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OEDIPUS AND THE OTHER IN JAPAN

Kazushige Shingu

The encounter of the Far East with psychoanalysis has produced diverse variations on traditional psychotherapeutic approaches and concepts, including Morita-therapy, Naikan-therapy, and, saliently, the notion of the Ajase complex.  To afford insight into the cultural context of psychoanalysis in Japan, this paper offers an exploration of the homology between the myth of Oedipus and the Buddhist legend of Ajase, together with a discussion on a peculiarity of the dissemination of the legend of Ajase in Japan. 
I. Loss as a fundamental cause 

The story of Ajase (Ajatasatru), told in Buddhist sutras dating back about twenty centuries, corresponds to that of Oedipus on several striking points: it concerns abandonment of the child by the parents, patricide, and rivalry against or envy of the parental relationship.
  According to the story, Prince Ajase had an older friend, Devadatta, who revealed to him that his mother had attempted and nearly succeeded in aborting him at his father's order.  His father, the king, had been frightened into issuing this order by an oracle who warned that the newborn would kill him.  After learning of these events, Ajase imprisoned his father and became king. Subsequently, he learned that his mother sometimes spread butter (honey) on her naked body for his father to lick.  Incensed, Ajase tried to kill his mother, but his ministers restrained him.  He then had his father starved to death, after which the murder caused him to fall ill with a grave disease. His mother nursed him devotedly, but to no avail. The Buddha ultimately afforded him salvation. 
This story has featured prominently in the preaching of Japanese Buddhism since the twelfth century.  I view this tradition of instruction as itself a form of psychotherapy, one that has two central premises:  (1) Even the most evil villain (that is, in the case of a patricide like Ajase’s) can be saved; and (2) the story of Ajase concerns the inquiry of the individual into his own origins. In these regards, the parallels of the Oedipus and Ajase stories are clear.  
     
Moreover, both stories deal with the question of evil as it relates to causality, and specifically with the question, from whence does evil stem?  Those of bad character produced by bad upbringing may commit murder, but good people can also murder if causality impels them to such an end. Furthermore, as Shinran teaches, "Even a good person is born in the Pure Land, how much more so is an evil person."
   The search for the origins of people's bad deeds leads not to causes in their development but to the law of causality itself, as embodied incidentally in oracles.
Regarding the protagonists of these two stories, we see at the origin of each subject an absence caused by abandonment.  This void may have been caused intentionally, but viewed from the perspective of the subject, it may also be understood to represent the absence of memory, or infantile amnesia, a void which can never be filled by the will of the subject.  In the stories of Oedipus and Ajase, the existence of the subject was originally an absence under the hands of the parental Other.
Although we often think of bad behaviour as the result of bad character or discipline, in these stories it is the product of the absence at the origin of the subject, an absence produced by the bad acts of the parents.  Yet presence rather than absence, love rather than hate, can also give birth to the subject, and a good act of the parents may also lead to a bad fate for a subject.  Causality is never permanent in relation to the good and the bad.  The Law is never subjective.  We cannot find salvation by relying on the permanence of causality.  The salvation of the subject is realized only through the subject's introjection into the big Other.  

The Buddhist legend of Ajase has thus provided a central theme in traditional therapeutic approaches to the mind, as I would characterize Buddhism, as well as a basic frame of ethics.  Moreover, as discussed above, the legend corresponds closely to the Oedipus myth.  The Japanese people, with centuries of familiarity with the legend, might therefore be thought to have been prepared to confront the Oedipal thinking of psychoanalysis when it was introduced to Japan.  The strong negative reactions to psychoanalysis on the part of the traditional Japanese psychotherapeutic system can best be explained, therefore, not so much in terms of cultural difference, as in terms of the homological determination of the human mind in the two stories.

Yet for several reasons, the true comparison between Ajase and Oedipus emerges clearly only from the Lacanian viewpoint.  First, in the development of psychoanalytic thinking, the concept of causality was first discussed fully in the context of ancient Greek philosophy by Lacan.  Second, the human subject is now understood psychoanalytically to be formed in paradoxical relationship to the Other, in contrast to the popular psychological conception of the subject arising hermetically on a biological basis.  Lacan investigated the big Other not only in terms of language, but also in terms of a femininity that "does not exist".
This last point of the Lacanian study of the Other is reflected in the history of the propagation of the Ajase story in Japan through a complementary traditional narrative.  In this narrative, a noble lady, Chujo, lived happily as her father's favourite daughter.  However, her stepmother became jealous of Chujo, and told her husband that his beautiful daughter was involved in a dishonourable love affair with a vile monk.  The father believed this slander, and decided to put his beloved daughter to death.  Servants of the house took the girl to the mountains to carry out the order of their master, but felt too much pity for her to do so, and left Chujo to hide herself away.  Several years passed.  One day, the father was hunting in the mountains when he came across a humble hut and paid a visit.  An old couple lived in the hut, assisted by a beautiful woman.  The father realized that this was his daughter, and that he had been wrong to send her off to die.  He took her back to his residence, and her beauty became so well-known that the emperor invited her to the palace to be his wife.  She fled and hid herself away once again, entering a temple where she dedicated her life to Buddhism.  There, through great effort, she wove a tapestry illustrating scenes from the Guan Wuliangshoufo-jing [Insights on immeasurable life] sutra that contains the story of Ajase (Ajatasatru).  She is said to have been reborn in the Pure Land.
The stories of Ajase and Chujo stand in the relationship of text and container text, in that the Ajase story was widely disseminated through the Chujo story.  In order to attain necessity or universality, Ajase/Oedipus needed a meta-, cata-, or para-text.  Notably, however, the Chujo story is not narrated in a meta-textual style with regard to the Ajase story.  Rather, as the Ajase story is that of a boy who was on the verge of being killed by his mother, the Chujo story is that of a girl who was on the verge of being killed by her father.  The two protagonists are mirror images of each other rather than one being an evangelist of the other.


What would comprise a relationship between these two "sexualized" persons?  If one loved the other, the one would be disappointed, because the other is just an image ("There is no such a thing as a sexual relationship").   Regarding the parent-child relationships of these protagonists, we observe that Ajase's mother's devoted nursing was ineffective.  Ajase becomes the king as his father once was; in this sense, Ajase becomes the father.  What if this father were the father of Chujo?  In this case, he would lose his beloved daughter.  The relationship of the subject to the Other is thus characterized by a fundamental recurring loss.  A mirror image proved instrumental in the dissemination of the Ajase story, but it is the structural absence that propels the story.   The interesting doubling of Ajase/Chujo in a sexualized mirror image may be a consequence of our preconception that there must be a sexual relationship.  On the other hand, in Buddhist temples, where a stricter narrative must have prevailed, the Ajase story has been conveyed independently from the Chujo story for generations.

In the Oedipus myth, there is an identity between the child Oedipus and Oedipus Rex. Whereas the child is abandoned by his mother, Oedipus Rex abandons his daughter Antigone when he goes under the earth, so it is these two abandonments located at the two ends of life that maintained an apparent identity of the subject Oedipus.

Impermanence is one of the fundamental Laws of Buddhism, and inconsistency is the fundamental character of the Other discovered by Lacan.  It is the impermanent, inconsistent relationship between the subject and the big Other that constitutes the fundamental loss inherent in subjectivity.  What, then, remains for us to live on?  I would say that what remains is the symptom that we have as our extimacy.  A shared recognition of this underlies the closely related conceptions of the Other in Japanese Buddhism and Lacanian psychoanalysis.  

As we have seen in both the psychoanalytic Oedipus myth and the Buddhist Ajase story, the fundamental origin or cause of the subject is a loss, the effect of which is the subject's sinful or symptomatic existence.  Considering that the aim of psychoanalytic and Buddhist therapeutic thinking is to deal with this causality, let us regard the status of the symptom in psychoanalysis and Buddhism.
II. The status of symptom
Although the germ of the subject is a loss, the subject comes to fill the absence created by that loss with something that supports it from within, specifically, the symptom.  Lacan suggests that the kernel out of which the symptom grows is identification with the big Other.  In his seminars, Lacan describes identification with the big Other as a series of logical operations or a mathematical progression
.   If the big Other contains itself, there is clearly a relationship of identification between the Other-container and the Other-contained.  In this case, however, the problem of an infinite regression of Other-containers arises.  

A fourteenth century monk named Kenko relates a story from his childhood in his Essays in Idleness, whose reasoning leads to a similar problem.
  As a skeptical eight-year-old, Kenko asked his father, "What is Buddha?"  His father answered, "A person who has become Buddha."  He asked again, “Who taught that person how to become Buddha?”  His father answered, “His teacher.”  Kenko asked, “Who taught him?”  His father answered, “A wiser teacher.”  Kenko asked, “Who taught that wiser teacher?”  His father answered, “Buddha.” Kenko pressed on, interrogating his father further. “Who taught Buddha?”  His father grinned and said, “He who appeared from the earth, or he who fell from the sky.” Seeing that his father was unable to answer him clearly, Kenko was content; he had satisfied his patricidal Oedipal desires
.  His father must also have been pleased by his inability to answer his son, for it led to his finding in his son a talent for logical thinking.
     
This story dramatizes the well-known identification with the father in the Oedipus complex as one in a series of logical operations.  Kenko's father, who was formerly a subject supposed to know, becomes an object without knowledge. Thus, the longed-for identification with the father results in an alienation of the subject, that is, a splitting between the vanishing subject and the lost object.  This splitting is the birthplace of the subject, out of which arises a minimal reminiscence of the relationship between the father and the child.  This minimal reminiscence is the symptom that supports the subject from within.
     
This same Kenko in the same book of his tells a story that concerns an eating disorder.  In this story, a beautiful girl lived in the countryside with her distinguished father.  The girl would not eat anything but chestnuts, refusing rice and all other foods.  Her beauty became well-known, and men from far and wide came to ask for her hand.  Yet her father never assented, saying “This creature in so strange a state shall not be allowed outside to meet anyone.” 

The dialogue between Kenko and his father, and the relationship between the beautiful daughter and her father, share two characteristics.  First, they share the quality of containment.  In the case of the father-son dialogue, a greater knowledge of truth contains a smaller one.  In the case of the beautiful daughter and her father, the father contains the daughter (that is, he refuses to let her out), and the girl contains chestnuts.  
Second, at the end of the relationship of containment, the natural world intrudes in both stories.  In the case of Kenko, the sky and the earth appear in the story, and in the case of the beautiful daughter, chestnuts appear.  In both cases, the manifestation of nature is a residue of the asymptotic movement of the subject towards the father.

As in these stories, the relationship of the subject to the father is an operation of successive containments, an operation related to set theory.  The symptom may be defined as something that appears at the envisaged end of this operation, whether it actually appears or not.  Asymptotic movement towards the father brings to mind especially Lacan's paraphrase of the word perversion as père-version.

Let us note that the father refers to his daughter as a strange creature.  Normally, a stranger is someone who lives outside of the subject.  Yet the father says that his daughter is not to be allowed outside.  She must remain inside.  These decrees of the father represent the extimacy of symptom.  Cohabitation with his daughter is an extimate symptom for the father, and the edible chestnut is an extimate symptom for the daughter.

Thus far, I have used the term "operation" to designate the process of the subject moving towards the father or the Other, but on the level of experience, the process might be viewed as a repetition. The symptom arises from the fundamental loss through repetition.  This is the causality of the unconscious.  The relationship with the father is the cause of the symptom not because it is in itself traumatic, but because it gives birth to the unconscious repetition of the relationship between the subject and the father as the Other.
In this sense, the story of Chujo with its long history in Japan can be seen as a repetition of the Ajase story of the Buddhist sutras.  Freud's invention of the Oedipus complex is also a repetition, of the Greek myth as well as of the drama by Sophocles.  Kosawa’s conception of the Ajase complex is a twofold repetition; supposedly, Kosawa was influenced by the Chujo story in his analysis of the story of Ajase in the Buddhist tradition.  Every culture produces such repetitions when it encounters a fundamental structure introduced by an outside culture.  Such repetitions are as much symptomatic as creative.
III. Tychè and en
What, then, is the nature of this causality known as repetition?  Let us regard it comparatively in terms of Lacan and Buddhism.  In psychoanalysis, the Oedipus complex is notorious for its tendency to repeat, and the cause of neurosis is often thought to be this repetition of the original Oedipus complex.  The causality of this repetition, however, must not oversimplified.  In Freud's famous schema of the etiology or causality of neurosis (to paraphrase) the cause of neurosis comprises psychical factors and constitutional factors, and the constitutional factors are themselves comprised of psychical factors and constitutional factors. Thus, the original psychoanalytical concept of cause is an infinitely regressing operation. 
Usually one is obliged to simplify this causality to some extent since infinity cannot be accommodated in every case.  For example, one tends to regard the cause of the crimes of Oedipus and Ajase, in emotional terms, to be abandonment by their parents, or objectively, the fate that Apollo or Nature stipulated for each, respectively.     
In place of this simple and popular causality, Lacan proposes the causality of tychè, a concept well-known among Lacanians.  Tychè is a Greek word that may be translated as "chance", or in French, "rencontre" (encounter).  Aristotle offers the example of a man who lends some money to a friend, and who later goes to the market where he meets this friend, who returns his money to him.  In this case, the effect is the return of the man's money, and the cause seems to be chance or contingency.  Nevertheless, it does not cease to be a kind of cause.  As there are side-effects in medication, there is tychè in psychoanalysis, which is, in effect, a “side-cause”.  A tychè may be a slight thing, but one tychè sufficed to cause the crime of Oedipus: but for his “tychique” encounter with his father at a T-junction, the murder could not have happened.  Let us consider the related circumstances of Ajase, who grows up with no knowledge of how he was treated as a newborn.  Ajase's friend Devadatta is a Buddhist monk who is a relative of Buddha himself, and who is jealous of Buddha.  In the course of an intrigue, the friend informs Ajase of what happened when he was born, and on the basis of this knowledge Ajase gains in this way, he imprisons his father.  Interestingly, Buddha had once been a rival of Devadatta for the favour of a woman.  Buddha won the woman’s affection, but it was not very fair of the Buddha to win the woman only to leave her and become a detached priest.  Thus, Buddha himself is connected to the causality of Ajase’s crime through a mode of tychè.  His presence is a side-cause of Ajase’s deed.  
In encountering one other, we inevitably suffer from the pressure of signifiers - tychès.  Then a particular thing happens, and these contingent tychès may be converted into necessity.  This process is sometimes called falling in love.  
In my view, Lacan's intention in introducing tychè into psychoanalysis is to eliminate the distinction between main cause and side cause.  When this distinction is erased, what remains is a vast, dispersed web of tychès that are indeterminable as definite causalities - they are never determined, but are automatically repeated.  From this viewpoint, Ajase’s actions were determined neither by the oracle, nor by his father’s ego-centric order that he die, nor by his mother’s attempted abortion.  There was no definite cause for his actions.  This is the truth of impermanence.  Reasoning based on impermanence, traditionally employed in Buddhist preaching, is what the Buddhist priests brought to bear in saving Ajase.  The fundamental desire of Amitabha Buddha is to save everyone, including the most evil.  To recognize the truth of impermanence is to be saved.
Let us turn to the story of a dialogue of Master Shinran and his disciple Yuienbo that illustrates this Buddhist understanding. Yuienbo narrates the encounter as follows: 

A good mind arises due to the influence of the past goods, and evil things are thought and done due to the works of past evils.  
‘We should know that the committing of a trifle sin’, said the late Master, ‘as minute as a particle of dust on the tip of a rabbit’s or a sheep’s hair, is without exception due to our past evil karma’.  
On another occasion, the Master asked, ‘Yuienbo, will you believe what I am going to say to you?’ 
‘Yes, I will’, I replied.  
The Master further inquired, ‘Then, will you obey anything I tell you to do?’   
I respectfully gave my assent.  
The Master continued, ‘Now, kill one thousand persons, will you?  Then you will be sure of your Birth onto the Pure Land’.  
‘With due respect for your words’, I replied, ‘I feel that, with all that is in me, I cannot kill even one person’.  
‘Then’, the Master asked, ‘why did you promise me that you would not disobey what I, Shinran, said?’  He continued, ‘From this you should know.  Suppose you could do anything just as you please; then, you could kill, if you were told to kill a thousand persons in order to be born in the Pure Land.  But you do not kill because there is no karmic condition within you to kill even one person, and not because your mind is good.  Even though you have no thought of injuring others, it may so happen that you kill a hundred or a thousand persons’.  In saying so he showed us that when our minds are good, we think it is good (for Birth), and when our minds are bad we think it is bad, thus failing to realize that we are saved by the inconceivability of the Original Vow.


In Shinran’s explanation, causality is located not in the mind or in memory, but in the “condition”.  Shinran’s transferential relationship with his disciple supports this understanding.  When we act, what we do is the effect of many conditions.  When we take no action, it is the result of the desire of Amidha, that is, the Original Vow that we should not do anything.
Significantly, what Shinran calls a “condition” is not a single cause, but a series of causes.  Buddhism fosters the awareness in the subject that the subject itself is not the cause or agent of its own deeds or thoughts.  Causation or agency of this type is never predictable.  
     
The “condition” in this sense, a fundamental concept in Buddhism, is called en in Japanese. The word is used as in the following sentence:  “If our sleeves touch, it is an en from another life”.  When a marriage fails, we may ascribe it to there having been no en from the beginning.  En is associated with cord or thread, such that a god may be said to tie up our en, or a shrine may be enjoined to cut up a bad en.
In comparing en and tychè, the difference that emerges is in the status of necessity. Whereas en has a nuance of necessity, tychè,or “chance”, seems to be opposed to necessity.  Yet we tend to distinguish too quickly between necessity and contingency.  Following Freud’s observation that there is no contingency in psyche, psychoanalysis may be understood as a method, so to speak, for inviting necessity into contingency.  Lacan’s introduction of tychè also serves this purpose.  En too serves well to further this purpose of Lacan.  
IV. Conclusion

In the Western world, the Oedipus story has been conveyed from Greek myth, through Hamlet, to Freud.  In Japan, the Ajase story has been conveyed from the Buddhist sutras, through the Chujo story, and through preaching traditions to the concept of the Ajase complex.  These two homologous stories, conveyed to us without interruption from ancient times, afford an opportunity for re-thinking our conception of causality, and for refining it in our own experience.  
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