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Avadana Literature
Andy Rotman

The collection of Indian Buddhist narratives known as the Divyavadana
posits that there is a class of objects whose sight leads to the arising of
prasada in the viewer and that this mental state of prasdda leads the
viewer to make an offering. In this article, I first describe the mechan-
ics of prasada—why it arises, in whom it arises, and the consequences of it
arousal—as well as the various “agents of prasdda” (prasadika) and the
power they exert when seen. In discussing the field of effects of prasddika
objects, I consider Catherine MacKinnon’s work on pornography to help
clarify the politics of this configuration of prasida as well as its ethical im-
plications. Last, I discuss the aesthetics of prasada and what this suggests
about the function of Buddhist narratives known as avadanas.

IN CATHERINE LUTZ’S ETHNOGRAPHIC WORK on the rhetoric of
emotional control in the United States, she contends that American
women, much more than American men, are inclined to speak of their
emotions as powerfully and potentially dangerous phenomena that need
to be controlled; if they do not control their emotions, their emotions will
control them. American women, Lutz concludes, tend to believe that they
have less control than men over their emotions and as a result are some-
how weaker, less rational, and more dangerous, for emotions are thought
to prompt antisocial behavior. Emotions, in short, have great power be-
cause they so frequently compel us to action, even against our will.
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Although there is no Sanskrit or Pali word that corresponds directly
to the modern American idea of “emotion,” the narrative literature of early
Indian Buddhism proposes that one can be controlled by one’s mental
states and that mental states, once arisen, can generate action. This belief
is also widespread in later Buddhist literature.! In The Guide to the Bod-
hisattva’s Way of Life (Bodhicaryavatara), from perhaps the seventh cen-
tury, Santideva explains that mental states may easily arise, take control
of us, and lead us to misdeeds:

Just as pain arises

though it is not desired,
anger arises forcibly

though it is not desired.
A person does not just become angry

upon thinking, “I shall get angry,”
nor does anger arise

upon thinking intentionally, “I shall arise.”
All offenses and various vices

arise through the influence of conditions.
They do not arise independently.?

While a mental state, once generated, may result in antisocial behav-
ior, it may also result in a meritorious deed. In what follows, I explore an
example of this latter process that occurs in the Divyavadana (Divine Leg-
ends)—a compilation of Buddhist narratives from the early centuries of
the Common Era written in Sanskrit. In the Divyavadana frequent men-
tion is made of the mental state of prasdda—a term with a complex se-
mantic range that has frequently, though not unproblematically, been
translated as “faith,” “graciousness,” and “serene joy.” Unlike the emo-
tions that Lutz’s informants describe, the arousal of prasada is not a re-
sult of being weak or irrational but, rather, a product of the overriding
power that certain external objects exert on individuals. Further, the ac-

! This belief has many similarities with the conception of the passions in much western philoso-
phy. As Robert C. Solomon explains in a work titled The Passions, “‘Passion’ originally referred to
suffering (as in ‘the Passion of Christ’). Its meaning has expanded considerably, but the basic im-
age—that in passion something happens to us—remains the same. The passions render us passive.
... Various passions ‘strike’ us, ‘overwhelm’ us, ‘consume’ us, ‘paralyze’ us; we ‘fall’ into them, ‘give
away’ to them, and we attempt to ‘hold them down,’ ‘keep the lid on,” ‘maintain control,” and ‘sup-
press’ them. In so far as passions are thought to be actions at all, they are merely reactions events
beyond our control” (129~130).

2 The original text reads: anisyamanam apy etac chiilam utpadyate yatha / anisyamano ‘pi balat
krodha utpadyate tatha // kupyamiti na samcintya kupyati svecchaya janah / utpatsya ity abhipretya
krodha utpadyate na ca // ye kecid aparadhis ca papani vividhani ca / sarvam tatpratyayabalat
svatantram tu na vidyate ($astri 1988: 162-163 [ch. 6, verses 23-25]).
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tion engendered by prasdda is not a misdeed, an offense, or a vice but a
meritorious act that yields tremendous karmic results.

THE MECHANICS OF PRASADA

Prasada occurs most frequently in the Divydvadanain the following kind
of scenario: a being sees the Buddha, prasada arises in him or her, and the
being makes an offering to the Buddha. The Buddha then foretells the re-
ward that the donor will accrue as a result of his or her gift. This scenario
can be seen, for example, at the beginning of two consecutive stories in the
text—The Story of a Brahman’s Daughter ( Brahmanadarika-avadana) and
The Story of a Brahman’s Panegyric (Stutibrahmana-avadana). In the former,
a brahman’s daughter sees the Buddha, prasada arises in her, and she of-
fers the Buddha some barley meal as alms. The Buddha then tells her that
as a result of her gift, thirteen eons in the future, she will attain awakening
as the Solitary Buddha named Resolute (Supranihita). In the latter, it is a
brahman who sees the Buddha and in whom prasdda arises; he, in turn,
offers the Buddha a verse of poetry and is told that he will attain awakening
as the Solitary Buddha named Praiseworthy (Stavarho).

What the text emphasizes in these accounts, and in others like them,
is that certain objects (e.g., buddhas, images of buddhas, arhats, stipas),
whether directly labeled as such or not, are “agents of prasada” (prasadika),
and when particular individuals (generally the poor and disenfranchised)
come into visual contact with such objects, prasdda arises in them. This
experience of prasada, in turn, is more than just being filled with faith,
properly grateful, or favorably disposed—it also involves a compulsion
to give. Offerings initiated by prasada are objects of little market value—
some barley meal or a stanza of poetry, some rice gruel, a single lamp, or
a lump of clay>—yet they yield extraordinary results for the donor, such
as future awakening. In these accounts the arousal of prasada is repre-
sented as having less to do with an individual’s personal efforts than with
the force exerted by prasadika objects; as “agents of prasada” it is they,
and not the individual, that are the primary cause of the arising of prasada.

A variation of this scenario occurs in The Story of a Brahman Named
Indra (Indrabrahmana-avadana) and then again in The Story of the Toyika
Festival (Toyikamaha-avadana).* Though tropes are repeated in the
Divyavadana, the Toyika narrative is the only story that occurs twice and
the only one that narrativizes and contextualizes the mechanics of prasida

3 See Cowell and Neil: 67.14-15, 72.12-14, 461.25, 90.1-3, 366.9-11.
4 See Cowell and Neil: 76.10-80.10, 465.10—-469.19. Cf. Dutt 1984, vol. 3: 1, 73.16-79.2.
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both for when a buddha is alive and for when no buddha is in living and
breathing presence. To summarize—

After arriving in Toyika, the Buddha encounters a brahman working
in the fields.> Not wanting his work to suffer, the brahman, instead of ap-
proaching the Buddha, pays his respects to him from where he stands.
The Buddha then explains to Ananda that the brahman has missed an
opportunity to come and venerate two buddhas, for in the spot where
he stands the remains of the Buddha Kasyapa also lie buried. The Bud-
dha then makes the undisturbed body of the Fully Awakened Kasyapa
visible so that the monks can cultivate prasdda in their minds, but it soon
disappears. In the meantime, King Prasenajit hears that Kasyapa’s body
is now visible, so he and many hundreds and thousands of others go to
Toyika, only to become dejected when they discover that Kasyapa’s body
has disappeared. The Buddha confirms for them, however, that if one
is “prasada in mind” (prasannacittah) and performs a variety of prac-
tices there—such as circumambulation or the offering of lumps of clay,
heaps of pearls, lovely flowers, garlands, oil lamps, perfume, and so on—
the result will be a vast treasure of merit. The Buddha then concludes:

One may honor [a buddha] still living
as well as one passed into final nirvana.
Being equally prasdda in mind

there is no difference in merit.

With regard to the mechanics of prasada, what the story demonstrates
is that “shrines” (caitya), which the text defines as “places” (pradesa) that
have been properly activated, can function as prasddika objects. In this
account the presence of these objects is a necessary condition for prasada
to arise and the consequent act of giving to ensue. It is possible that a vi-
sual connection is necessary for prasida to arise in those individuals who
make offerings at the Toyika site, but proximity seems to be the primary
cause.

As in the previous examples that involve seeing the Buddha, here too
the process of prasada at Toyika is represented as happening rather per-
functorily, almost automatically. One goes to a shrine, prasdda arises,
offerings are made (be they lumps of mud or oil lamps), and great rewards
are predicted as a result of these deeds. Once again, the efficacy of prasdda
does not rely on previously purifying the mind or cultivating proper in-
tention but, instead, on being in the right place with respect to prasadika

5 For more on this story, see Schopen: 131-132; Strong.

6 The original text reads: tistantham paijayed yas ca ya$ capi parinirvrtam / samam cittaprasidena
nasti pupyavisesata (Cowell and Neil: 469.3-4). Note, 79.19-20 reads cittam prasadyeha instead of
cittaprasadena).
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objects. But how does all this happen with apparently so little effort, and
what does it mean that it does?

THE POWER OF OBJECTS

In his discussion of contemporary ritual practices in a village in North
India, Christopher Pinney offers an account of one practice that seems to
happen, as it were, automatically. This practice, a six-sentence mantra that
invokes Paramhamsji, is advocated by a local resident named C. B. Tiwari.
As Pinney explains,

The great appeal of the technique—and this is what Tiwari continually
stresses—is that faith or belief is not necessary, desires will be fulfilled
without belief (bina vishvas). The analogies that tumble forth from
Tiwari’s lips are all grounded in a technological world in which all that
matters is effect: “Suppose that you want to use some electric power—
you make a connection, fit your tube light, lay the wiring, provide a switch,
connect this to the overhead wires. If the power is available, the tube is
fine, the wiring is fine, the switch is fine, the tube light will come on—
(chalega!)—with belief or without belief”—he flicked his thumb to and
fro as though switching the current on and off. To produce surges of elec-
tricity in one’s own life all that was required was the utterance of six sen-
tences. (1997: 166—167)

Although this example of efficacy as electricity describes a verbal ut-
terance and not a moment of visual engagement, the principle involved
here well describes the visual logic that governs many of the interactions
between practitioner and divine image that Pinney describes elsewhere
(2002). What matters is being “plugged in”—reciting the right mantra or,
as seems to be the case in the Toyika example, being present in the right
place and following ritual protocol. When the right conditions are met,
the current will flow—Dbe it electricity or prasada.

The power of objects, both auditory and visual, to affect individuals
seemingly automatically is also well attested in Sanskrit literature. In the
Bhagavata Purana it is said that when the women of Vrndavan hear the
music of Krsna’s flute, their “minds are captivated by Krsna,”” and regard-
less of the consequences, they promptly stop whatever they are doing—
milking cows, feeding infants, even bathing—and go to him. Though
various family members try to stop them, they are compelled by Krsna’s
flute. They are drawn to him, and only physical force can hold them back.
Those women who are restrained are overcome with desire and can only

7 The original text reads: krsnagrhitamanasah (Sastri 1983: 10.29.4).
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meditate upon him. It is this cathexis that leads directly to their libera-
tion from material reality and karmic bondage.

The listener of the tale, King Pariksit, is baffled and asks how it is that
these women, who know Krsna only as a material being, a lover, can at-
tain emancipation from material reality. In response, one commentator,
$ridharasvamin, makes the following point: “The power of a thing does
not require [our] understanding [in order for it to be effective]. The drink
of immortality achieves its effects when it is drunk even if the drinker
thinks otherwise.”® Krsna’s power is not contingent on belief. All one needs
is to be directly wired; one does not need to know how the wiring works.

Similar examples of the power of objects also occur in the Mahabha-
rata, but there the results are more sexual than spiritual and those affected
are men, not women. For example, in The Book of the Beginning (Adi-
Parvan) (Sukthankar etal.: 1.120.1-13), Lord Indra, threatened by the sage
Saradvat’s austerities, sends the nymph Jalapadi to stop him. When
Saradvat sees her, a shudder comes over him, and although he maintains
his poise, “his semen flows forth, though he isn’t aware of it.”® In the fol-
lowing chapter (Sukthankar et al.: 1.121.3-5), the great seer Bharadvaja
sees the nymph Ghrtaci alight, just after she has bathed. The wind blows
her skirt away, and he immediately ejaculates. In The Book of the Forest
(Aranyaka-Parvan) (Sukthankar et al.: 3.110.13-15), a glimpse of the
nymph Urvasi has much the same effect on the great seer Kasyapa; he
promptly ejaculates, despite his long engagement in ascetic austerities.

In each of these cases, the sight of a divine maiden causes a man to
have an orgasm spontaneously, even though each of these men is a reli-
gious practitioner engaged in rigorous ascetic discipline involving sexual
abstinence. But despite the self-control they have acquired through their
austerities, the right image leads them to ejaculate automatically, without
their consent or even necessarily their awareness. The text assumes that
humans have an “innate, species-wide disposition to respond to particu-
lar perceptual stimuli in predetermined ways,” what Alfred Gell (44) terms
“ethology.” It is, as it were, a natural law.

But contrary to what these stories tell us, such visual and visceral in-
teractions are not automatic. The electrical outlet that Tiwari describes
has been socially engineered, and built into its construction is a cover plate
that masks its origins and full range of functions. Bodily and visual prac-
tices, such as those that involve prasdda, have likewise been socially and
culturally inscribed.

8 The original text reads: na hi vastusaktir buddhim apeksate / anyatha matvapi pitamrtavad iti
bhavah ($astri 1983: comm. on 10.29.10).
2 The original text reads: tena susrava reto ‘sya sa ca tan navabudhyata (Sukthankar etal.: 1.120.11).
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AUTOMATIC ACTIONS, POLITICS,
AND PORNOGRAPHY

One helpful way of thinking about these seemingly automatic actions
follows from Pierre Bourdieu’s well-known notion of habitus, whose
“structuring structures” are said to inscribe in us a belief that many of our
learned and conditioned behaviors are actually natural and innate. As
Bourdieu observes, “Every established order tends to produce (to very
different degrees and with very different means) the naturalization of its
own arbitrariness,” and such a structure leads to what he terms doxa—
the experience of “a quasi-perfect correspondence between the objective
order and the subjective principles of organization” such that “the natu-
ral and social world appears as self-evident” (164). In other words, the
conditioned comes to seem unconditioned and natural—not contrived
but somehow preordained.

Such a doxic view permeates the Divyavadana, for it presumes through-
out that Buddhist cognitive and causal realities are natural laws, not religious
creations. This conception of Buddhist teaching and practice is particularly
evident in the Divyavadana’s accounts of prasada. Inasmuch as the mechan-
ics of prasada abide by the laws of the natural world, the efficacy of prasada
is not particularly Buddhist in construction but is simply the way the world
works. The laws that govern the mechanics of prasdda are the laws of karma,
which in turn are the laws of nature. In the Toyika narrative it is said that
great rewards come to those who visit shrines of the Buddha and make of-
ferings while being “prasdda in mind.” Notice that no mention is made of
this mental state being directed toward the Buddha. Seeing prasadika ob-
jects makes one “prasdda in mind” regardless of one’s thoughts, feelings, or
intentions. Everyone at Toyika is equally affected. Receptivity is the default.
It would take some rupture or crisis to be otherwise.

In addition to this cognitive leveling of the practitioner’s field of ac-
tivity, the story also features a sociological leveling. While in The Story of
a Woman Dependent on a City for Alms (Nagaravalambika-avadana) the
experience of prasada is shown to be open to the poor and closed to gods
and kings, suggesting a subaltern configuration for prasada, in the Toyika
narrative the experience is represented as being available and efficacious
for the hundreds and thousands of people who make prasada-initiated
offerings. Presumably these include King Prasenajit, “along with the women
of his harem, as well as princes, ministers, military commanders, towns-
people, and villagers [sahantahpurena kumarair amatyair bhatabalagrair
naigamajanapadais ca]” (Cowell and Neil: 77.25-26). No sociological
study of this representation of the practice is necessary. Individual tastes
and habits are elided, as are, apparently, differences in gender, age, race,
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and class. It is this representation of a sociological leveling, a uniformity
of response, that brings to mind Bourdieu’s observation that seemingly
automatic behavior betrays a social and political agenda (164). Yet how
does one get at the politics behind this discourse on prasada?

An instructive analogy can be found in Only Words, Catherine
MacKinnon’s tract concerning the effects of viewing pornography. Like
the Miilasarvdstivada-vinaya, the probable source for the narratives in the
Divyavadana, if not the Divyavadana itself (cf. Hiraoka), this is a legal text,
and its mode of argumentation is similarly didactic. Though MacKinnon’s
piece relies on logic that at times seems tortuously stretched, its natural-
ized discourse regarding the power of pornographic objects has striking
similarities with the rhetoric in the Divydvadana regarding the power of
prasadika objects. These similarities, in turn, suggest a more political read-
ing for the discourse of prasada.

In Only Words MacKinnon claims that consumers of pornography are
compelled to live out the pornographic images that they see. These im-
ages, she claims, are performatives that men have no choice but to obey,
and as such they are not mediated or moderated by intentions or thoughts
that men may have. This is not to say that pornography does not contain
or engender ideas, but, as MacKinnon explains, “the way it works is not
as a thought or through its ideas as such. The message of these materials,
and there is one, as there is to all conscious activity, is ‘get her,” pointing
at all women. . . . This message is addressed directly to the penis, deliv-
ered through an erection, and taken out on women in the real world. The
content of this message is not unique to pornography. It is the function
of pornography in effectuating it that is unique” (21-22).

Like others who have claimed that pornography can “provoke gut re-
actions” (Kuhn: 21) or elicit ““automatic’ bodily reactions” (Williams: 5;
cf. Mahabarata citations above), MacKinnon claims that pornography “ma-
nipulates the perpetrator’s socialized body relatively primitively and directly.
... This is men’s beloved ‘hard-wiring,” giving them that exculpatory sense
that the sexual desires so programmed are natural and so operate before
and beyond their minds —got there before they did, as it were” (61).

Much like the Toyika narrative, MacKinnon’s work elides differences
between subjectivities, such as young and old, gay and straight, by posit-
ing that the spectacle of certain objects imposes a uniformity and inevita-
bility of response. Furthermore, these reactions—regardless of whether
they are “primitive” or, as in Bourdieu’s habitus, learned—produce re-
sponses that are seemingly innate and automatic. MacKinnon’s belief in
the efficacy of pornography is not unlike C. B. Tiwari’s belief in the effi-
cacy of the Paramahamsji mantra; both share in the same notion that “faith
or belief is not necessary, desires will be fulfilled without belief.”
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In addition to these similarities between the “hard-wiring” of viewers
of pornography as described by MacKinnon and the mechanics of prasada
as depicted in the Divyavaddna, the politics for which MacKinnon marshals
her account also has its parallels in the Divydvadana. As a lawyer commit-
ted to the eradication of pornography, MacKinnon is concerned with the
legalities that govern the production, dissemination, and consumption of
pornographic images. One loophole that she sees in this legislation involves
the notion that there is thinking—“mental intermediation,” as she terms
it—on the part of consumers of pornography when they see pornographic
images. Instead, MacKinnon argues that pornography has so habituated and
conditioned men in our society that pornographic images now evade these
male viewers’ critical faculties entirely, neatly bypassing the brain and ad-
dressing the penis directly. As MacKinnon explains, “I am not saying that
... [arapist’s] head is not attached to his body; I am saying that his body is
attached to his head” (24). Though MacKinnon’s argument is ripe for cri-
tique—she accounts for differences neither among pornographic images
nor among the subject positions of the viewers (cf. Butler)—her concern
with the bodily effects of visual practices is a useful heuristic for understand-
ing the politics of the discourse of prasada.

It is the concern with the effects of visual objects, be they pornographic
or prasadika, that links together the prescriptive accounts in both the
Divyavadana and MacKinnon’s work. In both accounts certain images or
words are more important for their function than for their content. Such
polemics betray an agenda, and in MacKinnon’s case it is apparent: See-
ing certain images (i.e., pornography) inevitably leads certain individu-
als (i.e., men) to perform certain actions (i.e., acts of violence against
women), and therefore such images should be banned. Likewise in the
Buddhist case, seeing or being in the presence of certain images (i.e.,
prasadika objects) inevitably leads certain individuals (i.e., the poor and
perhaps others) to perform certain actions (i.e., acts of giving), and there-
fore such images should be sought out.

The politics of the discourse of prasada, then, are the reverse of
MacKinnon’s. The message is not prohibitive but advocatory: Regardless
of your age, gender, or mental faculties (though financial and social stand-
ing do seem to matter in some configurations of the discourse), go and
see prasadika objects and—as naturally follows—make offerings. The
results will be most desirable.

ETHOLOGY, AGENCY, AND ETHICS

Two central ideas seem to be at work in this discourse of prasada. First,
when particular individuals see prasadika objects, they become possessed
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of prasada. Unlike the Pali materials, the Divyavadana portrays the aris-
ing of this mental state as having less to do with the personal natures and
predispositions of individuals than with the impersonal functioning and
effects of conditioned existence.!® Second, as it is made clear elsewhere in
the Divyavadana, regardless of such individuals’ desires, the mental state
of prasada seems to lead, invariably, to particular results—most often to
an act of giving, which in turn yields beneficial results in the future, and
occasionally directly to an auspicious rebirth. As it is explained in The Story
of an Upstart (Sahasodgata-avadiana), being possessed of prasada involves
“doing the duty of one who has prasdda” (prasannadhikaram + Vkr; Cowell
and Neil: 305.5-9, 308.13-309.1), and the text is explicit that this “duty”
(adhikara) is an almost compulsive need to make an offering.!!

In short, the agency that motivates the mechanics of prasdda, whether
this process involves a visual engagement or a physical one, seems to inhere
as much in the object of engagement as in the subject. It is precisely this
outside agency of prasada that makes prasida-initiated giving so effective.
Within the rigid fatalism of cause and effect that is so conspicuous in the
Divyavadana, only an outside force can generate a karmic intrusion that will
allow one to escape from one’s karmic destiny. This is not to say that the
subject is simply a cipher that is only acted on but that the process of prasada
is represented as being so naturalized as to happen effortlessly and, it seems,
regardless of a range of distinctions among particular subjectivities. This
mechanism underlying prasddais unquestioned in the text; objects can elicit
automatic responses. What is presented in the Divyavadana is that prasada
can arise in this way and from these particular objects.

But now consider this vision of Buddhist ethics: Instead of the bur-
den being placed on the individual to cultivate right thoughts and to per-
form proper actions, as is generally thought to be the case in Buddhist
ethics (cf. Saddhatissa: 87-112), here individuals are represented as being
able to proceed from seeing to giving and then on to a reward in the fu-
ture with a bare minimum of personal effort and proper mental condi-

10°This notion of individuals being moved by an agency outside themselves is particularly appar-
ent in the case of the guildmaster’s son in The Story of Mandhata (Mandhata-avadana). When he
sees the Fully Awakened Sarvabhibhi, “intense prasdda arises in him” (ativa prasada utpannah;
Cowell and Neil: 226.27). This is then glossed by saying that “he is one whose mind has been made
to be possessed of prasada” (prasadikrtacetd; Cowell and Neil: 226.28). Although no agent is speci-
fied, it seems that the inspiration of prasdda is caused not by the efforts of the guildmaster’s son
but by the power of the Fully Awakened Sarvabhibhw’s visage.

' The sense of adhikdra here is difficult to capture with a single-word translation in English. It is
one’s duty, one’s obligation or prerogative, what one simply does, but yet it has a sense neither of
coercion nor of being something that one could easily refuse to do. It is a duty, an impetus, and a
compulsion but also a privilege. David Eckel and David Seyfort Ruegg suggest the French métier (per-
sonal communication).
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tioning.!? It is sufficient merely to enter the presence of a prasadika ob-
ject, see it, and then make an offering.

This is not to say, though, that one no longer needs to follow the
Eightfold Path, for the benefits of the practice of prasada are limited. In
The Story of One Foretold to Be a Cakravartin King (Cakravartivydkrta-
avadana), it is said that monks can also engage in this practice, but for
them the results may not be desirable. When the Buddha points to one
monk and explains that as a result of experiencing prasada he will enjoy
many millions of reigns as a cakravartin king, the other monks balk at
spending so much time stuck in conditioned existence and give up the
practice altogether. Although the experience of prasida may be benefi-
cial for lay people, these monks want a faster method to escape conditioned
existence. For this end, “engaging in meditation, study, yoga, and con-
templation”!® proves more effective (Cowell and Neil: 344.18). Apparently
monks, unlike the laity, can control their responses to prasddika objects,
cultivating prasdda or not as they choose.

Nevertheless, this mechanism of prasada affects the very fundamen-
tals of Buddhist ethics. For example, from the very outset of the Buddhist
Hybrid Sanskrit Dharmapada, as well as the Pali Dhammapada, it is ex-
plained that an individual’s mental state when performing an action is
of paramount importance in determining his or her resultant condition.
But from the perspective of the Divyavadana, the first two verses of the
Dharmapada, if not those of the Dhammapada, are a call not to meditate
or to do good deeds for a neighbor but to go and see an object that causes
prasada and then make an offering. As they exhort,

If, with a polluted mind, one speaks or acts,

then suffering follows as a wheel the draught ox’s foot

... If, with a mind possessed of prasdda, one speaks or acts,
then happiness follows as a shadow that never departs.!¢

Perhaps, then, in the early centuries of the Common Era these verses
were intended as a call to go on pilgrimage to where prasadika objects
could be found so that one’s mind could be transformed from one that is
“polluted” (pradusta) into one “possessed of prasada” (prasanna). Then
happiness would follow, not to mention great karmic rewards in the fu-
ture. With the establishment of many new monasteries in the first centu-

12 Generally, the exercise of such personal agency is crucial in determining the value of an in-
dividual’s actions. For example, a monk’s intention while performing an act that transgresses
monastic law is important in determining the degree of his culpability (Harvey).

13 The original text reads: dhyanadhyayanayogamanasikarayukta (Cowell and Neil: 344.18).

4 The original text reads: “manasa ca pradustena bhasate va karoti v / tato nam dukkham anveti
cakram va vahato padam // . . . manasa ca prasannena bhasate va karoti va / tato nam sukham anveti
chaya va anapayini” (Shukla: 4, verses 1-2).
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ries of the Common Era, most of them situated just outside of urban cen-
ters along trade routes and hence easily accessible (Heitzman), there very
well may have been a concerted effort among the monastic community to
encourage pilgrimage (as well as donations) to these sites. This certainly
seems to be the point of the Toyika narrative, and the same message is made
even more explicitly in The Story of Kunala (Kunala-avadana), which nar-
rates King Asoka’s pilgrimage to sites associated with the Buddha and his
chief disciples as well as the offerings that he made there. In The Story of
Kotikarna (Kotikarna-avadana) the venerable Mahakatyayana explains that
“Fully Awakened Tathagata Arhats are certainly to be seen and certainly to
be served.”!> The same is apparently true for other prasadika objects as well.

This seemingly automatic connection between seeing prasadika ob-
jects and serving them with offerings raises additional ethical issues. The
mechanism of prasada implies not an intention to give but a compulsion
to give, and it is unclear whether the donor consciously recognizes this
compulsion or not. The donor need not feel some personal desire or in-
clination to make an offering but only an external impetus to do so—such
is the compulsion of prasada.

Arjun Appadurai’s work on praise and emotion in Hindu India of-
fers insight into some possible implications of this formulation. He de-
scribes an instance of “coercive subordination” in which beggars bless
and praise their (potential) benefactors “to trap them in the cultural im-
plications of their roles as superiors, that is, in the obligation to be gen-
erous” (101).1¢ Here Buddhist orthopraxy seems to be doing much the
same; it traps individuals into giving. It provides the naturalized and nec-
essary logic for what Bourdieu refers to as “bodily hexis.”!” Individuals
who come and see prasdda-generating objects are compelled to make
offerings. Not doing so would be tantamount to admitting that prasada
has not arisen in one. And if prasdda has not arisen in one, then pre-
sumably one has not accrued the vast amounts of merit such objects are
capable of generating. This would be the rupture and crisis that I men-

15 The original text reads: drastavyd eva paryupdsitavya eva hi tathagata arhantih samyaksambud-
dhah (Cowell and Neil: 19.4-5).

16 Judith T. Irvine makes a similar point in her work on the “affective registers” of the speaking
styles of two Wolof castes—the nobles and griots. As she explains, “Extravagantly praising an ad-
dressee supposedly ‘strengthens’ the addressee and moves him or her to praiseworthy acts (such as
distributing largesse). The audience, too, is moved and persuaded of the respectability of the per-
son being praised” (154). Likewise, this social logic leads to a form of entrapment: “Whether or
not you ‘really feel’ the particular emotion you display, your subjective experience presumably
includes knowing that you should sound like a griot (about whose emotionality you have certain
beliefs). Your attitude toward griots, and toward being for the moment associated with them, must
color your feelings toward other aspects of the situation” (Irvine: 156).

17 As Bourdieu explains, “Bodily hexis is political mythology realized, em-bodied, turned into a
permanent disposition, a durable manner of speaking, and thereby of feelingand thinking” (93—94).
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tioned previously, for among the laity, it is only the deviant who man-
age to get prasdda wrong.

AESTHETICS, EROTICS, AND FUNCTION

This deviancy, however, is revealing; it helps to explain the aesthetics
of the experience of prasada and the consequences of the elision of “mental
intermediation,” as MacKinnon calls it. When one gets prasdda wrong,
the problem is not that one has deliberated and consciously made a choice
that is somehow mistaken. The problem is that one has a faulty disposi-
tion, a faulty nature—or, to follow Tiwari and MacKinnon’s metaphor,
faulty wiring. As a result of this fault, seeing a prasadika object results not
in the state of prasdda and the making of a prasdda-initiated offering but
in a libidinal pleasure and a consequent urge to give. This bifurcation of
results highlights an overlap between prasadika objects as those things that
are ritually effective and those things that are “attractive,” as in the fre-
quently occurring string of epithets—“handsome, good-looking, and at-
tractive.”!8 In both cases, an individual sees the Buddha or one of his
disciples and is aroused to give, but offerings that arise from a libidinal
impulse are rejected.

In The Story of Makandika (Makandika-avadana), for example, a wan-
dering mendicant named Makandika and his wife Sakali give birth to an
incomparably beautiful daughter who is appropriately named Anupama
(Incomparable). When she grows up, her father decides to choose a hus-
band for her based on this criterion: “I won’t give this girl to anyone be-
cause of his high standing, nor because of his wealth or even his learning.
Instead, I'll give her to whoever is as beautiful or more beautiful than she
is.”!® One day, Makandika happens to see the Buddha, “and at the sight
of him, he is pleased and delighted.”?® He then reflects, “Such an ascetic
as this one is prasadika, is very good looking, and captivates everyone.
Indeed, for every woman it is difficult to find a suitable husband, but
how much more so in the case of Anupama. I have found a son-in-law!”2!
Thereafter Makandika informs his wife of his decision, and the two of them

18 The original text reads: abhiripo darsaniyah prasadikah (Cowell and Neil: 2.26, 11.1-2, 26.2—
3, 58.2, etc.).

19 The original text reads: iyam darika na maya kasyacit kulena datavya na dhanena ndpi srutena
kimtu yo ‘sya rapena samo vapy adhika va tasya mayd datavyeti (Cowell and Neil: 515.23-25).

20 The original text reads: drstva ca punah pritipramodyajatah (Cowell and Neil: 516.14).

2 The original text reads: yadrso ‘vam sramanah prasadikah pradarsaniyah sakalajanamanohari
durlabhas tu sarvastrijanasya patih pratiripah prag evanupamdya labdho me jamateti (Cowell and
Neil: 516.14-17). The corresponding Tibetan reads: “He is fit to be the lord of all of Jambudvipa,
not to mention Anupama | ‘dzam bu’i gling mtha’ dag gi bdag bor ‘os pa yin na dpe med ma’i bdag
por Ita smos kyad ci dgos te]” (Derge Kanjur, vol. nya, 171al).
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go to see the Buddha. When they catch sight of him, Makandika’s wife rec-
ognizes that the Buddha is a “great seer” (maharsih) and realizes her mis-
take. “He won’t accept a girl as a devotee,” she concludes. “Turn back. Let’s
go home.”??

Disregarding his wife’s assessment of the situation, Makandika never-
theless has their daughter Anupama adorned so that she may be presented
to the Buddha as a bride. Makandika’s wife protests, and five times she
concludes, “This husband won’t accept a girl. Turn back. Let’s go home.??
Eventually, Makandika does offer his daughter’s hand in marriage to the
Buddha, and the Buddha destroys any such aspirations she might have
had with what he himself regards as “hateful words” (pratighavacana):

Brahman, at the sight of this very daughter of Mara,
I [feel] neither craving nor affection.

Since I take no enjoyment in sense pleasures,

I have no interest in touching her,

even if she has been given to me,

for she is filled with piss and shit.?*

This account contains an odd mixture of sexualized and devotional
discourse. At the sight of the Buddha, Makandika is not filled with prasada
but is instead “pleased and delighted” and eager to offer the Buddha his
daughter in marriage. Makandika recognizes no impropriety in this deed,
for within the domestic sphere a “gift of a maiden” (kanyadana) is an
appropriate offering (cf. Kane: 517-518). In this case, however, his arousal
to give is in error. It arises not from prasddabut from libidinal desire. This
is apparent when Makandika first offers his daughter to the Buddha. He
remarks,

22 The original text reads: ndsau bhaktam bhajate kumdrikam nivarta ydasyamah svakam nivesanam
(Cowell and Neil: 516.28-29).

23 The original text reads: ndasau bharta bhajate kumarikam nivarta ydyamah svam nivesanam
(Cowell and Neil: 517.11, 517.22-23, 518.5-6). Note, Cowell and Neil: 518.16-17 and 518.26-27
read na esa instead of nasau.

24 The original text reads: drsta maya marasuta hi vipra trsna na [me] napi tatha ratis ca/ chando
na me kamagunesu kascit tasmad imam mutrapurisapirnam // <sprastum hi dattam> api not-
saheyam (Cowell and Neil: 519.14-18). Note, Cowell and Neil add me, though it is omitted in all of
the manuscripts. E. J. Thomas suggests: “drsta maya marasuta hi vipra trsna raga capi tatha aratis
ca” (654)—that is, O brahman, I have seen Mara’s daughters—Trsna (Craving), Raga (Passion),
and Arati (Affection). This reading, Thomas notes, “corresponds in sense with the Pali version in
the Sutta-nipdta, 835: disvana tanham aratim ragafi ca nahosi chando api methunasmin” (654).

Sprastum hi dattam follows Speyer: 359 (cf. Cowell and Neil: 521.1). Cowell and Neil read prastum
hi yattam (MS A, yakam; MS B, yabham; 519.18). Thomas suggests sprastum hi padad (654). This
emendation is on the basis of the second half of verse 835 in the Suttanipata—kim ev’ idam mut-
takarisapunnam padapi nam samphusitum na icche. For the Tibetan, see Derge Kanjur, vol. nya,
172b2.
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May the Blessed One look here at this virtuous daughter of mine,
she is beautiful, enchanting, ornamented, and lustful.

I offer her to you, and with her

you should behave like a man of virtue,

just as the moon in the company of [his consort] Rohini in the sky.?®

Although Mikandika addresses the Buddha as “Blessed One,” seem-
ingly acknowledging the Buddha’s status as an eminent ascetic, he is ap-
parently not aware that the Buddha is celibate, for he then tells him to
accept his daughter and behave with her “like a man of virtue.”?¢ Follow-
ing the analogy to the moon and his wife Rohini, he should behave like a
good husband. But Makandika’s focus on beauty as the sole determining
factor for marriage contravenes Brahmanical injunctions as well (cf. Kane:
429-431). His response to the Buddha’s beauty is multiply mistaken. He
is both miswired and misguided.

By contrast, Makandika’s own wife recognizes the Buddha as a great
seer, not a future son-in-law. Yet she seems to be confused about what
offering should be made. First she complains that the Buddha will not ac-
cept their daughter as a devotee, as though they were offering their daugh-
ter to the Buddha as the prized gift of a new disciple.? As it is said in The
Story of One Protected by the Community (Sangharaksita-avadana), “There
is no better gift for a Tathagata than a gift of a new disciple.”?® But then
Makandika’s wife complains that the Buddha will not accept their daugh-
ter as a wife. Though the Buddha is many things to many people—a great

% The original text reads: imam bhagavan pasyatu me sutam satam satim / ripopapannam
pramadam alamkrtam / kimarthinim yad bhavate pradiyate / sahanaya sadhur ivacaratim bhavan
/ sametya candro nabhasiva rohinim (Cowell and Neil: 519.7-10). Note, for line 1, to preserve the
meter, Thomas suggests imam bhavan pasyatu me sutam satim (655)—that is, “look at this virtu-
ous daughter of mine.” Thomas emends bhagavan to bhavin because “a brahmin, it is well known,
does not address the Lord as such, but as bhavin” (655). For the peculiar term satdm, Cowell
and Neil query satyam (519n4). For line 3, J. S. Speyer suggests riipopapannd pramadd alamkrta
kamarthini yad bhavate pradiyate (359). For line 4, Speyer suggests sahdndya sadhu cared ratim
bhavan (359). Also possible is sahanaya sadhur ivicared bhavan. For the Tibetan, see Derge Kanjur,
vol. nya, 172a7.

26 While the Buddha is referred to as an “ascetic” (sramana), Makandika is described as a “wan-
dering mendicant” (parivrajaka), a term that here seems to denote a wayward form of renunciant.
Likewise, in The Miracle Siitra ( Pratiharya-sitra), the various “heretics” (tirthika) who attempt to
defeat the Buddha in a competition of magical powers are referred to as “mendicant heretics”
(tirthikaparivrajaka; Cowell and Neil: 146.19).

Adding to the confusion of sexualized and devotional discourse here is the ambiguity of the ex-
pression “like a man of virtue.” It can also mean “like a saint”—more pointedly, like someone who
is celibate. Speyer may be right, though, in concluding that this is “another instance of the horta-
tive particle sadhu, not being understood by copyists and leading them into error” (359).

27 In the corresponding Tibetan, however, Makandika’s wife concludes that “this husband won’t
accept a girl” (Derge Kanjur, vol. nya, 171a4), just as she does in the five times that follow.

28 The original text reads: ndsti tathagata syaivamvidham prabhrtam yathd vaineyaprabhrtam (Cowell
and Neil: 341.20-21).
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seer, a teacher, a victor, and so on—he is a husband or a bridegroom to no
one. In both cases, Makandika’s wife refers to their daughter as a “girl”
(kumadrika), an affectionate, diminutive, and even desexualizing term that
in the voice of a mother might even be translated as “sweet little girl.”
Makandika’s wife, unlike her husband, appears to be wary of treating their
daughter as a sexualized commodity.

As for the Buddha, he speaks “hateful words” to Makandika’s daugh-
ter to demonstrate his detachment from sense pleasures and to try to
cultivate the same in her. Whereas Makandika was swayed by the beauty
of the Buddha, the Buddha explains that he is not swayed by the sight of
Maikandika’s daughter. He has a different nature, and this yields a differ-
ent response.?’

This story, with its paired motifs of prasada and its perversion, is remi-
niscent of an episode from Maxim Gorky’s childhood when he inappro-
priately kissed a miracle-working image of the virgin. As Gorky notes,

She’ll probably cause my arms to wither for carrying her with dirty hands.
I'loved the Virgin . .. and when the time came to kiss her, I tremblingly
pressed my lips to her mouth, not noticing how the grownups did it.
Someone’s strong arm hurled me into the corner by the door. . .. You
simpleton! said my master in a mild rebuke. . . . For several days I waited
like one condemned. First I had grasped the Virgin with dirty hands, then
I'had kissed her in the wrong way. . . . But apparently the Virgin forgave
my involuntary sin. (in Freedberg: 320)

“He behaved to her,” David Freedberg notes, “impetuously and imma-
turely—as if she were some mortal woman, of the kind he knew, and not
as some divine unknowable being. To her and not to it. Gorky’s sin con-
sisted in acting spontaneously on that basis” (320). Yet the sin, as Gorky
notes, was “involuntary.” Considering that the Virgin was “the most beau-
tiful of all women on earth,” Gorky’s mistake was understandable. Never-

2 The Buddha makes this clear in his response to Makandika: “As one deluded desires sense-
objects, / he may, O brahman, long for your daughter, / as she is beautiful and attached to sense-
objects. / In this respect a man not free from attachment is quite deluded. // But I am a Buddha,
best of sages, active [and engaged] / who has obtained supreme auspicious awakening. / As a lotus
is undefiled by a drop of water, / I walk in the world also undefiled. // And as a blue lotus in muddy
water / is certainly not defiled by mud, / in just this way, O brahman, in the world, / I remain sepa-
rate from sense-pleasures.” The original text reads: yasmad iharthi visayesu miadhah sa prarthayed
vipra sutdm tavemam / riipopapannam visyesu <saktam> avitarigo ‘tra janah pramudhah // aham
tu buddho munisattamah krti prapta maya bodhir anuttara $§iva / padmam yatha varikanair aliptam
carami loke ‘nupalipta eva // nilambujam kardamavarimadhye yatha <na> pankena vanopaliptam
/ tatha hy aham brahmana lokamadhye carami kamesu vivikta]” (Divy: 519.25-520.7). Note, I fol-
low the queries of Cowell and Neil and read saktam (519n10) for saktdm (519.27) and na (520n2)
for ca (520.4).
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theless, his confusion between spiritual love and erotic love merited a
strong-armed response.*°

Gorky’s response to the Virgin is not unlike Makandika’s response to
the Buddha. Though the object is supposed to inspire prasida and not
erotic desire, the power and beauty of the object can stimulate an im-
proper, libidinal response. To use Lyotard’s language, it is as though one
engages with such objects primarily in the figural realm—that realm in
which “meaning is not produced and communicated, but intensities are
felt” (Carrol: 31). Yet these intensities are then registered and responded
to in a discursive realm, and this happens as though by default, without
any conscious decision making.

As a result of this lack of “mental intermediation,” these different re-
sponses to prasadika objects involve an immediate and tactile grasping
and, hence, a sensory and corporeal aesthetics. While a libidinal response
to a prasadika object entails an explicit erotics, the canonically correct
response of ritual giving involves a more subtle erotics. The immediacy
of the arising of prasada, the result of this lack of mental intermediation,
generates an erotic quality.>!

In discussing visual practices in postcolonial India, Christopher Pinney
makes much the same claim. As Pinney writes, “Within film, chromo-
lithography and studio photography one can trace parallel movements
which involved the abolition of the space of contemplation and the inten-
sification of erotic tactility. . . . Contemplation—which was promulgated
in India through colonial Arts Schools from the mid 1850s onward—might
be seen as concerned with ‘hermeneutics’ in Sontag’s terms, its abolition
allowing the emergence of a new ‘erotics’ (2002: 361).32 It is this “new”
erotics, this interested aesthetics, as opposed to Kant’s disinterested vari-
ety, that Pinney terms “corpothetics.”

Once again, a comparison with pornography is instructive, for there
seems to be a similar aesthetics—or corpothetics—involved in visually

3 A famous example of this confusion is Gianlorenzo Bernini’s statue of Saint Teresa. She is clearly
aroused, though it is unclear whether that arousal is a divine ecstasy or something more mundane.

31 These erotic associations of prasdda are also found in its modern Hindi usage. For example,
Hardev Bahri’s Rajpal English-Hindi Dictionary contains the following entry: “buxom bak sam a.
(of a woman) gay, frolicsome prasannacitt, moti evam dkarsak.” Here the physical attributes of a
woman’s sexuality are defined not as generating “prasdda of mind” (prasannacit) but as being
“prasada of mind,” eliding the difference between the object and the state that it engenders as well
as any notion of mental intermediation. Being buxom is also akin to being “plump” (moti) and
“attractive” (akarsak). Like prasidika objects, it draws things in; it is the agent of action.

32 As Susan Sontag writes, “Ideally, it is possible to elude interpreters in another way, by making
works of art whose surface is so unified and clean, whose momentum is so rapid, whose address is
so direct that the work can be . . . just what it is. Is this possible now? It does happen in films, I
believe” (11).
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engaging with prasadika objects and watching certain enunciative spec-
tacles in pornographic films. And what is crucial about this analogy is the
similarity of function of these two phenomena.

In her discussion of stag films Linda Williams distinguishes between
the narratives of such films and the extranarrative enunciative spectacles
that occur “when the bodies within the frame come so close that their
means of relation is no longer looking but touching” (71). Explaining the
tactile effect of such images, she writes, “It is, in short, as if the spectacle
of the naked or nearly naked body . . . retards any possible forward narra-
tive drive. It seems in effect to be saying, ‘Let’s just feast our eyes and ar-
rest our gaze on the hidden things that ordinary vision . . . cannot see . ..
who needs more?” (71). It is these images, she claims, that “seek to move
us” (285).

If Williams is right, part of the power of pornographic films is that
the intended function is effected not through the narratives of the films
but through such extranarrative spectacles. According to Williams, this
distinction between “narrative” and “number,” between story and tab-
leau, is a common trait of both pornographic films and movie musicals
(130-134). But as is clear from Williams’s account—and this is crucial—
narration can be an impediment to the function. The central function of
pornographic films is arousal, and this is effected through their spectacles,
not their stories.?* In Lyotard’s terminology, it is not a discursive process
but a figural one.

THE FUNCTION OF AVADANAS

All this raises some intriguing possibilities about the function of ava-
danas. Although scholars have claimed that avadanas were used to popu-
larize Buddhism (Dutt 1930: 20), to inspire the laity (Weeraratne: 397),
to educate the common people (Sharma: 19), to instruct young monks
(Vaidya: xii), and to offer preliminary teachings (Tatelman: 12), the aes-
thetics of prasada suggest an additional possibility.

The viewer of prasddika objects and the viewer of pornographic spec-
tacles both view images whose function is less to communicate than to
arouse, and this function is effected naturally, effortlessly, and automati-

3 Philip Lutgendorf makes a similar point in describing the tendency of the televised Sagar
Ramdyan “to periodically halt the flow of its narrative to focus on stylized, posterlike tableaux,
accompanied by devotional singing,” which functioned “as a visual distillation for the contempla-
tion of devotees” (230-231). According to Lutgendorf, contemplating this visual distillation led
many viewers to experience bhakti—another term that is frequently, though not unproblematically,
translated as “faith.” In the Divyavadana, by contrast, bhakti is depicted as a false belief in unseen
divine forces to intervene in human affairs (e.g., Cowell and Neil: 1.7-17, 231.23-232.3).
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cally—or so it seems. But the listener of avaddanas (or, more recently, the
reader) is also confronted with similar extranarrative enunciative spec-
tacles that “retard any possible forward narrative drive.” This happens,
for example, during prasdda episodes, wherein characters in the story and
outside listeners alike experience a narrative pause. Occasionally these
excursuses from the narrative are also extended, such as when they con-
tain stereotyped descriptions of the Buddha’s physical form.

In the Toyika narrative, for example, when the brahman working in
the fields first sees the Buddha, his vision is accompanied by a stereotyped
description of the Buddha’s wondrous physical form. He sees the Buddha,

who is adorned with the thirty-two marks of a great man,
whose body is radiant with the eighty minor marks,
who is adorned with a halo extending an arm’s length,
whose brilliance is greater than a thousand suns,
and who like a mountain of jewels that moves,

is beautiful from every side.>*

The brahman does not develop prasada, however, for as the Buddha ex-
plains, the brahman was too far away to venerate him. Yet, in The Story of
One Praised as Griefless (Asokavarna-avadana) (Cowell and Neil: 137.1)
and even in an earlier incident in The Story of the Toyika Festival (Cowell
and Neil: 461.19), when a character sees the Buddha and then this descrip-
tion occurs, prasdda arises in that individual.

This stereotyped description, occurring immediately after a charac-
ter sees the Buddha and immediately before prasdda arises, functions as a
kind of description of the content of the prasada experience. Put another
way, this description is a discursive reading of a figural encounter—a
moment, as it were, of the sublime put into words.

Such extranarrative interruptions also occur outside of the discourse
of prasada. Most notably, there are various stock descriptions of the pow-
ers and attributes of buddhas® and a stereotyped description of the quali-
ties of arhats.? Many of these descriptions occur frequently and as such
are often abbreviated with a cursory “and so on as before” (pirvavad
yavat).’” The most common of these stereotypical descriptions is a ten-

34 The original text reads: dvatrimsata mahapurusalaksanaih samalamkrtam asitya canuvyanjanair
virajitagatram vyamaprabhalamkrtam stiryasahasratirekaprabham jangamam iva ratnaparvatam
samantato bhadrakam (Cowell and Neil: 76.14-17, cf. 465.14-16).

% For example, “Now the Blessed One was self-controlled, and his followers were self-controlled [atha
bhagavan danto dantaparivaral] . . .” (Cowell and Neil: 125.24-126.13, 182.1-20, 267.14-268.5, etc.).

36 For example, “He was free from attachment in the Three Realms [of desire, form, and formless-
ness| [traidhatukavitaragah)] . ..” (Cowell and Neil: 180.25-28, 240.23-27, 282.1-5, 492.4-8, etc.).

37 Such elisions occur for the above description of the Buddha (Cowell and Neil: 96.16-18) as
well as for the description of arhats (Cowell and Neil: 18.26, 341.1, 342.6, 344.24, etc.).
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fold list of characteristics applied to the Buddha. Generally, after an in-
troduction explaining that in the past there arose in the world a particu-
lar Buddha, this list occurs as an enumeration of his attributes.3

But this list also occurs in another stereotyped passage, immediately after
itis said that “the Blessed One is just like this—.”%° And in The Story of One
Foretold to Be a Cakravartin King this list of epithets is shown to be not
the content of the prasida experience, as the previously mentioned list
seems to have been, but the content of the meditative practice known as
buddhanusmrti (“Bringing to Mind the Buddha™). This is also stated more
explicitly in the Pali materials.*

And so, my point: since some of these stereotyped descriptions func-
tion explicitly as objects of contemplation outside of the larger narratives
in which they are embedded, perhaps others of these stereotyped descrip-
tions—all of which, it should be noted, describe prasadika objects—also
function as extranarrative enunciative spectacles. Such “image-texts”
(Mitchell: 89), which combine the power of icon and word, may resist
discursive readings, but they are not extraneous to the message of their
stories. Perhaps, in some sense, they are the message itself.

My sense is that there are different but complementary functions in
the narrative and extranarrative components of these stories. The former
is more legalistic, didactic, and discursive, and the latter is more impres-
sionistic, contemplative, and figural. More loosely, the former seeks to
teach us, and the latter, like the pornographic image, “seeks to move us.”

CODA

The Divyavadana postulates that there is a class of objects whose sight
leads to the rise of prasdda in the viewer and that this mental state leads
the viewer to make an offering. Yet there is no indication that when an
individual sees a prasadika object and then prasdda arises in him or her,
the individual is conscious that prasdda has arisen. Prasada may lead one

38 The Blessed One, it is said, “is a Tathagata, an arhat, a Fully Awakened being, perfect in knowl-
edge and action, a Sugata, a knower of the world, an unsurpassed guide for those in need of train-
ing, a teacher of gods and mortals, a Buddha, and a Blessed One [ tathagato ‘rhan samyaksambuddho
vidyacaranasampannah sugato lokavid anuttarah purusadamyasarathih sasta devamanusyanam
buddho bhagavan]” (Cowell and Neil: 344.5-7, cf. 54.12~14, 141.17-19, 242.2-4, 246.5-7, 254.4—
6,282.20-22, etc.—and in abbreviated form, see 347.1, 464.15, etc). In some of these instances, the
first three of these epithets—Tathagata, arhat, Fully Awakened being—are skipped. For more on
this list of epithets of the Buddha, see Griffiths: 60-66.

39 The original text reads: ity api sa bhagavams . .. (Cowell and Neil: 196.24-197.1, 290.11-13,
470.5-8).

40 On the connection in the Pali materials between the practice of buddhanusmrti and the iti pi so
verse, a corresponding list of epithets minus the term tathdgatha, see the Visuddhimagga vii.2—67
(Warren: 198-213, trans. in Napamoli: 206-230), Harrison: 215-219, and Hallisey, vol. 2: 208-261.
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to make an offering, but it does not lead one to a self-conscious aware-
ness of its presence. Though prasdda can be postulated as the mental state
possessed by one who has seen a prasadika object and then made an of-
fering to it, the immediacy of the experience of prasada seems to preclude
a self-consciousness of the experience of prasada itself. The experience of
prasada is direct and affective; it is not mediated by conscious decision
making or reflection. Hence, one’s success or failure to respond properly
to prasadika objects is a manifestation of one’s nature and disposition. It
is, as it were, a question of one’s wiring, or so these narratives would have
us believe.

In addition to offering preliminary insight into the intricacies of Bud-
dhist moral psychology, this discourse of prasada also has important
implications for our understanding of Indian Buddhist practice. The dis-
cursive message of the stories in the Divyavadana is that one should go
and see prasddika objects, be aroused by them, and make offerings. This
injunction may have helped to justify the proliferation of the most con-
spicuous of prasadika objects—the Buddha image—that occurred dur-
ing the early centuries of the Common Era. Likewise, listening to these
stories, with their extranarrative stereotyped descriptions of the Buddha,
may have caused a similar form of arousal in the devotee, perhaps with
similar results.

It is telling that one would make offerings at Buddhist sites, or per-
haps upon listening to Buddhist stories, as an unselfconscious reflex. For
an individual to see a prasddika object and not make an offering is an
admission that prasdda has not arisen, that one is miswired, trained in the
wrong habitus, or even worse, aroused erotically, not ritually. Hence, the
aesthetics of the experience of prasada can have political significance. All
this raises additional questions about the sociology of practice at Buddhist
shrines. The so-called narrative art at these shrines does seem to offer some
explanations, but a detailed discussion of these materials is a topic for
another article. Clearly, there is no shortage of questions.
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