more on the relation
between narrative and worldview.
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linguistically accessible to us. Even our bodies’ concrete sensorial experiences may
not be taken as norminative, natural or given. Culture constructs the body which
cannot be understood divorced of its social context.'' Through conventional patterns
of work and rest; waking and sleeping; the frequency, amount and types of food
eaten; permissible and forbidden types of sexual activities and psychoactive
substances; ideals of beauty; and types of leisure and labour, bodies are as socially
constructed as the clothes we put on them. Therefore, any analysis of a worldview
must take into consideration not only that worldview’s notions of time, space,

causality and society, but also its concepts of body, gender, race and beauty.

Modernism

It may be instructive to illustrate my definition of worldview with an example.
‘Modernism’ is a term often used to describe a worldview which possibly began in the
eighteenth century during the Enlightenment, but which is clearly evident as the
dominate reality game of Europe and North American by the early twentieth century.
Fundamental tenets of Modernism are that science, reason and individual freedom
‘will lead to social progress through virtuous, self-controlled work, creating a better
material, political, and intellectual life for all’ (Cahoone 1996: 12). Modernism’s
secularist vision of reality looks to science for its description of the physical world.
Science supplies its cosmogony (Big Bang theory) and its cosmology (astronomy’s
understanding of the universe consisting of hundreds of billions of galaxies each with
hundreds of billions of stars). Within this cosmos, time is thought to progtress

monolinearly (from past, to present, then future), and space is thought to be finite, but

Y “The body is not opposed to culture, a resistant throw-back to a natural past; it is itself a cuitural
product, the cultural product’ (Grosz 1994: 23).
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incredibly vast and constantly expa.nding.12 Within its regime of truth, Modernism
hierarchically constructs the legitimate means of knowledge such that the ‘hard
sciences’ (mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology) maintain a higher position above
the softer ones (psychology, sociology, linguistics, etc.), and these in turn are situated
above the ‘humanities’ (history, anthropology, religious studies, etc.). This
hierarchical arrangement is reflected by patterns of funding for academic programs by
governments and the private sector; as well as by differences in rates of pay for
faculty members in academic institutions, student funding, etc. Invariably the
‘harder’ the knowledge, the more money there is available to fund research for it.
This pattern of patronage reflects the valuation of science as a means of progress for
developing technology and industry.

Free market capitalism, liberal democracy and secular humanism are each part
of Modernism’s economic, political and ethical posturing (Cahoone 1996: 11).
Universal basic education is generally valued and supported by the state. And the
belief in the autonomy of the individual creates an ethic of responsibility whereby it is
thought (especially in the United States) that any individual who has strong enough
moral fibre and works hard enough should be able to advance higher up the economic
and social hierarchy.

But an examination of the social hierarchies in European and North American
societies demonstrates that white males possess the vast majority of the political and
economic power. Within the redemptive hegemony of Modernism power games are
played with a ‘stacked deck’ in favour of men over women; white over black, Anglo

over Asian or African. In this reality game the white, youthful, able, male body is the

'2 Modern cosmological theory is much more complicated than this brief description and there is hardly
consensus among theorists. For recent views (some of which seem to come closer to Buddhist notions
of time and space) see David Levy, ed. (2000) The Scientific American Book of the Cosmos, London:
Macmillan.

18




ideal human body and all other types are defined in terms of it (Grosz 1994: 14).
Thus the male body is normalised so that the sexual specificity of men may be
ignored in favour of men as fundamentally rational beings. Because rationality finds
its home and source in the mind of the white male, he is able to discern the true from
the false and the real from the unreal through his science and reason. The sexual
specificity of the female body on the other hand is primary, and as object of desire
and symbol of sex, the image of female beauty is exploited by media and advertising
within the consumer capitalist system.

It should be clear at this point that I have not chosen ‘Modernism’ randomly
from a set of possible worldviews. Because it is one of, if not the, dominant
ideological force today, Modernism functions as a necessary point of departure for my
current study. Although deeply critical and suspicious of patriarchal constructions of
power based on a metaphysics of objectivity, and notions of rationality, I have
embraced, embodied and benefited from this worldview to a large extent. While
admitting my privileged position as a white male within the redemptive hegemony of
Anglo-American academic discourse, I attempt to use critically the legitimate means
of knowledge of my time and place to analyse a different worldview of a people from
a different time and place. Because the compilers and early audience of the Gv have
long since given up the mortal coil, our only access to their worldview is through their
textual and cultural remains. Fortunately for my study, the story of Sudhana’s visits
to the good friends is rather explicit about its worldview. But before I can analyse the
worldview of the Gv, I need to explain my understanding of the role of texts and

scripture within worldviews and narratives.
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Textual Ontology
Although ‘text’ is often used in academic discourse in a manner that assumes a
common-sense referent, its meaning becomes problematised when one asks such
questions as, ‘If the Mona Lisa is in the Louvre, where is Hamlet?’'> The answer to
this question is hardly straight forward, and the various answers that have been given
define what is know as ‘textual ontology’—or what it means for a ‘text’ to ‘exist’.
Jerome McGann, one of the leading American textual theorists, defines ‘text’
in terms of a finite set of linguistic and bibliographical codes."* Asa critique of and
response to the concept of ‘authorial intentions’ developed by modern text criticism, "
McGann stresses these two codes in order to highlight texts as material objects with
social histories (McGann 1983 and 1991). Because texts are socially produced
objects inscribed with both linguistic and bibliographical codes, their position within
societies and cultures is constantly transforming. The transformations of a text
throughout time and in various places not only constitute what that text is, but also
what that text means. In other words, a text’s significance depends on how its
linguistic and bibliographical codes are read at any given place and time, which may

or may not be related to the intentions of the author(s) who produced it.

'3 This question (originally: ‘If the Mona Lisa is in the Louvre, where are Hamlet and Lycidas?’), first
raised by F. W. Bateson, is now well known among contemporary theorists of textual ontology (see
Greetham 1994: 342).

4 McGann writes, ‘For the past six years I have been exploring a different distinction by calling
attention to the text as a laced network of linguistic and bibliographical codes’ (1991: 13; see also
McGann 1992).

15 The locus classicus for modern textual criticism is Paul Maas® Textual Criticism (translated into
English by Barbara Flowers, 1958). For further developments in this method see Martin West’s
Textual Criticism and Editorial Technique (1973).
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If we accept that a text’s meaning is not an inherent property of it inscribed
for all time by authorial intentions, but emerges within the act of reading,16 then we
must pay close attention to context. Bibliographical codes such as the style and
format of a text (printed book or manuscript, type of script, illuminations,
ornamentations, etc.) are part of the social meaning of a text, as well as its means of
production, the expense of copying and maintaining it, and the number of its available
copies. Factors such as cost of production determine who has access to certain texts,
and social codes and values determine who may read certain texts, when they are
read, who they are read to, and other similar factors. There is always a social and
cultural context to reading (or listening) to texts and this context plays a central role in
the production of meaning."’

Earlier I stated that the meaning of a narrative is its role within a worldview.
In an important sense, the meaning of a text is also its role within a worldview. As
culturally produced objects, texts are positioned within the social, political and
economic hierarchies of the societies that produce and maintain them. For most of
human history both the ability to read texts and the necessary wealth to produce them
have been limited to scribal, royal and wealthy elites. Because ideology functions
within texts by means of linguistic codes, and moves through them by means of their
bibliographical codes, they are acts of power that play a part in the redemptive

. . 8
hegemony’s construction of a worldview.!

1 For one developed theory of ‘reader response’ see Umberto Eco’s The Role of the Reader (1979).
See also Culler 1981: 119-31.

1" Although I maintain that the meaning of a text is produced in its reading, I do not claim that meaning
is merely an idiosyncratic response of the reader. Readers learn how to read through a conventional
system of decoding. Texts as linguistic codes limit the infinite range of possible interpretations
through literary conventions, grammar, and syntax. Thus a dialectic or dialogue between text and
reader functions as the space where meanings emerge.

18 Oral texts, although they lack bibliographical codes, play a similar role through conventions and
limitations on who is able to memorise them, when and where memorisation takes place, appropriate
time, place and audience for recitation, and other such conditions.
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If we return to the question, ‘“where is Hamlet?’, we now can offer one
possible answer. As a text, Hamlet is a finite set of linguistic and bibliographical
codes that exists where and whenever it is materially manifested. Thus in a sense
there are as many Hamlets as there are copies of Hamlet. As a story or more
specifically as a play, Hamlet exists in each and every act of its reading and
performance. Thus on the textual level, Hamlet exists as a cultural product, and on
the narrative level, as a discursive act within a cultural context. As an act of power
within a worldview, the play’s multiplicity of meanings are related to both levels of
text and narrative. Regimes of truth within different worldviews will limit and restrict
the infinite possible readings of Hamlet by determining such things as who produces
copies of the play and how many are produced, who reads it or sees it performed, the
significance that surrounds these acts of discloser, and what are accepted methods of
interpretation.'”

This understanding of textual ontology shares a number of similarities with
what Andre Lefevere calls a ‘systems approach’ to literature.”® Lefevere outlines four
assumptions of such an approach. First, it assumes that literature is a system
embedded in a cultural or societal environment. Second, every literary system
possesses a regulatory body that extends patronage to it. This patronage possesses at
least three components: an ideological, economic and status component. Third, a
literary system possesses a poetics, which has both an inventory aspect that defines
genres, characters, and typical literary situations, and a functional aspect that defines

literature’s role within society. And fourth, there is a constraint imposed on the

¥ For instance, English departments in Britain and North America have firmly established Hamlet
within the canon of ‘English Literature.” This canonisation secures a place for the play within the
academy that both guarantees its cultural influence for a segment of Anglo-American society and limits
the possible meanings of the play through an indoctrination program of orthodox interpretations.

% gee Andre Lefevere, ‘Mother Courage’s Cucumbers: Text, System, and Refraction in a Theory of
Literature,” Modern Language Studies 12:4 (1982): 3-20. The following discussion is from a reprint of
this article in Venuti 2000: 233-49.
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system by natural language, both formally through the language’s grammar, and
pragmatically by the way the language reflects culture. In this interpretation of
literature as system, Lefevere recognises texts both as cultural products with
bibliographical codes, and as linguistic codes limited by cultural conventions. Also,
Lefevere’s discussion of literature’s regulatory body highlights the notion that texts
function within the hierarchical power structures of worldviews. The relationship of
patronage to literature is particularly relevant to my study of the Gv, and I address this

issue in more detail when I discuss the text’s cultural context in chapter 2.

Scriptures and Canons

Notions of scripture and canon are essential for understanding the role of texts and
narratives within religious worldviews. As mentioned above, religious worldviews
are worldviews that recognise one or more transcendental sources of power. Often in
religious worldviews certain texts are recognised as being inspired or revealed by a
transcendental power source. Because of the believed transcendental source of these
texts, they take on a privileged status within the worldview. A text endowed with the
special status of being derived from a transcendental source I call ‘scripture’®! In
some worldviews such as Judaism and Islam, the sacred nature of scripture extends to
its linguistic codes (Hebrew and Arabic), while in others such as Christianity or
Buddhism, the sacred nature of the message is thought to be independent of a
particular set of linguistic codes.” Often the materiality of the scripture as manifested
in a text’s bibliographical codes is also thought to be sacred, so that scriptures are

written only on certain materials, are kept in special restricted areas, and can only be

2! For a detailed discussion of scripture see Wilfred Cantwell Smith’s (1993) What is Scripture?: A
Comparative Approach, Minneapolis: Fortress Press.

2 Of course, this is only partially true. Latin in the Western Church, and Sanskrit (especially in the
Siddham script) in East Asian Esoteric Buddhism, both had a special status as sacred languages.
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handled in particular ways by certain individuals at the appropriate times. A religious
‘canon’ is an official collection of texts recognised as scripture by an authoritative
body.

The importance of scriptures and canons within religious worldviews is
directly related to their privileged status as texts or collections that are thought to
derive from one or more transcendental sources. Because scripture can not be
‘wrong’ for those that consider it scripture, the ideologies within sacred texts take on
special authority. Within a religious worldview, the authority of scripture and the
authority of the priestly caste depend on each other: the priestly caste asserts the
authority of the scripture, and the scripture legitimises that caste’s own position
within the power structures of the worldview. But unless a priestly caste maintains
absolute power, the maintenance and survival of scripture as sacred text requires the
continued patronage from the other politically powerful and wealthy members of
society. Therefore, a scripture’s ideology can not directly attack or undermine the
authority of the rich and powerful without jeopardising its own status as scripture.
Because of its important, but precarious position within the redemptive hegemony, a
scripture often negotiates power relations between the priestly and ruling castes, and
offers metaphysical, transcendental or divine authority to a ruling class’s right to rule.
As acts of power within religious worldviews, sacred texts reveal important

information about the regimes of truth that produced and maintained them.

Chapter Outline
Having discussed in some detail my definitions of ‘worldview’, ‘narrative’, ‘text’ and
‘scripture’, it is now time to apply these terms and categories to an analysis of the Gv.

In Part I ‘Text and Context’, I examine the origins and development of the Gv. In
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