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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation sets out to place emergent theories of “remix” in conversation 

with scholarship exploring changes in the definitions and practices associated with the 

word “religion.” Through particular case studies, the dissertation analyzes the ways that 

certain contemporary creators, writers, and influencers have emerged as constructors of 

contemporary Buddhism. Specifically building upon the critiques of religion put forth by 

Jonathan Z. Smith, Russell T. McCutcheon, Brent Nongbri, Jane Iwamura, and others, I 

am concerned with how individuals who are not part of the religious studies scholarly 

community participate in the processes of constructing religion, and in this case, in 

constructing and contributing to changes in a specifically North American and European 

understanding of Buddhism. Utilizing an approach that centers on the art of metaphor, 

and employing a model for specifically studying cultural constructs via remix theory that 

I term Remix+/-, I explore the ways that a few influential leaders, including Stephen 

Batchelor, Osamu Tezuka, and Jon Kabat-Zinn, express and advocate for certain 

approaches to practices, rituals, and beliefs that are ostensibly related to historic forms of 

Buddhism. I argue that the ways they make their claims are best understood in relation to 

patterned metaphorical assumptions about religion. I further highlight the ways that these 

individuals are able to leverage technologies, rhetorics, and techniques in order to lay 

their claim – directly or indirectly – to authority, originality, and authenticity. Finally, I 

argue that these emergent leaders may be understood as exemplars not only of changes to 
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Buddhism that are occurring today, but of what is likely to happen in the future with 

increasing speed. This speed and direction of change in “religion” is due to the 

affordances of digital technologies that intensify existing relations of power and amplify 

the views of those positioned, as these leaders are, to lay claim to certain linguistic, 

cultural, geographic, and technological resources as they participate in the construction of 

an emergent form of what they argue is Buddhism. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 “Mindfulness is not a special state you achieve through a trick or a technique. It is 

a way of being.”1 Jon Kabat-Zinn has been a well-known practitioner and teacher of 

mindfulness meditation in North America for over thirty years. He founded the Stress 

Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical School in 1979, along with 

creating the correlating Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program – a form 

of mindfulness meditation divorced from the Buddhist context out of which it both 

famously arose and caught the attention of people like Kabat-Zinn. “I bent over 

backwards to structure it and find ways to speak about it that avoided as much as possible 

the risk of it being seen as Buddhist, new age, eastern mysticism or just plain flakey,” he 

states.2 This borrowing of practice and constructing of tradition happens often in cultural 

development, which is one of the main starting points for this project: cultural practices 

and traditions are inherently in dialogue, characterized by what they borrow and how 

they construct the newer forms from which they emerge in subsequent instantiations. I 

argue that “remix,” implemented in what follows as a conceptual metaphor, can assist in 

understanding how these processes are informed and proceed in an age predicated upon

 
1 Barry Boyce, “No Blueprint, Just Love,” Mindful, February 5, 2016, https://www.mindful.org/no-
blueprint-just-love/. 
 
2 Robert Booth, “Master of Mindfulness, Jon Kabat-Zinn: ‘People are Losing Their Minds. That is What 
We Need to Wake up to,’” The Guardian, October 22, 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2017/oct/22/mindfulness-jon-kabat-zinn-depression-trump-
grenfell. 
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 digitality and networked mediation. Cultural material is always the result of either 

influence and inspiration, or direct sourcing and sampling – and it is often repurposed in 

unique ways as such processes proceed. Kabat-Zinn might profess this new “way of 

being” that is not a technique, for example, but the thing is, that is exactly what it was in 

the Buddhist context from which he sampled the highly ritualized practice of meditative 

contemplation, and such a reformative maneuver is taken up in other examples in the 

chapters that follow to demonstrate how religiosity remains constructed even amid claims 

of breaking it down into something more universal or raw and untarnished. 

Thus, this dissertation sets out to place emergent theories of “remix” in 

conversation with scholarship exploring changes in the definitions and practices 

associated with the word “religion.” Through particular case studies, the dissertation 

analyzes the ways that certain contemporary creators, writers, and influencers, such as 

Kabat-Zinn, have emerged as constructors of contemporary Buddhism. Specifically 

building upon the critiques of religion put forth by Jonathan Z. Smith, Russell T. 

McCutcheon, Brent Nongbri, Jane Iwamura, and others, I am concerned with how 

individuals who are not part of the religious studies scholarly community participate in 

the processes of constructing religion, and in this case, in constructing and contributing to 

changes in a specifically North American and European understanding of Buddhism. 

Utilizing an approach that centers on the art of metaphor, and employing a model for 

specifically studying cultural constructs via remix theory that I term Remix+/-, I explore 

how certain constructors, including Stephen Batchelor and his “secular Buddhism” and 

the famed manga artist Osamu Tezuka through his Buddha series, express and advocate 

for certain approaches to practices, rituals, and beliefs that are ostensibly related to 
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historic forms of Buddhism. I argue that the ways they make their claims are best 

understood in relation to patterned metaphorical assumptions about religion. I further 

highlight the ways that these individuals are able to leverage technologies, rhetorics, and 

techniques in order to lay their claim – directly or indirectly – to authority, originality, 

and authenticity. Finally, I argue that these leaders may be understood as exemplars not 

only of changes to Buddhism that are occurring today, but of what is likely to happen in 

the future with increasing speed, since digital technologies have facilitated the 

amplification of views among those positioned to lay claim to certain linguistic, cultural, 

geographic, and technological resources while constructing an emergent form of what 

they argue is Buddhism. 

This introductory chapter begins with a discussion of the metaphorical crux of this 

project, remix, and how that re- signals something much more integral to the processes 

that comprise culture and its development than a single mix implies. In the next chapter, I 

focus on questions of cultural creation, followed by a chapter that then brings these 

concepts into conversations with the study of religion. Then, turning to the metaphors 

these leaders embrace as expressed via the cultural phenomena they produce, promote, or 

release, I utilize an approach I term Remix+/- in order to examine what is added and 

subtracted from and to various Buddhisms in their particular constructions. The 

dissertation provides a model for how to foreground practices of cultural creation 

undertaken by those who lay claim to an authority that they believe positions them as 

both critics and constructors of Buddhism, and through this it attempts to speculate on 

how change is occurring and what might be expected of changes related to Buddhism in 

the future. 
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The term “remix” has a legacy extending back into the mid-twentieth century 

among Jamaican dub artists in Kingston. These artists, of which King Tubby and Ruddy 

Redwood are usually located as two of the main pioneers, began manipulating sounds 

from the disk plates (“test dubs”) used in mastering a recording as dancehall culture 

continued to evolve.3 Similar to what is recognized today with the term “remix,” dub 

compositions privileged the sampling of pre-recorded tracks as their starting points in 

“creative dialogue with the machines and the tapes.”4 Eduardo Navas notes that dub’s 

creative drive was eventually assimilated into remix culture, because it allowed “the 

individual to thrive alone in his studio with proper equipment, to then quickly 

disseminate the production in the community” and it allowed “others to create more 

versions.”5 Generally speaking, the practice of re-mixing music is typically what still 

comes to mind in mainstream culture today when the term is mentioned. However, the 

latter part of the twentieth century started to change that. The emergent “remix culture” 

was characterized by its association with “do it yourself” culture (DIY), participatory 

politics, and open-source movements, reflecting a metaphorical extension of the term that 

had until that time been rather exclusively circumscribed to practices in the music 

industry – most abundant among producers of electronic music and hip hop. Those 

practices led to a cultural awareness of the way people repurpose artifacts in realms 

outside of music, which is what influenced the examination among media scholars of 

 
3 Eduardo Navas, Remix Theory: The Aesthetics of Sampling (Vienna, AUT: Springer- 
Verlag/Wien, 2012), 39. 
 
4 Navas, Remix Theory, 41. 
 
5 Navas, Remix Theory, 41. 
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broader phenomena and processes during the 1990s. As remix moved out of music-

specific contexts and took on a rhetorical function in technical production and digital 

culture at large, it became a way to think about creative practices that utilized resources 

from productions preceding them. This is effectively the starting point for my project as 

well: employing remix as a metaphor for analyzing the ways in which religious traditions 

and their data have developed and evolved. 

Navas points out in Remix Theory: The Aesthetics of Sampling (2012) that Remix 

(with a capital “R”) can also be understood more broadly: as a discourse – as a sort of 

interdisciplinary communicative “binder” or “cultural glue” in all sorts of nuanced ways. 

Remixes, he argues, must be understood in relation to practices that go beyond the simple 

recombination of existing material.6 It exists in distinction from “mix” as well: that which 

results from the conceptual and creative mixing of influential ideas that exist in a dialogic 

cultural continuum. A terrarium, for example, might be considered a mix: it takes as its 

inspiration ecological settings and habitats found in the natural world in its creation – or 

vice versa, in the creation of a garden, park, or sanctuary setting it has instead influenced. 

Remixing the terrarium would entail pulling pieces, or pieces of pieces, from it – and 

perhaps others – along with other repurposed artifacts, in order to create a new terrarium 

from those disparate components. It is the technical process of sampling from source 

material and repurposing it in the creation of something else. Conceptually speaking, this 

terminological distinction captures the difference between cultural citation and the 

 
6 Navas, Remix Theory, 3–4. 
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technical process of material sampling; a similar distinction might be made between the 

notions of “combination” and “recombination.” 

The sampling of source material remains an important aspect of remix in Navas’ 

approach, along with Owen Gallagher. They are two of the most adamant remix scholars 

about this necessary condition and preliminary step: after source material has been 

appropriated, samples of the source material are taken (perhaps edited or manipulated as 

well), and the recombination and repurposing that follows is what constitutes the remixed 

work. “Above all other traits,” Gallagher states, “sampling is the fundamental property 

that makes remix what it is and separates it from all other forms.”7 The fact that the 

sampled material holds any value is because “it is recognized as a pre-existing thing, or a 

fragment of a pre-existing object that appears exactly as it was initially produced.”8 New 

meaning is thus developed through the repurposing of part or all of what was sampled in 

dialogue with how it was “previously arranged or composed in a specific way.”9 

 Lawrence Lessig and his work on “free culture” and Creative Commons famously 

spearheaded much of the conceptual direction remix took among scholars studying its 

trends outside of the music industry. In his book-length treatment of remix culture and 

some of the legal battles remix artists evoke, he distinguished between a read/only (RO) 

culture and read/write (RW) culture, i.e., a culture characterized by “simple 

consumption” versus one characterized by the reworking of cultural artifacts by re-

 
7 Owen Gallagher, Reclaiming Critical Remix Video: The Role of Sampling in Transformative Works (New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2017), 31. 
 
8 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 31. 
 
9 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 34. 
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writing them to form something new out of the old.10 His claim that there had been a 

noticeable shift from RW (read/write) to RO (read/only) culture in mass and broadcast 

media, and that the rise of digital media and the internet had facilitated a newly emergent 

RW and hybridity between them, also helped frame the cultural context in which the 

metaphorical extension of remix began to make sense. Thus, what I am proposing with 

remix in this project is not only particularly fitting for the current cultural milieu, as 

remix culture revolves around, and is predicated upon, such remix processes, but is itself 

emergent, suggesting a mildly deterministic condition wherein it has only been able to 

arise as a result of the particular terrain mapped by contemporary media. 

 The assertions Lessig was making – primarily that United States copyright law 

had gotten too far out of control – have regularly met resistance against corporations and 

those with cultural power who have a financial stake in the ways things currently are. 

This clash against copyright regimes, debates over fair use, and notions of intellectual 

property would forever color remix with a critical edge, linking creative critical practice 

to historical movements like the Situationist International and their use of détournement, 

and to broader forms of resistance and cultural criticism in contemporary culture – 

ranging from general parody and satire, to the pointed dismantling of repressive social 

categories and structures. “Remix studies” emerged as a new paradigm within the past 

decade as remix theorists sought to better understand how the cultural recognition of 

processes of (re)production have continued to evolve in the wake of a growing 

application of the metaphors emphasized and developed as part of “remix culture.” This 

 
10 Lawrence Lessig, Remix: Making Art and Commerce Thrive in the Hybrid Economy (New York, NY: 
Penguin, 2008), 28. 
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has entailed a sort of reflexive awareness of what is taking place in the creation of 

cultural artifacts, which has led to scholars tracing these processes back into history to 

frame them as having always been occurring. This has been, somewhat characteristically, 

a predictable move among such scholars; indeed, the same trend is observable in most 

fields and disciplines today (especially religious studies). However, this “redescriptive” 

practice has yet to be admitted as such among remix scholars or within its leading 

literature, and the movement will likely need to account for it as it continues to move 

forward, especially since “remix” initially emerged in a much narrower context. 

 The emergence of remix studies should also be understood as part of the 

conceptual outgrowth characterizing culture’s increasing networked dimensions. Notions 

of culture’s re-mediation and convergence grew alongside Lessig’s foundational work on 

“remix culture,” focusing on the “configurability” of the evolving digital age and its 

“reciprocal interdependence between communication technology and culture” and the 

inability for either to be understood without the other.11 Aram Sinnreich has thus termed 

the paradigmatic shift heralded by such connectivity and recyclability as “configurable 

culture,” i.e., wherein “the power and scope of communication technology has expanded 

to the point where mediated expression and interaction have come to approach, and in 

some cases, to rival, the fluidity, subtlety, and power of face-to-face communication and 

oral cultural traditions.”12 The societal leveling that accompanied these changes as a result 

of increased access and ease-of-use among individuals – communication technologies 

 
11 Aram Sinnreich, Mashed Up: Music, Technology, and the Rise of Configurable Culture (Boston, MA: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2010), 70. 
 
12 Sinnreich, Mashed Up, 70. 
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being now instantaneous, global, multisensory, archival, transmissible, permutable, 

editable, networked, interoperable, customizable, and hackable – prefigured the extent to 

which networking and interconnection, coupled with increased awareness of cultural 

recyclability and the dialogism underlying creative processes, has continued to shape the 

world itself.13 According to Sinnreich, 

The net effect of these developments in communication technology is a system 
within which expression itself, recorded and stored within the distributed nodes of 
an ever-growing and ever-changing network, joins language and other forms of 
symbolic and metaphorical representation as a vital element of the expressive 
palette. There can be little question that this shift enables an unprecedented 
plasticity (every cultural artifact can be used by anyone, in any way, to create new 
cultural artifacts of any kind) and recursion (expression becomes expression 
becomes expression), drastically expanding the locus of expressive possibilities.14 
 

He uses the metaphor of an “upgrade” to a “program’s” “interface” to characterize the 

effects of these cultural developments,15 and as demonstrated in the chapters ahead, such 

computational metaphorical framing captures these types of processes remarkably well. 

Remix Theory and the Study of Religion 

 While the changes continuously occurring within this networked age have been 

situated as taking place within a culture of remediation, remix, convergence, and 

configurability, the theoretical aims and dimensions of these qualifications have 

coalesced into the theory of the “remix theory” underlying contemporary remix studies: 

the metaphorical extension of “remix” outside of its typical audio-visual contexts into 

culture at large, with an emphasis on the principles of selectivity, recyclability, and 

 
13 Sinnreich, Mashed Up, 71–3. 
 
14 Sinnreich, Mashed Up, 73. 
 
15 Sinnreich, Mashed Up, 73. 
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recombinatoriality underlying cultural creative processes that are inherently predicated 

upon either material sampling or cultural citation – or both – and the subsequent 

repurposing of the correlating source material into something unique and new to a given 

cultural moment. As noted earlier, remix differs from mix in that it is predicated upon the 

selective material sampling of already existing source material as opposed to just taking 

from prior creations inspiration or influence. It signals the process and product of 

building upon prior constructs as both noun and verb: remixing (v.) as the repurposing of 

selectively sampled source material into something new, and remix (n.) as the subsequent 

product of that combinatory process. The act of remixing carries with it an intrinsic 

critical perspective towards taken-for-granted notions of authorship, originality, and 

ownership, with an even more subversive tone taken towards understandings of authority 

and authenticity. Within the past six years, three collected volumes have been published 

as representative of this growing area of research: The Routledge Companion to Remix 

Studies (2015), Keywords in Remix Studies (2017), and The Routledge Handbook of 

Remix Studies and Digital Humanities (2021). All three have been edited by the same 

team (Eduardo Navas, Owen Gallagher, and xtine burroughs), and are interactively 

placed on a joint companion website (remixstudies.com) that aims to serve as a resource 

hub for those interested in studying remix theory. While these volumes and other works 

have covered a broad range of topics, highlighting the conceptual application of remix 

theory to practices and productions across an array of unrelated fields, the application of 

remix theory to the study of religion has been noticeably limited. This is a curious 

absence in scholarship, as those studying digital culture have increasingly examined the 

role of religion in new media contexts; that mildly deterministic condition noted above is, 
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perhaps, a partial answer for the missing application of remix up to this point in fields 

like religious studies. The current project, however, aims to both amend this omission and 

ask what it would mean to study religious traditions and their developments in the 

modern Western world as remix processes. Remix+/- will then be utilized to examine 

particular case studies, demonstrating what, in each case, the author, artist, or influencer 

adds, and what they subtract, in order to create a unique remix of Buddhism. 

 It is important to note in such a project my own theoretical construction and the 

location of the perspectives guiding the project’s development and application: trends in 

religious studies and new media scholarship within Northern European and United States 

contexts further focus my designation of “modern Western world,” as does the repertoire 

of examples and case studies that appear throughout. Care is also taken to avoid risking 

the proposal of an analysis that perpetuates the sort of hegemonic framework that critical 

remix practices inherently seek to disrupt. While my position is made transparent in this 

project, the foundation for remix studies as a field, i.e., the basis its theorizing has in 

those contexts noted above, the predominance of male voices leading it, and how it might 

apply in non-Western or ethnically marginalized contexts, will not be ignored or taken for 

granted. 

 This project specifically asks how the consideration of religious phenomena and 

traditions from this shift in conceptual and terminological framing might assist in 

understanding religiosity differently, and what sorts of meanings, implications, or 

assumptions might accompany this. In other words, what does the application of remix in 

this context help those studying religion rethink? Thus, the project considers how remix 

might fundamentally shift the way religious phenomena and institutions are perceived 
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and understood. My goal is to draw attention to the processes upon which religious 

phenomena are predicated that may have been missed because the lens of remix has not 

been a significant part of the examination of religion until now; new questions will 

emerge because I am providing a new lens that utilizes remix as a fruitful vantage point 

from which conceptions of authority, authenticity, and originality in religious traditions, 

as they have been understood and taken for granted up to this point, might be 

alternatively challenged. 

 A crucial starting point for this analysis, however, is an examination of metaphor. 

Remix studies engages with the metaphorical extension of “remix” just as much as it 

assesses the more literal instances in music and video production and computational 

applications. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s seminal text, Metaphors We Live By 

(1980; 2003), provides a guiding framework for understanding how metaphors – 

conceptual devices that help in the comprehension of one thing by reference to another – 

function in thought, language, and action. The assertion that metaphor structures how 

individuals think, speak, and act undergirds their text, which, as they point out, becomes 

most demonstrative through language and communicative processes. They indicate that 

metaphor is fundamental to an understanding of the world, frame it as the primary way 

people make sense of reality, and indicate that metaphoric language can be reduced to a 

common purpose: helping people understand something that may be beyond what they 

can directly sense. As remix studies is largely predicated upon the metaphorical extension 

of the term outside of audio-visual or computational contexts, it becomes a comparative 

exercise that locates parallels between activities and processes that are not taking place in 

those industries or disciplines, for example, but look a lot like it in form and function. If 
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metaphor assists in understanding the world, and if remix extended as metaphor assists in 

understanding certain aspects of that world, then its use in religious studies to understand 

its respective processes and patterns can be a useful shift in how those studies have 

generally been approached. 

 The metaphorical application of remix to religion proposed here is also an 

exercise in cultural criticism – a criticism very much aligned with the ideological 

leanings of many remix artists in terms of confronting power structures and modern 

notions of authorship. Additionally, and following in Jonathan Z. Smith’s footsteps by 

invoking the Russian critic Victor Shklovsky, it is an exercise in making the familiar 

unfamiliar. Familiarity – especially the sort generated by imposed, redescriptive 

categories – can blind scholars to the strangeness of both data and the subjects engaging 

with it. Through a reconceptualization of religious phenomena, I argue that remix can 

help reveal certain features – e.g., the heterogeneity of context and history shaping beliefs 

and practices, and issues pertaining to privilege and power – that have been downplayed 

or excluded in the midst of taken-for-granted terminological and metaphorical processes. 

A preliminary step, then, is to qualify my own terminological choices and outline the 

assumptions associated with them. Unsurprisingly, this starts with noting what I 

specifically mean by both “remix” and “religion.” The former is preliminarily detailed 

below, while the latter will be more thoroughly addressed in Chapter One. 

Is Everything a Remix? 

 Remix studies and religious studies share in the fact that their principle terms 

remain ambiguous and open to definitional differences by those applying them in their 

analyses. As is regularly encountered in religious studies, however, patterns and 
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categorical groupings also emerge amid differences in remix studies that can help 

delineate some of the main perspectives and positions among its lead thinkers. The 

general understanding of “remix” informing this project is the use of preexisting material 

in the creation of something new. There is a vague notion that occurs in some of the 

literature that everything is a remix, since all cultural artifacts and processes are 

inherently building upon what preceded them (Kirby Ferguson’s famed online video 

series, “Everything is a Remix,” is a great representation of this perspective), which is 

why this perspective is so easily transferrable, redescriptively, to previous historical 

periods. Indeed, this is arguably true, but it skirts around some of the technical identifiers 

of remix processes in a way that can result in a loss of analytical control. Here, remix 

does not necessarily need to use previously created material; it might simply take 

inspiration from source material in the creation of something else. Navas qualifies such 

cultural citation as “referencing indirectly or by emulation a previous existing work in 

order to develop new meaning,” which is “much more nuanced than material sampling 

because at times it may be an abstract idea, or a premise that is recycled.”16 However, 

“due to its elusiveness,” Navas adds, cultural citation has also “been the driving engine 

behind the concept of originality”: before the growing recognition and understanding of 

cultural recyclability, “ideas were perceived to emerge somehow from an individual’s 

mind” and it was “generally understood that such ideas or concepts were defined by a 

long process of appropriation and recontextualization, which may have taken on direct or 

 
16 Eduardo Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction: Open Guidelines on Appropriation and Remix 
(New York, NY: Routledge, 2018), 34, 32. 
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indirect ways of referencing the material that informed the instantiation one would come 

to see as an original object.”17 Material sampling is not exactly a new phenomenon either, 

but mechanical production, and the digital forms of reproduction that followed, made it 

much more evident as a cultural practice. Indeed, the more obvious instances of it in 

contemporary culture are what result in its disparagement as being less creative than what 

might be based upon inspiration or influence (i.e., cultural citation), thereby privileging 

citation over sampling. Its legitimation in culture, Navas indicates, is “based on direct 

recognition of pre-existing material that is deliberately repurposed,” and thus, directly 

appropriated rather than newly created.18 In the chapters ahead, it is shown how such a 

view is both baseless and confused, based on misunderstood and inadequate notions of 

what it means to even author a work at all. 

 As a process, remix is predicated upon the sampling of source material and the 

subsequent repurposing of it. So, technically speaking, everything is not a remix, but 

remix principles can be found behind all cultural creative processes and everything is 

based on those principles. While I think the conceptual inclusivity of “everything is a 

remix” functions as a helpful gateway into considering the role of remix in contexts that 

are not strictly related to audio-visual or computational media, being more conceptually 

precise and attending to terminological distinctions better assists in the understanding of 

different processes involved in cultural creation (there is a difference, for instance, 

between a stack of photographs that have been collected, i.e., sampled, and the collage 

 
17 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 34. 
 
18 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 34. 
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created with them – and the process of doing so). In other words, if everything is a remix, 

without any stipulations, then the concept might lose its analytic utility. John Logie 

responds to this position – specifically, Ferguson’s remark in the video series that “you 

might even say everything is a remix” – with a simple and straightforward, “But let’s 

not.” “And part of the reason not to,” he continues, “is that if everything is a remix than 

[sic] everyone is a remixer by default, and we lost track of the effort involved in opting in 

and affirmatively choosing the composing strategies that most challenge us within the 

expanding remix culture.”19 Logie further points out how ridiculous the “everything” 

position can get as well, which really illustrates that loss of analytic value and utility: 

“The potential problem with this is that it makes literally all acts of composition 

‘remixes.’ Literally any piece of literary composition ever meets this definition by 

combining at least the existing materials of the alphabet to make something new.”20 The 

loss of analytical value when “everything” is a remix is more so a lack of responsibility in 

attending to conceptual distinctions that assist in the understanding of different processes 

involved in cultural creation. It also signals the importance and ramifications of 

terminological choices and the assumptions they carry – something that is addressed in 

greater detail in Chapter Two. Expanding upon Logie’s allusion to the alphabet, a word 

can be considered a meaningful expression in a language system; or, a word can be 

considered a meaningful linguistic formation resulting from the sampling and assemblage 

 
19 John Logie, “Remix: Here, There, and Everywhere (or the Three Faces of Yoko Ono, ‘Remix Artist’),” 
Journal of Contemporary Rhetoric 7, no. 2/3 (2017): 127, http://contemporaryrhetoric.com/wp-
content/uploads/2017/01/Logie7_2_3_9.pdf; emphasis in original. 
 
20 Logie, 127; emphasis in original. 
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of letters from an alphabet. Framing always matters, which is one of the main points upon 

which this project is predicated. 

 Since remix is a process that relies on sampling source material to create 

something else, not everything is or can be considered a remix, even if all creative 

processes are said to revolve around remix principles. The distinction between creative 

works that might be inspired by something else and the technical remix process can be 

further extended in terms of intertextuality; indeed, cultural citation “is defined by 

intertextuality,” Navas indicates.21 If intertextually is thus framed as the “embedding or 

repurposing [of] a concept, idea, style, or general aesthetic within another form,” and not 

the direct reuse of something pre-existing, then it can be best understood as that which 

becomes referentially marking as either “a distant or indirect reference by way of 

paraphrasing” or “a close emulation often in terms of mimetic reference of forms.”22 

Works of literature can often provide a great example of cultural citation: “there is no 

direct taking of actual words configured in the same exact order, but rather a general or 

implicit reference to a previous cultural object that in turn validates the object a reader 

experiences.”23 The point, again, however, is that while material sampling and 

intertextually-informed cultural citation might both be guided by the principles 

underlying processes of recyclability, there is a difference to note between the two. 

“Every creative work is arguably inspired in some way by something else, but this does 

 
21 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 32. 
 
22 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 33–4. 
 
23 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 33. 
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not mean that it is a remix,” Gallager makes clear.24 Put another way, “Riffing on a 

melody written by someone else using a saxophone or piano,” Sinnreich argues, “is a 

fundamentally different process than chopping up a recording of someone else’s rendition 

of a melody and then resequencing it to produce your own melody using computer 

software.”25 

“Riffing” can also be understood as a way to make religions more manageable, to 

use Jane Iwamura’s phrasing. In her study of representations of monks, gurus, bhikkhus, 

and other figures in Asian religions, Iwamura has observed that fictional representations 

of Asian religious and spiritual leaders in American popular culture become for 

Americans a “figure of translation:” beings who are depicted as generous and who 

willingly share their expertise and wisdom with those of the West. Such “riffing” on 

Eastern spiritualities through popular cultural representation has reinforced stereotypes 

about both Buddhism and Eastern cultures, as Iwamura has argued, while also 

contributing to the Orientalist appeal of Eastern traditions.26 On the other hand, remixing 

is a different kind of cultural work. As exemplified in the quote by Zinn that opened this 

dissertation, those who engage in remixing do not see themselves as “riffing” or playing 

with the representations of Eastern religions, and in fact some, like Zinn, may distance 

themselves from ideas of religion and spirituality altogether as they work to construct 

something that they wish to claim as their own original creation. Also, neither the popular 

 
24 Gallagher, Reclaiming Critical Remix Video, 11. 
 
25 Sinnreich, Mashed Up, 74. 
 
26 See Jane Iwamura, Virtual Orientalism: Asian Religions and American Popular Culture (New York, NY: 
Oxford University Press, 2011). 



 

 19 

cultural creator who riffs on Asian religions nor the would-be Western expert on 

mindfulness or on “secular Buddhism” might describe themselves as participating in the 

construction of religion, but that is what I am arguing they are doing. The fact of the 

matter is that both remix and religion have become catch-all terms (see Tomoko 

Masuzawa below regarding the latter), and as a result, can be definitionally sloppy and 

far less specifically useful as analytical terms when their conceptual correspondences are 

not adequately narrowed. However, working with remix as metaphor – and redescribing 

cultural artifacts and processes as such, even though those involved in the creation of 

those artifacts do not necessarily frame them in that way – uniquely allows scholars to 

rethink things like religious development, since both cultural citation and material 

sampling can be discerned therein, and both are still related and highly implicated in 

processes concerning cultural evolution. In other words, and what is made clear in the 

chapters ahead, while there is a distinction between inspiration or influence and material 

sampling, a disruption of originality and authenticity – whether pertaining to ideas and 

their manifestation, narratives, rituals, beliefs, or so on – is not always confined to one or 

the other. 

 Distinctions are certainly needed in order to make the most sense out of the way 

the world is conceptually divvied up and engaged. However, this project is less 

concerned with entering a definitional debate over particulars than it is with employing a 

general understanding of “remix” in a metaphorical way to rethink “religion” through the 

examination of several case studies of contemporary constructions of Buddhism. As 

implied earlier, my main focus is on how a critical remix perspective is useful in 

rethinking religiosity and the development of religious traditions. A critical perspective 
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among remix artists carries a particularly pointed emphasis on the utility of remix 

practices and their ideological underpinnings; i.e., remix can be used to uniquely amplify 

the inadequacies or harmful qualities of targeted subjects, including various power 

structures and repressive social categories, pushing for a dismantling of dominant 

(mis)understandings of authorship and ownership. Applying remix as a conceptual 

framework allows scholars to highlight and explore different phenomena and practices 

related to the digital realm that may have been overlooked due to the limitations of other 

conceptual frameworks within which religion has been studied. This sort of repositioning 

and perspective – one that bridges the study of religion with remix theory and digital 

culture – allows scholars to rethink religious development in ways that uniquely invite 

new forms of both criticism and appreciation. 

This Project and Beyond 

 The evolution of remix studies generally seems to be the result of two main 

trends: 1) the recognition that culture is not homogenous and is in constant flux as it 

undergoes changes and adaptations, and 2) the ever-expanding reach of copyright law, 

which both solidifies modern (mis)conceptions of sole authorship and centralizes power 

and control over cultural artifacts at the expense of a public domain. As a process, remix 

points to the first trend, amplifying the cultural patterns that make people who they are. 

The second trend is necessarily challenged by remix in terms of authorship, originality, 

and legal notions of ownership and use. When scholars apply this to the context of 

religion – especially when religion is itself conceived as a cultural construct – and 

participate in the dismantling of homogenizing assumptions, they become better 

positioned to understand how traditions and systems of practice and belief are formed, 
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how those traditions and systems are inherently subject to change and impermanence, and 

how frameworks that posit “original” forms exist against which they might measure 

subsequent manifestations are simply fantastic. Thus, remix can help scholars rethink 

assumptions of originality and authority by displacing some of the aura of authenticity 

attached to various traditions, and the supposed static nature of a tradition against which 

new movements and developments might be compared or contrasted (the way traditions 

stagnate, according to Stephen Batchelor, as discussed further in Chapter Three). 

 At the end of the Introduction to the latest edition of his co-edited Religion and 

Popular Culture in America, Bruce David Forbes notes that when scholars are 

researching areas of interest to them (in this particular case, he is referring to religion and 

certain popular cultural genres or artifacts), they might stumble “upon something that 

holds promise for significant insight,” not only in terms of just themselves, but in terms 

of understanding “religion” in its cultural context as well.27 In other words, and what this 

reflection specifically pinpoints, is that scholars are often inspired by areas of personal 

interest intersecting with their professional concerns. This project is grounded upon such 

an intersection between my formal training in religious studies and an interest in 

contemporary culture’s clouded understandings of concepts like originality and 

authorship. Bridging religious studies with remix studies yields specific theoretical 

applications (of which Buddhist thought and practice becomes a main, recurring example 

in the chapters ahead), but the larger questions considered through these particular 

instances ask how this intersection can re-frame the study of religion through a major 

 
27 Bruce David Forbes, introduction to Religion and Popular Culture in America, ed. Bruce David Forbes 
and Jeffrey H. Mahan, 3rd ed. (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2017), 22. 
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conceptual shift, and how the study of religion might be understood differently through 

the cultural metaphors connected to the media technologies that have largely changed the 

way phenomena and their developments are perceived. 

 This project, of course, does not assume that religious development has never 

been thought about in the ways remix suggests. Indeed, the religious studies scholars I 

draw upon in the chapters ahead would likely align with what I am proposing in this 

project and accept it as building upon their groundwork. What this project does indicate, 

however, is that the specific lens and conceptual framework remix provides has been 

significantly missing from previous work in this field, and that its application can yield 

new and different ways of thinking about religious phenomena and their development. 

This is also not to say, however, that media scholars and other theorists have completely 

ignored the analytical value of remix when applied to the study of religion. Scott Haden 

Church’s work on ancient rhetoric, C. Wess Daniels’ project on Quaker renewal, and 

Lynn Schofield Clark’s work on cultural authority are all addressed in the chapters ahead; 

Graham St John’s notion of “remixticism,” i.e., the mixing together of audio material to 

create a unique musical-religious experience, and John S. McClure’s argument that 

innovation via sampling and remixing in musical contexts can help guide the way 

theologians innovate are projects worth noting here as well, even though their work 

remains less relevant to my project than the others. These are some of the initial steps, 

however, upon which the model I am proposing in this project builds – sampling and 

citing these earlier instances as a more robust framework is developed. In Chapter Two, 

this framework, Remix+/-, is further delineated. It exists apart from the study of religion, 

in particular, as a model for studying the ways in which cultural constructs develop more 
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generally. However, it is through the rubric and perspective it provides that a 

metaphorical correspondence between religion and remix in this project becomes 

possible. As I indicate in that chapter, Remix+/- functions as a broader model of and for 

reality in which “religion” is but one cultural construct among many that might be 

conceptually reexamined and subverted. It encapsulates the metaphorical resources and 

lens unique to digital culture that open up the possibilities for reevaluating processes and 

phenomena – and more specifically, their developmental nuances – that have been 

otherwise largely taken for granted. It also, recalling Logie’s remarks regarding the effort 

involved in “opting in” to such strategies that would call for reevaluation, assists in 

addressing who makes that effort and how they are in the position to be able to do so. 

 As a critical concept in digital media, remix allows scholars to rethink taken-for-

granted and normative assumptions regarding authorship and production, cultural 

ownership, and the sole construction of singular entities. It helps them do the same sort of 

thing, however, when it is extended outside of digital contexts. The digital age has not 

only shaped the formation and hybridity of its media; its features are directly 

implemented in the ways people make the most sense out of cultural layers of meaning. 

Remix studies offers a critical framework that resonates with the digital age, reflecting 

contemporary conceptual frameworks and making it particularly suited for this task. This 

has the potential to fundamentally shift the way concepts and processes within the field of 

religious studies are generally understood – both in terms of how scholars conduct 

analyses and in terms of how they study participation in traditions among adherents. I 

argue that the application of tools from remix studies to religious studies can assist in 

recognizing that cultural traditions are inherently in dialogue with each other and not 
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absolutely distinct, dissolving exclusivist perspectives and amplifying the evolutionary 

processes underlying culture, and that it can help people better understand not only why 

they view the world and their roles in it the way that they do, but how these roles are 

changing given the cultural context in which they are situated. 

 This is a two-part process demonstrated in the chapters that follow. First, after 

discerning the metaphorical correspondences guiding the perspective in this project, I will 

address the neglect for this sort of lens in the study of religion. This will not be a lengthy 

review of religious studies scholars or the multitudinous theorists occupying all corners 

of the field. That is not what this project aims to accomplish, and there is no room to do 

so here; such a review would be another project entirely. I will, however, point to specific 

scholars who have provided some of the groundwork upon which I am building, and 

indicate how remix and related metaphors add to and supplant what has been started on 

the margins of a digital, networked culture. The second part of what guides this project is 

the development of an exportable model for studying cultural constructs, which, as noted 

earlier, I have termed Remix+/-. The first chapter examines conceptual metaphor theory 

(CMT) and discerns two of the main operative correspondences that follow from 

Remix+/- in this project. The second chapter details the correspondence to which my 

application of remix to religion is inherently responding, along with a more detailed look 

at the operative features surrounding Remix+/-. The chapters that follow demonstrate 

how notions of authority, authenticity, and originality are problematized and challenged 

from the perspective modeled by Remix+/-. Buddhist thought and practice occupies a 

significant role in these chapters; in particular, Stephen Batchelor’s “secular Buddhism” 

and Osamu Tezuka’s Buddha manga series serve as main examples, as does revisiting the 
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embodiment of practice found in Jon Kabat-Zinn’s program. While my particular goal is 

to address religiosity and its developments, as I have already made clear, my broader 

ambition, however, is to have Remix+/- stand as a model upon which others might build 

or supplant as digital, networked culture continues to develop as well and necessitate the 

evolving need for guided analysis and framing in its comprehension and critique. 
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CHAPTER ONE: CULTURE AND CREATION 
 
 As noted earlier, this project largely revolves around the metaphorical extension 

of “remix” outside of its typical musical contexts in order to consider its application in 

areas where it has yet to be encountered – in particular, of course, the study of religion. 

This project is distinct from simile and simple analogy; it is not just that “religions” are 

similar to musical “remixes” for my theoretical purposes. What is being suggested is that 

the way “religions” are understood be conceptually reframed as remix processes. In other 

words, the concept of remix is being used to conceptually study religion – the myriad 

traditions, developments, practices, and orienting frameworks. As such, this becomes a 

metaphorical exercise: using one concept to understand another. A study of religious 

traditions and their developments in the modern Western world as remix processes relies 

on a framework for analysis informed by both remix studies and conceptual metaphor 

theory (CMT). This project begins with an explication of the latter before moving on to 

its placement within the larger purview of digital media studies and remix theory, since 

the arguments and analyses below are predicated upon a unique shift in both conceptual 

understandings and metaphorical constructs. 

 As noted in the Introduction, the crux of CMT, and its basis in contemporary 

studies of metaphor, can be traced back to Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By. 

Humanity’s entire conceptual existence is predicated upon the use of metaphor, they 

state: “If we are right in suggesting that our conceptual system is largely metaphorical, 
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then the way we think, what we experience, and what we do every day is very much a 

matter of metaphor.”28 They base much of their analysis of the place of metaphor in 

everyday life on linguistic evidence, since there is an obvious connection between 

language and thought. ARGUMENT IS WAR,29 a conceptual metaphor structuring and 

organizing the way people conceive how arguments proceed, is an example used to 

demonstrate that “we act according to the way we conceive of things”: we “defend” our 

claims, “attack” our “opponents,” “win” or “lose,” and so on.30 This is largely how 

conceptual metaphors are discerned as well, i.e., through linguistic expression.31 As an 

exercise in understanding how this works, the authors ask their readers to think about 

arguments in terms of “dance” rather than “war” – wherein performances take place that 

are both “balanced and aesthetically pleasing” rather than battles with victories and 

defeats; this is meant to demonstrate that the entire way of thinking about and 

understanding “argument” would be fundamentally altered (if it would still even be 

considered an argument anymore).32 In other words, the way people act in regard to 

something (like an argument) relates directly to the way they conceive it, and “religion” 

is no stranger to this sort of treatment either. 

 
28 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 2nd ed. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 2003), 3. 
 
29 In CMT literature, conceptual metaphors are generally formatted as “small caps”; that practice is used 
throughout this project as well. 
 
30 Lakoff and Johnson, 5. 
 
31 Alice Deignan, Metaphor and Corpus Linguistics (Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins, 2005), 14. 
 
32 Lakoff and Johnson, 5. 
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 Language, of course, is a fundamental component here, since metaphorical 

constructs can only be discerned through the language use that signals their underlying 

presence in cultural conceptions. Metaphor is “intrinsic,” in fact, “to human language.”33 

It is uniquely responsible for the organization of conceptual reality and is “the 

representational and expressive form of speech” that humans use to express and organize 

their “complex nature and world for the purpose of emoting or persuading.”34 Sheldon 

Sawatzky indicates that the way the mind perceives reality is also metaphorical: it is 

“expressed analogically in terms of different entities, whether they be objects, actions, or 

emotive qualities.”35 Language is fundamentally behind the ability to even use metaphor, 

as it reflects “the content of every culture, supplies the need for new cultural symbols, 

and allows for new ways of expression demanded by cultural change.”36 Lakoff and 

Johnson echo this importance – especially in what is being pursued here, i.e., the creation 

of new metaphors: 

New metaphors have the power to create a new reality. This can begin to happen 
when we start to comprehend our experience in terms of a metaphor, and it 
becomes a deeper reality when we begin to act in terms of it. If a new metaphor 
enters the conceptual system that we base our actions on, it will alter that 
conceptual system and the perceptions and actions that the system gives rise to. 
Much of cultural change arises from the introduction of new metaphorical 
concepts and the loss of old ones.37 
 

 
33 Sheldon Sawatzky, “Metaphor, Cognition and Culture,” in Theolinguistics 2: Metaphor and Religion, ed. 
Jean-Pierre van Noppen, no. 12 of Study Series of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (Brussels, BE: Vrije 
Universiteit Brussel, 1983), 5. 
 
34 Sawatzky, 6. 
 
35 Sawatzky, 10. 
 
36 Sawatzky, 12. 
 
37 Lakoff and Johnson, 145. 
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Thus, it should be made clear at the onset here: I am not teasing out an already existing 

metaphor; I am proposing a conceptual shift with a new one. Readers will notice a lack of 

scholarship below on how to recognize existing metaphorical relationships in language 

and culture. This is not exactly irrelevant to the project in its entirety, as the following 

paragraphs make clear in terms of primary and compound metaphors, but I am less 

interested in how to discern them than I am in how they work and the meaning they 

provide. 

 Before proceeding, it should also be pointed out that conceptual metaphors are 

phrasal and arranged as equations between abstract target domains (e.g., ARGUMENT) and 

relatively more concrete source domains (e.g., WAR). This format allows for the 

conceptual quantification, visualization, and generalization of abstract targeted concepts, 

“because they make use of relationships within source domains that we know well from 

our concrete experience.”38 Elena Semino notes that target domains “typically correspond 

to areas of experience that are relatively abstract, complex, unfamiliar, subjective or 

poorly delineated, such as time, emotion, life or death,” while source domains “typically 

correspond to concrete, simple, familiar, physical and well-delineated experiences, such 

as motion, bodily phenomena, physical objects and so on.”39 The metaphorical framework 

proposed in this project is predicated upon the phrasal equation between religion (an 

abstract, ambiguous, and often metonymically-loaded Western cultural construct) and 

remix (a term that refers to both a technical and creative process and a production that 

 
38 Deignan, 19. 
 
39 Elena Semino, Metaphor in Discourse (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 6. 
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results from that process): RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES. This model also presupposes the 

presence of additional conceptual metaphors (“primary” underlying metaphorical 

correspondences) that uniquely inform RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES (as a “compound” 

metaphor based upon those more basic metaphors). 

 “Remix” carries with it all sorts of characteristics, elements, legal presumptions, 

and creative features – just like “buildings” in the common metaphor THEORIES ARE 

BUILDINGS. However, similar to “buildings” in that example, “remix” also signals only 

particular attributes in its metaphorical mapping. Joseph E. Grady’s thorough analysis of 

THEORIES ARE BUILDINGS demonstrates how compounded forms of more primary or basic 

metaphors function as source domains for particular metaphorical purposes. In this 

particular case, THEORIES ARE BUILDINGS, being “composed of separate and 

independently motivated metaphorical correspondences,” is compounded with 

ORGANIZATION IS PHYSICAL STRUCTURE and PERSISTING IS REMAINING ERECT, with the 

understanding that “structures” are entities composed of “parts,” and that “persistence” 

signals continued function or relevance, as does the notion of verticality (i.e., erectness).40 

He continues by noting how these metaphors, which might exist independently of each 

other, can combine into more complex metaphors (e.g., ABSTRACT ORGANIZATIONS ARE 

ERECT PHYSICAL STRUCTURES): “the erectness metaphor unifies with the structure 

metaphor to yield a metaphor in which the source domain is specified as an erect physical 

structure,” with only certain elements of the domains selected for mapping (e.g., doors, 

 
40 Joseph E. Grady, “THEORIES ARE BUILDINGS Revisited,” Cognitive Linguistics 8, no. 4 (1997): 
273–4. 
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windows, floors, tenants, rent, function as shelter, and so on – the more experiential 

aspects of buildings – are not mapped onto “buildings” in this metaphor).41 Those 

“unused” portions of this compound metaphor (i.e., those pertaining to “buildings”) are 

actually not part of the particular source domain, which is informed by the two more 

basic and primary ones note above. Grady speculates that part of the reason why the more 

experiential and obvious features of a building go unused is because of the way 

“buildings” is being mapped: prototypical physical structures people encounter, which 

are informed by those two primary metaphors, tend to become buildings. So, since the 

source domain of this compound metaphor is comprised of the combination of those two 

basic metaphors, ORGANIZATION IS PHYSICAL STRUCTURE and PERSISTING IS REMAINING 

ERECT, anything that pertains to windows, doors, floors, tenants, and the like would thus 

fall into the realm of some other basic metaphor(s);42 different compound metaphors can 

share more basic primary ones, he indicates, which is evidenced in how THEORIES ARE 

BUILDINGS and THEORIES ARE TEXTILES both share ORGANIZATION IS PHYSICAL 

STRUCTURE as a primary metaphor.43 

 Conceptual metaphor theorists point out that metaphorical expressions can hide 

aspects of a concept that are not consistent with how the metaphor is being employed to 

elucidate it. “The very systematicity,” Lakoff and Johnson maintain, 

that allows us to comprehend one aspect of a concept in terms of another (e.g., 
comprehending an aspect of arguing in terms of battle) will necessarily hide other 
aspects of the concept. In allowing us to focus on one aspect of a concept (e.g., 

 
41 Grady, 275–7. 
 
42 Grady, 280. 
 
43 Grady, 287. 
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the battling aspects of arguing), a metaphorical concept can keep us from focusing 
other aspects of the concept that are inconsistent with that metaphor.44 
 

This should make it clear, of course, that metaphors have the inherent power to “distort” 

the way things are perceived through processes of oversimplification – mapping a source 

domain onto a target domain; their nature is to make something more complex or abstract 

seem more concrete and easily understood. “Aspects of the topic are lost,” Alice Deignan 

notes, “and an artificially simple understanding of it is suggested.”45 A bias and partiality 

exists, in other words, behind the structuring of conceptual metaphors. Kövecses uses the 

phrasing “metaphorical highlighting of the target” and “metaphorical utilization of the 

source” to demonstrate the partiality characterizing both parts of a conceptual metaphor; 

what is highlighted/emphasized and hidden/de-emphasized regarding the former, and 

what is specifically used in its relationship with what is targeted regarding the latter (e.g., 

not all aspects of a building are used to understand theories in THEORIES ARE BUILDINGS; 

only those related to structure and strength and the like).46 “Given a source domain,” 

Zoltán Kövecses notes, “only certain aspects of it are conceptually utilized and activated 

in the comprehension of a target domain.”47 It is not uncommon, then, for multiple source 

domains to be used to more fully exhaust the understanding of a single target domain, 

which is an important feature of this project: my goal is to not jettison categories or 

 
44 Lakoff and Johnson, 10. 
 
45 Deignan, 23. 
 
46 Zoltán Kövecses, Metaphor: A Practical Introduction, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 
2010), 93. 
 
47 Kövecses, 94. 
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classificatory systems already in place, per se; this project is meant to subvert the features 

of them by challenging the way those things that have been categorized or classified are 

conceived. “To highlight certain properties is necessarily to downplay or hide others, 

which is what happens whenever we categorize something,” Lakoff and Johnson indicate. 

“Focusing on one set of properties shifts our attention away from others. When we give 

everyday descriptions, for example, we are using categorizations to focus on certain 

properties that fit our purposes.”48 Indeed, this realization is one of the main points 

underlying what I propose in the chapters ahead. 

 This leads to a breakdown of the four conceptual metaphors I discern as 

specifically operative behind the current digital age. The first two pertain to digital 

culture in particular, and are analyzed in the remainder of this chapter: CULTURE IS 

SOFTWARE and CREATION IS RECYCLING – the latter being critically presented in response 

to CREATION IS AUTHORSHIP. Chapter Two begins with an explanation of the third and 

fourth, RELIGION IS PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY and RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES, illustrating 

what I locate as the current metaphorical equation in the study of religion and the 

challenge to it that I am proposing, followed directly by an explication of the 

metaphorical model I establish in the extension of remix as a metaphorical concept: 

building upon Martin Irvine’s notion of Remix+, I term this Remix+/-. Each of these 

metaphors participates in its own corresponding relationships between target and source, 

and the examinations that follow proceed from a clear mapping of what is being used in 

both the source and target domains of metaphorical correspondences. 
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Culture is Software 

 As one of two basic guiding metaphors for this project, CULTURE IS SOFTWARE 

answers the why? for the use of “remix” as a suitable and obvious conceptual 

metaphorical shift. While the phrasing here more generally reflects the digital age and its 

“soft” deterministic features, it is more specifically connected to the rhetoric and framing 

used by Lev Manovich and Jack M. Balkin in terms of culture’s “computerization” and 

the metaphorical notion of “software” as a sort of ideology-laden cultural know-how, 

respectively. However, the particular metaphorical application of remix to religion – i.e., 

religion as remix – being proposed in this project uniquely reflects those communicative 

and consumptive sensibilities in the contemporary world, and how their processes thus 

shape conceptual formations and cultural interactions. According to Jeffrey H. Mahan, 

“Changes in technology, in political organization, and in communications and media lead 

to cultural change, including changes in religion.”49 No matter how “religion” is defined, 

“it cannot be seen apart from its location in culture, expressed through its changing 

mediations.”50 It is shaped, in other words, “by the media culture it inhabits,” i.e., “a 

culture that is defined by the logic inherent in the dominant forms of mediation and by 

the ways of being in the world which they encourage.”51 Thus, the conceptual framing 

here – culture as software – serves as an important backbone upon which other 

metaphors, and the metaphor in particular being proposed in this project, are predicated. 
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 In his later work, Manovich points to “software” as the force shaping media and 

culture in the contemporary world, which has significantly influenced such conceptual 

formations and understandings noted above. Regarding its pervasiveness, he refers to 

software as “a layer that permeates all areas of contemporary societies” – so much so 

that a complete understanding of “contemporary techniques of control, communication, 

representation, simulation, analysis, decision-making, memory, vision, writing, and 

interaction” is deemed impossible without this layer’s consideration.52 Thus, “all 

disciplines,” he continues, “which deal with contemporary society and culture – 

architecture, design, art criticism, sociology, political science, art history, media studies, 

science and technology studies, and all others – need to account for the role of software 

and its effects in whatever subjects they investigate.”53 In Software Takes Command 

(2013), he is mostly concerned with how software has affected media (media in a post-

software world, i.e., after their “computerization” and after they have been “software-

ized”), which is the basis upon which the extension of remix into other cultural spheres 

(e.g., religion) is predicated.54 It also carries Manovich’s work on new media – in 

particular, The Language of New Media (2002) – to a more refined software-centric 

perspective that sets a foundation for how computational layers of media affect cultural 

ones. He pushes for their conflation here: new media forms are predicated on their 

softwarization, which “fundamentally reconfigure[s] how all other media are understood 
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and how they can be used.”55 “Digital media” do not exist, per se; Manovich’s perspective 

is that “software” is all there is, which is now simply applied to media and media content, 

defining both their properties and the manner in which users interact with them.56 

“Software,” he states, 

has become our interface to the world, to others, to our memory and our 
imagination – a universal language through which the world speaks, and a 
universal engine on which the world runs. What electricity and the combustion 
engine were to the early twentieth century, software is to the early twenty-first 
century.57 
 

Hardware ecology is also important, of course, he notes, but for Manovich, software is 

what matters most (the hardware would be useless without the software connecting and 

enabling it). Such an argument can easily become circular and open to debate, but one 

has to keep in mind that much of the so-called computer revolution was and has been 

theoretical before being practically implemented. One need only consider contemporary 

work in the fields of robotics and artificial intelligence to push this point further: in many 

ways, it is as though the hardware has simply been developed in order to provide a means 

to actualize the code – and this physical necessity may eventually blur entirely. 

 Manovich claims that software, alongside electronic music, has shaped 

contemporary cultural metaphors, and can thus help make the most sense out of cultural 

layers of meaning. The way the world and its processes are now seen, he maintains, has 
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led to new “reservoirs” for cultural metaphors as well.58 Manovich refers to the 

metaphorical extension of software rhetoric outside of digital environments as 

transcoding and the “computerization of culture” in The Language of New Media: 

“cultural categories and concepts are substituted, on the level of meaning and/or 

language, by new ones that derive from the computer’s ontology, epistemology, and 

pragmatics,”59 i.e., “the mapping of the conventions and principles of software 

engineering to cultural concepts and perceptions.”60 Thus, not only do commands in 

media applications and their external qualifications, e.g., “cut-and-paste” or “mash-up,” 

reflect this cultural logic, they illustrate how sampling and repurposing media “has 

become the basis of the key aesthetic of our time” as well.61 According to Manovich, such 

remixing “has gradually emerged as the dominant aesthetics of the era of globalization, 

affecting and re-shaping everything from music and cinema to food and fashion.”62 

 The current digital milieu is thus profoundly different when compared to all 

former “techno-cultural revolutions,” Manovich argues, for this exact reason: 

The ability to simulate not simply one or two, but most media in a computer – 
combined with computer abilities to control processes in real-time, calculate, 
transform inputs, test what/if scenarios, and send information over networks – 
opens a practically unbounded space of creative possibilities.63 
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Such a “practically unbounded space of creative possibilities” serves as a fitting 

rhetorical space for what characterizes cultural processes and artifacts at large as well – 

and the internet, of course, has fundamentally altered the ways in which people connect 

to each other and their media. Manovich distinguishes between “typical remix” – the 

combining and adding together of the content, techniques, and languages of the same or 

different media – and, what he first labeled in a 2007 eponymous essay, “deep 

remixability” – the extent of hybridity of method, representation, and technique, i.e., the 

remixing of “not only the content of different media but their fundamental techniques, 

working methods, and ways of representation and expression.”64 However, Manovich’s 

main point here is that hybridity is not just about the sum of parts; it is about new 

transformations through the integration of formerly incompatible features, which 

software has now made both possible and compatible. This is how cultural constructs 

have always been formed and maintained; software simply becomes a fitting metaphor to 

help situate and frame these processes for a digital culture that has been computerized. 

When shifting to a perspective that conceives of religion and religiosity as inherently 

hybrid, remix further draws attention to this hybridity in formation, making it clear that 

expression, representation, and orientations are the mashed up results of culture in 

dialogue. 

 Manovich’s understanding that culture’s “computerization” has largely 

transformed its terminology, conceptual frameworks, and cultural metaphors aligns with 
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some of Lessig’s thinking on the matter as well: the emergent RW patterns noted earlier 

have come to shape the way people start to see the world and its productive processes 

again, so the metaphors used can be expected to be modeled after it.65 Lessig’s work is 

known for its engagement of copyright’s failings in the contemporary world as it pertains 

to creativity and innovation, and behind his criticisms and calls for reform are 

ruminations on the cultural context that has been confronting these stifling regimes. In 

Free Culture (2004), he examines how networked connectivity has ushered in a new 

understanding when it comes to cultural creation. Though he is particularly interested in 

mapping these developments for the purpose of grounding contemporary culture in a 

tradition of historically being free (as in speech, not beer, to draw upon Richard 

Stallman’s famous adage), the book is also positioned as a response to what has started to 

happen to this tradition, resulting in a “permission culture,” i.e., “a culture in which 

creators get to create only with the permission of the powerful, or of the creators from the 

past.”66 As indicated earlier, the internet is directly implicated as heralding a clash 

between freedom and permission, where a medium that was envisioned to expand culture 

and creativity is being reigned in by corporate control that lobbies governments to protect 

their interests over creators and users. A return to a “free culture” can only be actualized 

by adjustments to the scope of current copyright regimes: 

A free culture supports and protects creators and innovators. It does this directly 
by granting intellectual property rights. But it does so indirectly by limiting the 

 
65 See Lawrence Lessig, Remix: Making Art and Commerce Thrive in the Hybrid Economy (New York, 
NY: Penguin, 2008). 
 
66 Lawrence Lessig, Free Culture: How Big Media Uses Technology and the Law to Lock Down Culture 
and Control Creativity (New York, NY: Penguin, 2004), xiv. 
 



 

 40 

reach of those rights, to guarantee that follow-on creators and innovators remain 
as free as possible from the control of the past.67 
 

The point here is that while the internet and networked connectivity have led to 

extraordinary new means for communication and creation, those societal structures in a 

position to exert their power to remain in power have led to a degraded, commodified 

state of media control and regulation – something that remix artists might confront in 

their work, whether it is explicitly engaging copyright or subverting those structures 

under which their creative impulses have been meant to be relegated; their work might be 

shaped by this context as well, without them being aware of it either. The pattern has 

been in existence well before the birth of the modern computer (Lessig uses Walt Disney 

and Mickey Mouse, and subsequent creations, as a main example), but the digital age 

cannot be separated from the constraints that inherently accompany new modes of 

mediation. Thus, such constraints cannot be disregarded or ignored when considering the 

broader details of how media operate in such an environment, and how “computerized” 

or “software-ized” features of culture contain these power dynamics within their 

metaphorical renderings. The exaggerated and increased centralization and ownership of 

media by a select few has unfortunately become a hallmark of the digital age – not an 

example of what it has unraveled. As further addressed in Chapter Five, religion – as that 

which resembles Protestant Christianity, metonymically, in form and function – is also 

implicated in this centralization and ownership across cultural traditions, and the critical 

features of remix theory allow for the examination of how different aspects are added or 
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deleted from these concepts and traditions, thus allowing for the consideration of unique 

subversive strategies for challenging those power dynamics and structures. 

 Jack M. Balkin approaches the metaphorical implications of cultural 

computerization in a similar way as Manovich through his notion of “cultural software”; 

Manovich actually uses the term in Software Takes Command as well, though his is less 

metaphorical and more literal in its application to “certain types of software that support 

actions we normally associate with ‘culture,’” like creating and sharing cultural artifacts 

through interactive services, creating and sharing information and knowledge, and 

communicating with other people and culture in interactive ways.68 For Balkin, the 

“cultural software” metaphor encapsulates a sort of constitution of cultural information 

and know-how (“the abilities, associations, heuristics, metaphors, narratives, and 

capacities that we employ in understanding and evaluating the social world”) as it makes 

use of a defining feature of contemporary culture (software).69 Indeed, according to 

Balkin, to be a person, within a culture, and at a particular point in history necessarily 

reflects a certain sort of carried and expressed shared information and ideological 

persuasion. “The different beliefs and worldviews that human beings possess,” he states, 

“are the product of the evolution of cultural information that is instantiated in human 

beings and helps makes them the unique individuals they are.”70 This position on ideology 

conveys not only the normative neutral position (“ideology as a worldview, an 
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intellectual framework, a way of talking, or a set of beliefs that helps constitute the way 

people experience the world”), but also suggests a more critical pejorative position (“a 

kind of mystification that serves class interests, promotes a false view of social relations, 

or produces injustice”), because they are both reflecting the tools of “human cultural 

understanding,” i.e., “cultural software.”71 There are “deep connections between cultural 

communication and ideological power,” Balkin notes, because if one has communicatory 

power over another (i.e., controls the media of a given culture), then that person or 

institution can effectively “rewrite their cultural software” to suit their own purposes.72 

The power dynamics associated with ideological control are also examined in greater 

depth in the chapters ahead. 

 For Balkin, “software” is a fitting metaphor because of the ways in which such 

defining cultural features are spread as people interact within and across generations. 

“The cultural information within human beings grows, changes, and evolves as we come 

in contact with others,” he states. “It is reflected in our technology, in our institutions, 

and in the articulation of the values we hold most dear.”73 However, his use is narrower 

than it seems to suggest. Whereas Manovich focuses more so on the milieu in which 

media have been software-ized by digital age-specific tools and processes, Balkin’s 

metaphorical extension of mapping “software” onto “culture” focuses on the inherent 

parameter-setting characteristics of computer software, which allows for certain things to 
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take place and happen, while at the same time placing limitations on what is actually 

possible. “The metaphor of ‘cultural software’ proposes that we can compare certain 

features of culture, and of the way that culture operates, to the software that is installed 

on a computer and that allows a computer to process information,” Balkin states. Simply 

put, cultural software enables and limits understanding as software enables and limits a 

computer.”74 This is not to say that his metaphorical framework is also necessarily limited 

with such a scope; indeed, the inherent emphasis/de-emphasis and highlighting/hiding 

features of conceptual metaphors has already been noted, and this is no exception to that 

type of conceptual functionality. Instead, his goal “to illuminate the ways in which 

human beings are constituted by and express their shared values within a culture” can be 

understood as a foundational metaphorical model upon which Remix+/- is also building.75 

 Balkin’s “cultural software” serves as an important metaphorical precursor to the 

principles of recyclability and recombinatoriality highlighted by remix theory. Since 

humans are inherently bestowed with the ability to “absorb, reflect, and transmit the 

cultural know-how available at our particular moment in history,” he states, they can 

serve as “the vehicle” for the transformation of the particular cultural software 

characterizing their historical moment into what “will be absorbed by future 

generations.”76 This reflects the writing and rewriting of cultural software that takes place 

through communication and interaction, linking historical moments in “an economy of 

 
74 Balkin, 4. 
 
75 Balkin, 4. 
 
76 Balkin, 5–6. 
 



 

 44 

similarity and difference between the cultural software of different persons.”77 This leads 

to a “convergence,” Balkin states, “in cultural understandings as well as individual 

differentiation” that not only evolves with time, but “bears the marks and effects of 

previous development.”78 Statements such as these noticeably suggest the remix 

principles characterizing cultural creative processes, and Balkin’s delineation of the ways 

in which cultural software spreads and develops links these metaphors together even 

more explicitly. 

 One of these is through what he calls “an economy of human communication”: “a 

process of exchange and development in which the members of a culture continually 

rewrite and reshape each other’s cultural software.”79 He continues, implicitly 

highlighting the dialogic principles behind remix theory: “This economy is a huge system 

of networks, and networks of networks, of individuals continually communicating with 

each other by word and deed, by voice and action, continually engaged in a process of 

collective writing and rewriting of their cultural software.”80 This economy of human 

communication is effectively the perspective of religious development and practice that is 

being mapped in this project: networks of networks of individuals and groups of 

individuals in perpetual dialogue, always writing and rewriting the underlying and 

defining features of their culture. The processes and patterns associated with this 

perspective are further introduced in the next chapter and engaged in greater depth 
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through the chapters that follow. First, however, the other two ways Balkin notes that 

cultural software spreads – through bricolage and mimesis, what I term “legacy concepts” 

– are addressed as they relate to CREATION IS RECYCLING. 

Creation is Recycling 

 While the concept of remix has yet to be rigorously applied to the study of 

religious traditions and developments, other concepts have – what I refer to as “legacy 

concepts,” in that they remain foundational even though contemporary conceptual and 

metaphorical reservoirs have evolved. Concepts such as bricolage and mimesis, for 

example, have been specifically engaged in scholarship pertaining to religiosity (to be 

addressed more specifically in later chapters), and part of establishing a metaphorical 

connection between religion and remix involves the historical precedence of the role and 

analysis of legacy concepts and the dialogue these terms can generate as remix is adopted 

as a more comprehensive theoretical framework. Part of this process is also a recognition 

that the ways in which cultural creation and ownership are conceived affect the ways 

people generally perceive their surroundings and interactions. The concepts examined 

below yield an understanding that CREATION IS RECYCLING, i.e., a metaphorical 

correspondence that signals the way all cultural creation takes place – including religious 

traditions and the practices and data that comprise them. This understanding maintains a 

direct salience with notions of recyclability found in both remix theory and digital forms 

of creativity – especially in terms of access and use – and stands in contrast to the historic 

persistence of CREATION IS AUTHORSHIP (i.e., “romantic” authorship), which will also be 

addressed below. 
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Bricolage 

 One of the main ways Balkin refers to “cultural software” is as “a toolmaking 

tool.”81 Building upon Claude Lévi-Strauss’ understanding of “bricolage,” he notes, 

Cultural software consists of collectively created tools that constitute us as 
persons and that we use to make new tools for understanding the world around us, 
interacting with others, and expressing our values. Yet one cannot make 
something out of nothing. The tools that we create must be constructed out of 
those we already possess. We must make all our new cultural tools out of our old 
ones: this is as true of our cultural software as it is of our technology and our 
institutions.82 
 

As Lévi-Strauss indicates through his bricoleur-engineer analogy in The Savage Mind 

(1962), the bricoleur (the exemplar “tinkerer” or “handyman”), in contrast to the 

engineer, is not approaching projects with tools specially designed or procured to engage 

them, and his practical knowledge of engaging a project is dependent upon his past. The 

bricoleur’s activity is combinatorial with elements and material that are disparate and not 

inherently connected or related, and his practical knowledge can be understood as being 

more so “reactive” or “retrospective” since “it is defined less by the sense of a project 

than by the sedimented potential of the finite – and disparate – set of ‘tools and materials’ 

that he has accumulated over time.”83 The bricoleur’s toolset can thus be framed as being 

“the contingent result of all the occasions there have been to renew or enrich the stock or 

to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions or destructions.”84 To be a 
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bricoleur means that one is able to make do with whatever is at hand in order to solve 

problems or make sense of situations. It is a characteristic resourcefulness for whatever is 

presented. A bricoleur is enabled to create based on the materials at hand, but he is also 

restricted by what he can create because of it.85 However, the creativity involved in 

production cannot be neglected here either, i.e., restriction does not just exist at the level 

of what is available to use; it exists at the level of how it might be used and in what ways. 

 Balkin specifically homes in on the fact that the bricoleur does not fix or build 

and move on again, but that the bricoleur carries what was fashioned previously when 

moving on to the next project. Cultural software, according to Balkin, results from this 

sort of bricolage, with four main discernible features: 1) it “is cumulative”; 2) it “involves 

unintended uses”; 3) it “is economical or recursive”; and 4) it “has unintended 

consequences.”86 Regarding the first feature, he notes that cultural software is always 

building upon what came before, stating that “the ability of human beings to articulate 

new ways of thinking depends upon the cultural inheritance bequeathed to them and upon 

the tools of understanding available at a particular point in their history.”87 The second 

feature is straightforward in that tools might be used in ways that were not actually 

intended when initially created; Balkin extends this to human institutions as well, like 

how a “family,” as an organizational unit, can be classificatorily used for religious 

organizations, or how organizational features in other instances also demonstrate that 
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“new forms of human sociability are constructed out of older ones.”88 By the third feature, 

he means that “a relatively small number of tools are used in many different situations to 

do a comparatively large number of jobs.”89 He points out that conceptual bricolage is 

repetitive and recursive because “it is used in many different contexts and for many 

different purposes” and “it is applied to results of previous conceptual bricolage.”90 The 

fourth feature is fairly obvious, given the other three, in that the use of such tools can 

often result in consequences that were not intended or expected – especially in new 

contexts.91 

 Annette Markham more explicitly brings bricolage into dialogue with remix 

studies, noting that while the two are often used interchangeably in different contexts, 

they need to be differentiated if they are to be better understood individually – both in 

terms of theory and praxis. The term, she notes, is more often used to refer to its active 

dimensions of assembly and reuse, as the materials from which a bricoleur makes do are 

not like what one might find among specifically directed professions and trades, but are 

from a collection of what has been picked up along the way. She indicates that usefulness 

of an object in this context is not based on an external value or quality, but on the 

particular situation.92 Whereas noticeable synonymous variables might lead to 
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interchangeability between bricolage and notions of improvisation found in remix 

practices, she separates the former by highlighting the structural limitations 

characterizing it, which are often taken for granted; the notion of “restrictive remix,” 

which engages with certain assigned limitations is examined in Chapter Four, however. 

Of particular note, however, is the terminological distinction Markham stresses between 

the action and the outcome, and how this relates to remix: bricolage pertains more to 

what emerges through the actions of the bricoleur, while remix is characteristically not 

focused on finality or resultant product, but rather, the ongoing process. As noted above, 

a remixed work might also be considered an outcome, but it is an outcome that should be 

understood as only a snapshot along an unending path of assembly and reassembly in a 

culture characterized by recyclability.93 

Mimesis 

 The second “legacy concept” is mimesis, and its implementation in the notion of 

memetics is particularly foundational for remix theory. Balkin highlights “memes” as 

being equally important alongside bricolage in his cultural software framework. Based on 

Richard Dawkins’ qualification of memes as “units of cultural transmission” that spread 

by copying or imitating, Balkin locates them as “the building blocks of the cultural 

software that forms our apparatus of understanding.”94 He also states that they “are the 

building blocks of institutions and conventions,” since those things are “ongoing 

practices of understanding and behavior.”95 They spread in all sorts of ways and through 
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all sorts of media, and in doing so, they characterize that process of inheritance and 

passing on of cultural software: “Memes encompass all the forms of cultural know-how 

that can be passed to others through the various forms of imitation and communication.”96 

Since information is naturally transformed in at least some way when being given to or 

received by others, Balkin notes, then the so-called “telephone game” becomes an all-too-

fitting way to describe much communication and cultural development. However, and in 

a similar vein as the limiting features of bricolage outlined above, such transformations 

cannot be completely random or haphazard in terms of preserving the cultural 

information being spread, i.e., for “memetic survival” to take place. For this to work, 

Balkin claims, memes must replicate information that is “sufficiently similar” lest the 

identity of what is being spread is destroyed.97 There has to be some continuity, in other 

words, with similar enough features present; total transformation to the point where no 

trace of the originating cultural material can be found would result in memetic 

destruction. 

 Matthew Potolsky’s book-length treatment of mimesis extends some of the more 

theoretical nuances of the term, tracing it back to its Greek origins. However, while his 

Mimesis (2006) examines mimesis as a concept and the varying ways it has been 

understood throughout history, Potolsky is not really interested in defining the term; he is 

mostly interested in charting and documenting how others have implemented it and 

attempted to define it. Those Greek origins frame the term as referring to the relationship 
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between reality and artistic copies of it. However, as Potolsky indicates, there is more to 

it than this, in terms of scope: the term has been used in a number of different historic 

contexts to refer to things, actions, mannerisms, examples, nature, master-disciple 

relations, and so on. Two major ways to think about mimesis regarding artwork are 

noted: as a representation of the material world, or as a spectator’s creation inspired by 

the material world.98 Much of the book’s focus and the concept’s legacy revolves around 

Plato’s and Aristotle’s engagements of mimesis in antiquity; they have been – and remain 

– the foundation for work on mimesis, and the concept has largely been cast as not 

needing any further analysis because of how authoritative their work has been (Plato 

viewed it as a “dangerous and potentially corrupting imitation of reality” in his Republic, 

and Aristotle viewed it as a “foundational aspect of human nature” in his Poetics).99 

Plato’s position, in particular, as it has come to more comprehensively shape Western 

understandings of “originals” and “copies” will be addressed in greater detail in Chapter 

Three. 

 In Memes in Digital Culture (2014), Limor Shifman focuses more so on what 

comes to mind for many when seeing the word “meme” today: digitally reproduced 

media, that are often subversive in their derivative qualities. She provides a 

complementary definition to Balkin’s understanding in this regard as well: “(a) a group of 

digital items sharing common characteristics of content, form, and/or stance; (b) that they 

were created with an awareness of each other; and (c) they were circulated, imitated, 
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and/or transformed via the Internet by many users.”100 This is distinguished from 

“virality” as well, in that it is characterized by its imitative qualities and the user-

generated derivations inspired rather than generally designating something mass-

communicated (i.e., virally) in its originating form.101 Shifman’s main focus in the book is 

to give memes the attention they deserve in communication studies – the attention that 

they have not been thoroughly given up to this point – concerning examinations of 

culture, human behavior, and globalizing processes. The participatory features are of 

particular interest to her as well, as her updated definition emphasizes the common 

characteristics being reproduced by multiple agents lacking in Dawkins’ initial definition 

of the memetic process: they “constitute shared spheres of cultural knowledge” and are 

both “socially constructed public discourses” and “reflections of cultural and social 

collectives, as well as the individual voices constituting them.”102 As demonstrated in 

greater detail below, when religiosity is also framed in this way, memetic descent 

becomes an important factor in how cultural data develops and sustains. 

 Potolsky points out that rhetorical imitation, or imitatio, was effectively a Latin 

translation of the Greek mimesis that referred to “the skillful imitation of role models and 

the ability to make something new out of old traditions”;103 in other words, looking to 

those exemplar models in society as the best sources of guidance for one’s own work. 
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This is how classics became classics in antiquity as well: “Classical [Greek] literary 

genres first became classical through imitation...They became recognizable as literary 

forms because they were objects of imitation, first by later generations of Greek writers 

and then by the Romans.”104 One need only look to Virgil, Horace, Ovid, Seneca, and 

others to observe these patterns within such a highly esteemed fragment of foundational 

Western cultural artifacts. “Imitation makes the original an original, renders it a ‘classic’ 

and a model for further imitation,” Potolsky notes. “Far from simply echoing the greater 

forerunner,” he continues, “imitation transforms the original into a recognizable set of 

conventions. Imitation is the effective origin of tradition itself.”105 An undisputed 

developmental fact of life is that this is simply a microcosmic illustration of how humans 

grow and learn: by copying, or imitating, what is around them – whether it is other 

humans, non-human animal life, or natural processes and representations. Reality, and the 

myriad relationships comprising it, is predicated upon imitative physical and cognitive 

processes. Marcus Boon echoes this claim and perspective as well, sharing in Balkin’s 

assessment of cultural transmission and transformation, and it can also be found in the 

work of Walter Benjamin: the former frames copying as not only a fundamental part of 

what it means to be human – a part that he argues should be celebrated rather than 

degraded or disparaged – but that “it is a part of how the universe functions and 

manifests” as well,106 and the latter pinpoints the “mimetic faculty” as an innate 
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characteristic of humanity, rooted and observed – through children playing pretend, most 

obviously – via a historic “powerful compulsion” to “become and behave like something 

else.”107 The irony, Boon points out, is that in contemporary culture, copying is so 

recognizably persuasive, and yet, “subject to laws, restrictions, and attitudes that suggest 

that it is wrong and shouldn’t be happening.”108 His aim is not a defense or “ethics” of 

copying, per se, but to make clear that it inherently characterizes existence; there is no 

area of human activity that can be separated from “the dynamics of mimesis,” he states, 

and as the chapters ahead make clear, religiosity is not immune to such dynamics 

either.109 According to Benjamin, things like children’s play, sympathetic magic, and 

astrology are all forms of nonsensuous similarity, i.e., “similarities not just between 

things that materially resemble one another but between the animate and inanimate, the 

microcosm and the macrocosm.”110 Although, the “magical correspondences and 

analogies” of ancient peoples are residual in modern culture, he notes, language and its 

imitative behavior (e.g., onomatopoeia) might demonstrate “the highest level of mimetic 

behavior and the most complete archive of nonsensuous similarity” for modern society;111 

the simple fact that words in different languages can be translated to correspond to one 

another suggests their “nonsensuous similarity to a common concept.”112 Similar to 
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Balkin’s designation of “cultural software,” Potolsky indicates that imitatio signals 

intertextuality, wherein “all cultural products are a tissue of narratives and images 

borrowed from a familiar storehouse.”113 “Art absorbs and manipulates these narratives 

and images,” he continues, “rather than creating anything wholly new.”114 

 Scott Haden Church engages the imitative qualities of mimesis via imitatio by 

separating the rhetorical dimensions of remix – remix as a “communicative practice” – 

from digital media-only contexts, claiming that they have historically applied to cultural 

production prior to those types of technologies: it harkens back “to the classical culture of 

collectivism, re-creation, and performance in cultural production.”115 The correlation he 

uses to make his point is between digital media practices (such as those in DJ Gregg 

Gillis’ repertoire, also known as Girl Talk) and classical orators and rhetoricians 

(specifically, Isocarates): both types are concerned with getting people’s attention and 

directing it in a particular way, and both select and sample material based on persuasive 

potential for their audiences. burrough and Dufour note the “relational” features of 

sampling noticeably relevant here, wherein selected material becomes contextually 

dialogic “for exchange, alteration, and a transfer of meanings by way of metaphors, 

analogies, and poetic attachments of form with meaning.”116 For Church, Isocarates can 
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be understood as a “protoremix artist,” with DJs like Girl Talk being understood as “a 

digitally networked incarnation” of his rhetoric.117 Isocrates notably encouraged students 

to “sample” and imitate (imitatio) the methods of other successful orators as they were 

“inventing” (i.e., “the process of discovering and generating novel arguments”). 

Invention in this context drew on both cognitive and collaborative processes, as orators 

needed to both “mentally synthesize previously discovered arguments” and interact with 

the audience to formulate their arguments.118 Sampling, or kairos, i.e., “opportune timing” 

and “aesthetic appropriateness,” was a critical component in this regard.119 The main 

point, following the two examples, is that Girl Talk’s performance of Isocratic rhetoric 

demonstrates that remix is not new or digital media-specific: they both demonstrate 

instances of sampling and imitating (imitatio) – the latter being a process concerned with 

the imitation of another in order to improve upon one’s own technique (or to develop a 

better technique by refining the “original,” i.e., manipulate for use in another context).120 

Thus, Church points out that contemporary remix practices also suggest some of the 

imitation-as-homage qualities in the classical rhetorical model, where the act and 

outcome demonstrated “more than the sum of its individual parts,” and necessitated – 

echoing the tact of the bricoleur noted above – creative maneuvering in the process.121 It 
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was an instructional process rather than merely an uncreative form of copying, and 

creativity was a natural byproduct.122 Indeed, as burrough and Dufour claim, the creative 

component in these practices is “the gust of transformative motion, ever-changing and 

ever-aware of its relation to change, at the center of a practice so reliant on change and 

temporal dialog.”123 The transformative quality of remixes, which burrough and Dufour 

connect to the creativity involved in production, is examined further in Chapter Two, but 

the notion that creatively changing something through an appropriative act is to also 

transform the past as it yields the new is an important perspective to keep in mind for the 

upcoming analysis of archive in this chapter. 

 While cultural processes of selective sharing and reproduction are not new, they 

have certainly been amplified in the digital age. Shifman refers to this as “a hypermedia 

logic” and “a fundamental aspect of digital culture.”124 In dialogue with Balkin’s 

designation, Shifman claims that memes reflect “deep social and cultural structures” and 

are “the fundamental building blocks of digital culture.”125 Such a designation is also in 

dialogue with Benjamin’s famed work on the shifts in the production of artwork in the 

modern world. Benjamin’s premise is that works of art have always been subject to 

reproduction and imitation – for all sorts of different reasons and in all sorts of different 

contexts; it is the mechanical reproduction of art that specifically changed the way this 
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cultural form was understood and valued. Though coins, woodcuts, print, lithography, 

and the like historically anticipated the mechanical reproduction Benjamin highlights, it 

was the scale and pervasiveness of mechanical reproduction that set it apart in a historical 

context and made it unique; photography and film, and the surpassing of print and 

lithography with them, were a major factor in this lineage of development.126 

 Benjamin famously refers to what is lost via reproduction, however: the “aura” of 

what has been reproduced, alongside the associative qualities of time and space in the 

originating context. This aura “withers in the age of mechanical reproduction,” he claims, 

raising questions now over authenticity in comparison.127 He indicates that reproduction 

and aura-loss are wrapped up in a situation wherein humans try to bring things closer to 

themselves.128 Context matters for works of art as well, and Benjamin notes that some of 

the first works of art were associated with use in cultic activity; this ritual dimension 

remains, however, in that locating “original use value” becomes a ritualized sort of act. 

He claims that mechanical reproduction has emancipated works of art from a dependence 

upon ritual, so claims and investigations of authenticity no longer matter or prove 

applicable.129 A shift thus occurs from ritual value of works (they were not exactly used or 

displayed publicly) to exhibition value (where they are presented to publics as unattached 

to very particular times and spaces): e.g., a temple statue that holds cultic use value 
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versus a painting or portrait bust that can be on display anywhere.130 When creation is 

understood as participating in processes of recycling cultural material, however, an 

original aura becomes inherently challenged or problematized, if not subverted entirely. 

Benjaminian auras become as contextual as the works themselves. As analyzed in greater 

depth in the chapters ahead, such a recognition challenges assumptions and positions of 

authority and authenticity in existence across various religious traditions. 

 The continually-introduced variation present in communicative processes, Balkin 

notes, also reflects the fact that everyone 

is equipped with slightly different tools of understanding and therefore carries 
away different experiences from communication…Personal experiences and 
innovations of individuals give birth to new memes that join the meme pool once 
they are communicated. In this way, differences multiply over time, leading not 
only to the perpetuation of cultural software but also to its perpetual 
differentiation.131 
 

This notion of perpetual differentiation alludes to how traditions can remain the same 

among their members even though they develop and evolve in other directions with 

practices and meanings always changing, however slight those changes may be. It also 

signals the openness to transformation that should not be resisted among traditions. 

Balkin notes that those features of a given cultural software that become widespread are 

“not only what resists transformation but what gets transformed, in roughly the same way 

by many different people.”132 Thus, in order for something to continue to have relevance 

(i.e., in order for it to continue to exist), it needs to be open to the inherent change and 
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evolutionary processes underlying cultural interaction and development. Indeed, this is a 

characteristic feature of any cultural construct – especially religion. Balkin’s point, and 

its value here, is that dialogic persistence is the only way culture persists. Religious 

traditions cannot remain intact if they do not repurpose archival material, i.e., if they do 

not undergo transformation relative to time and place and remain culturally relevant. The 

crucial part of these types of processes, however, is to do so in a way that preserves 

identity amid innovation. “Many ancient institutions are able to change their rituals, 

practices, and beliefs in significant ways and yet retain their self-perpetuating character,” 

Balkin indicates. 

Such a task is no small feat, for if the complex of coordinated memes changes too 
much or too quickly, it may disturb the equilibrium of cooperation that assures its 
continued reproduction. Yet significant transformations do occur, especially over 
long periods of time. The older versions of the institution are linked to the present 
one less by clear resemblance than by a line of memetic descent.133 
 

Drastic changes are unlikely to successfully occur in a short amount of time, and those 

transformations that do occur “are systematically biased in particular directions, or tend 

to converge on a central set of features,” in order to maintain that line of memetic 

descent.134 That line of memetic descent also points towards particular sets of data that 

structure and guide such systematic transformations in their acceptability and success. 

 Balkin refers to those sets of data – the “complexes of memes” – as memomes;135 

Potolsky refers to them as memeplexes, or “co-adapted group[s] of ideas or practices that 
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tend to be imitated together,” with religious traditions serving as great examples in their 

unified imitative groupings of things like “beliefs, rituals, architectural styles, music, 

[and] written traditions.”136 However, they both signal what I am locating here as one of 

the other main components comprising CREATION IS RECYCLING: cultural archive. If 

cultural software is synonymous with memetic complexes, and these are the building 

blocks of cultural software, then cultural software is predicated upon a cultural archive of 

all “cultural know-how.” Thus, in terms of memetic descent, there exists an archival 

acceptability in terms of what is permitted to continue in some form, but also a particular 

sort of archival use and reflexivity in use, i.e., how archival data is used, what, exactly, 

that data is representing in its preservation, and which memories and associations are 

attached to what is iterated from that archival space; in some cases, those associations 

and memories might even have more influence in transformations of traditions than the 

data itself. There are, in other words, certain limitations and parameters guiding the 

creative assemblage of archival data. To extend the software metaphor, one cannot 

exactly write or compile a program for a system that is structurally incompatible. As 

explored further in Chapter Four, there are restrictions in place that guide what one is 

actually able to do, and much of this pertains to how concepts, practices, and teachings 

are culturally legitimated as authentic, and thereby acceptable, data. Indeed, the 

selectivity of archival material and how it is being mixed is what sets traditions apart 

from each other. 
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Archive 

 It is more accurate, however, to understand archives as primary source material 

around which histories are based and selectively constructed – not as collections of 

cultural productions that need to present in their entirety. Such a view of archive is 

advocated by Richard Rinehart in the titular essay he contributed to Keywords in Remix 

Studies. Rinehart notes that archives function as instruments of social and collective 

memory, and that they exist as remixed collections of history and cultural heritage. His 

main goal is to frame the archive as a remix “designed to embody canonical social 

memory,” being synonymous with “society’s canonical and institutional memory.”137 

However, Rinehart indicates that such primary sources do not simply point towards an 

objective tale of the past, but rather, a pick-and-choose situation of “what to remember 

and what to leave out.”138 The archive exists as a remixed collection of history and 

cultural heritage. Religious traditions maintain their own sorts of remixed collections of 

heritage as well, filled with symbols, rituals, beliefs, and so on. Traditions depend on the 

understanding that new manifestations or denominations need to have certain components 

in order to be classified as such; this relates to specific examples – whether or not to 

recognize “phenomenon x” as “Christianity” (i.e., how does one know if something is 
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“Christianity” or not?) – but also in terms of “religion” in the abstract, i.e., in definitional 

formulations (e.g., what is religion, and how can it be recognized?). 

 Rinehart notes that society generally maintains formal and informal spaces of 

archival material – or along a spectrum between the two. The latter includes popular, 

mutable expressions in culture (e.g., songs and jokes, memes and tweets), which are 

governed by implicit, largely taken-for-granted, sets of rules. Formal archives tend to be 

more so canonical and explicitly governed by select institutions and organizations; 

examples would include governmental and religious documents and laws. While there is 

overlap between the two, the institutional form of stewardship that generally guides 

canonicity and authoritative governance is what sets them apart. Three “prime models” 

are located as the formal preservers of cultural heritage: libraries, museums, and archives, 

with, again, some overlap between them (e.g., museums that have libraries, libraries that 

contain archives, etc.).139 

 Rinehart further qualifies the different ways archival space might be approached: 

with wonder, interrogation, or suspicion. Regarding wonder, he traces the modern 

museum back to “wunderkammer” home collections of artifacts and relics acquired for 

exhibition. His point is that these were not organized on display in terms of taxonomy, 

geographic origin, history, or the like; they were arranged as displays of wonder: “the 

world remixed” in order to dazzle the viewers.140 This practice changed, of course, with 

the rise of modern museums, but the trend has seen some backpedaling amid new 
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technologies and interest. In terms of interrogation, Rinehart notes how artists have 

remixed collections into new, unorthodox exhibits, but only recently – with digital 

technologies – have they been able to remix the material itself, recalling Manovich’s 

“deep remixability,” rather than just use it. He also notes how new media technologies 

like the internet have opened up the possibilities for public access and use as museums 

and libraries brought their databases online for offsite engagement; more recent 

developments – like “open museums” – exist digitally now as well for viewers to both 

engage and use as they would like. Given the imperative for museums to respond to new 

media technologies and more pronounced engagements of the historiography surrounding 

primary source material, remixing continues a culturally observable pattern in humanity’s 

existence as a cataloging and remembering species seeking wonder and fulfillment. 

However, he also indicates the need to remain critical of exciting developments like this. 

Since open-source movements are often linked to open markets, there is a tendency for 

neoliberal social and economic practices to get intertwined (e.g., artists creating work but 

not getting the type of compensation they should, while those works are being freely used 

by others for possible greater reward). Rinehart argues that this equation can be re-framed 

with open-source systems linked to open governance – especially since social memory 

preservation in such instances is stewarded by institutions – and the development of 

social and economic models in these institutions that remain ethical.141 

 The Internet Archive, which has copied internet content since 1996 so people can 

look back at how it has appeared since then (i.e., it has archived the Internet), and its 
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creator, Brewster Kahle, further demonstrate the archival features present in online 

databases as well. According to Lessig, Kahle’s project is best understood as a model for 

how culture might be preserved and valued as it slowly (though picking up great speed!) 

becomes reduced to pixels and bits: 

Kahle is not the only librarian. The Internet Archive is not the only archive. But 
Kahle and the Internet Archive suggest what the future of libraries or archives 
could be…Kahle and his archive hint at a world where this knowledge, and 
culture, remains perpetually available…The technology of digital arts could make 
the dream of the Library of Alexandria real again.142 
 

Lessig’s praise for such a project certainly sounds romantic, but the selective elements 

present in the assemblage of datasets and archival spaces cannot be neglected. As a 

remixed collection of heritage, there are power dynamics at play – which will be explored 

in more depth in the chapters ahead – that help determine or guide the way such cultural 

artifacts and imagination are preserved. A mirrored space of culture in toto is not only 

impossible, but even if it were, it would remain largely unhelpful without the aid of 

algorithmic and filtering tools to select and distinguish the content of most value – and, 

again, such assistance is hardly ever neutral. Goals are always slanted; the tools that help 

manifest those goals are no different. Rinehart’s understanding of how archival space is 

formed, maintained, and engaged is built upon in the chapters ahead as religious 

traditions are framed as archival cultural spaces comprised of acceptable data – a 

metaphorical framing (e.g., TRADITIONS ARE ARCHIVES) that has also yet to be made. 

 Navas’ “framework of culture” – and the “feedback loop” upon which he 

demonstrates culture functions – imbues archival processes with a more technical sense 
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of how recyclability works in those types of contexts. He locates two layers of operation 

in this feedback loop: 1) “when something is introduced in culture” and 2) “when that 

which is introduced attains cultural value and is appropriated or sampled to be 

reintroduced in culture.”143 The production of value and the ascribing of meaning can be 

broken down more specifically: there is an initial stage of appropriation – or, the “taking 

from that which we know” – with “three supporting elements” of implementation (the 

repurposing of what is being appropriated), contextualization (how what was repurposed 

is being presented), and legitimation (whether or not something will be culturally 

accepted and if it will be subsequently repurposed).144 Only when what has been 

introduced into culture has attained value can it then be sampled and appropriated, to then 

be introduced back into culture as something unique.145 Thus, when certain data is 

culturally accepted, it cycles through the archival space as authentic and legitimate, able 

to be repurposed as part of a collective of material that can be accessed and utilized by 

future variations. These spaces, in other words, host an ever-evolving dialogic 

interactivity between data that results in an ever-increasing complexity between origins 

of traditions and their historical legacies, which is both ideologically illuminative and 

hegemonically disruptive. The chapters ahead demonstrate how such processes better 

frame the establishment and perpetuation of various phenomena in religious traditions 

and their developments, too. 
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 Remix theory thus allows for a problematizing of established paradigms of 

authenticity in that it questions what is genuine or primary (i.e., if there is no original in 

the most extreme sense of the term) and what is accurate or reliable (i.e., if authoritative 

systems have been subverted). This does not, however, merely result in a move from the 

authentic to the chaotic turmoil of the inauthentic, nor does it simply lead to a shallow 

terminological swap in the wake of critical realizations surrounding time-honored 

traditions and regimes. Through its problematizing of originality and authority, remix 

heralds a deconstructive shift that instead yields a realization that what is genuine or 

accurate is no longer based upon an unbroken descent of unsullied information, but upon 

its significance and purpose at a given cultural moment and its manifestation at a specific 

point within the loop. According to David J. Gunkel, this is a clear indication of the 

“eternal recurrence or endless recirculation” discerned in the proliferating processes of 

recyclability characterizing remix, wherein “things can be neither created nor destroyed, 

just transformed.”146 The principles of recyclability thus subvert what might otherwise be 

considered two distinction notions of the original and the derivative. By understanding 

how these processes function, Navas indicates, “cultural producers will be able to turn 

this apparent feedback loop into not only a stronger form of resistance, but also a force of 

ongoing critical reflection that has the potential to create new possibilities for culture’s 

creative drive.”147 
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 Navas indicates that those two feedback layers “have actually been in place since 

culture itself came about, but their relation has changed with the growing efficiency in 

production and communication methods due to the ever-growing speed of technological 

development.”148 During the period preceding the Enlightenment (i.e., before 

Modernism), these layers were much more distinct, because social beliefs (including 

religion) and the general limitation of materials resulted in longer production periods 

between new technologies and cultural artifacts. The loop gradually tightened, however, 

as Modernism increased the pace, and became more “streamlined” to the point where 

Postmodern thought, which started to develop in response to questions concerning things 

like progress, uniqueness, and originality, began to overlap into a more efficient loop.149 

Now, Navas indicates, twenty-first-century networked culture has tightened the gap so 

much that the layers “function almost on top of each other”: “The result is a steady 

relationship between the two layers that form the framework of culture, in terms of 

recycling the material, leading to an efficient production that is completely dependent on 

constant communication,” i.e., the constant updating characterizing contemporary social 

media, and the type of dependence in the arts on material that is constantly recycled, 

ascribed cultural value, and implemented in order to create meaning.150 

 When traditions attain cultural value, however, they are assimilated into a 

particular historical reference point that “informs new forms of critical production.”151 
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Thus, a more specialized, particular, and self-referential metalevel exists within the 

broader feedback loop, Navas indicates, which further informs the role of recyclability 

among established traditions.152 Metalevel-produced material certainly appears 

innovative, but since this level of material production is situated within the broader 

feedback loop of culture – a more specifically focused “sub” feedback loop within the 

larger feedback loop – such material is already culturally valuable and familiar. Meta 

production occurs in its own “metaloop,” Navas adds, “to come back to the subjects one 

appears to leave behind only to make them different as this process takes place.”153 

Particular schools or denominations in religious traditions can be understood as 

functioning at this metalevel, which will be further addressed in the chapters ahead. 

However, even though productive processes might only appear innovative, since they are 

“experimenting with source material that is already quite familiar to many people, which 

is why it has cultural value in the first place,” there is, nonetheless, “real value in this 

recycling,” Navas states, “because it offers a space in which people can reevaluate their 

histories and contributions to the world.”154 Metaloops “are so efficient,” Navas 

continues, “that remixing material…has reached a moment in which we produce almost 

as fast as we speak,” which has led to a cultural stage in which “we are self-aware of how 

we recycle ideas, information, and material production.”155 “Once individuals invested in 
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cultural production remain critically conscious of this ongoing process of sublation and 

recycling of material and immaterial elements and objects, and how resistance itself 

thrives within the loops,” he adds, “it becomes possible to develop a critical position well 

within the very system being critiqued and challenged.”156 

 The appropriative start in the process of value production and making meaning, 

which signals the use of something already existing and having value, also highlights 

what Navas calls humanity’s “tautological conundrum”: being unable to get past the 

“inability to conceive how anything begins.”157 Characterizing this conundrum, however, 

is the fact that “we constantly find ourselves in the middle,” in that the ability to “identify 

basic variables” and ascribe basic definitions, and thus, the resulting ability to then 

“create and shape the world in ways that fit our own vision,” only occurs “in the middle” 

– never at the beginning of anything, but only “once there’s enough material to work 

with.”158 He calls this “the foundation of meaning creation,” and “the root of creative 

production, which in turn is the backbone of remix as a pivotal variable in 

communication across culture.”159 This metalevel middle state is also where humans 

function most – rhythmically, Navas states, since ongoing patterns of recycling are what 

lead to the differences that reflect cultural variations and developments.160 This reflects 
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basic human development and communication as well (from birth and how a sense of 

understanding surroundings through relational and mimetic interaction is developed). “It 

is our ability to appropriate from what we already know for an interest in recombination,” 

Navas states, 

that enables us to develop new things…appropriation becomes possible due to a 
recycling process which relies on the assignment of concepts initially learned 
based on repeated exposure to speech one associates with specific objects, which 
eventually become meaningful as one learns to interpret them based on their role 
in specific contexts.161 
 

Both conceptually and practically, remix critically elucidates cultural repetitive processes 

and allows for greater insight into the fact that things are being constantly recycled. 

Perhaps, Navas reasons, people should be less concerned with the production of 

something new and more concerned with developing “a critical approach for evaluating 

constant change.”162 This, then, becomes a major conceptual starting point for what I 

examine and argue in the chapters ahead: RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES encapsulates this very 

fact. Indeed, it is the unpredictability and uncertainty of future events that plays a 

significant role in the decisions humanity makes to “live through patterns” that are 

predicated on knowledge that has been appropriated from previously new manifestations. 

Critically, remix further illuminates such developmental processes, allowing for the 

engagement of knowledge “in ways that no longer look for discovery in terms of origins, 

but rather in terms of recursive nodes where unique forms and ideas developed, 

understanding that such nodes are preceded by others.”163 
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 In many ways, the argument I am presenting here could also be framed as a 

mashup of sorts between Navas’ main points concerning culture and recyclability (of 

which what Balkin calls “cultural software” is directly implicated) and what sociologist 

of religion Peter L. Berger developed in the 1960s as a dialectic model for the social 

construction of reality with Thomas Luckmann. According to Berger, “Society is a 

dialectic phenomenon in that it is a human product, and nothing but a human product, 

that yet continuously acts back upon its producer.”164 Humanity proceeds to construct its 

reality through a three-part, cyclic process of externalization, objectivation, and 

internalization. Ideas, beliefs, and abilities – anything pertaining to sociality – are 

projected outward in an “ongoing outpouring of human being into the world” of both 

mental and physical activity.165 If it is legitimated by others – “as a facticity external to 

and other than themselves” – then it becomes part of a societal repertoire on a more 

objective level, i.e., added to the archival sets of data I framed as such above. It is then 

utilized in the development of what has already been legitimated as the process cycles; 

through internalization, reality is reappropriated, Berger indicates, as it is transformed 

from the objective to the subjective, to then become externalized yet again.166 For Berger, 

culture is understood as the totality of human conception and activity, and it “must be 

continuously produced and reproduced” since its structures are “inherently precarious and 
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predestined to change.”167 All of this mental and physical production and action lends 

itself to a contextual ordering of the world, i.e., world-building, and religion has 

historically maintained a unique position in this regard. Berger’s framework obviously 

predates digital culture, which, taken with the principles of recyclability and 

recombinatoriality in Navas’ work, lends itself to being updated, so to speak, with not 

just more contemporary metaphorical correspondences, but ones that better frame the 

way cultural constructs and artifacts mix and remix over time and in new ways. 

Creation is Authorship 

 The principles of recyclability guiding developmental patterns and processes also 

assist in critical assessments of concepts like “original authorship” and the “romantic 

author.” According to Navas, “we tend to develop our own work by repurposing pre-

existing elements, ideas, and things,” and “what we tend to recognize as original in any 

media is really a specific combination of elements that are remixed according to what 

individuals want to communicate, express, and share.”168 In other words, productions are 

really just patterned combinations of raw archival data already in existence, i.e., 

preexisting elements that are put together in a unique way. Indeed, as the chapters ahead 

make clear, this is the position I am taking in terms of how religious traditions develop 

and sustain. Thus, CREATION IS RECYCLING is directly positioned against the dominant 

metaphor that has become erroneously representative of cultural production and creative 
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practices for the past several centuries: CREATION IS AUTHORSHIP, i.e., creativity 

understood in terms of that “romantic authorship,” where sole creation is credited as a 

unique original production, carrying with it an isolationist sensibility marking it off from 

all other cultural productions. The remainder of the chapter addresses this metaphorical 

correspondence, to which CREATION IS RECYCLING is directly challenging. 

The Author 

 Andrew Bennett indicates that the Romantic period and rise in prevalence of print 

technologies is generally considered the time when modern notions of authorship began 

to emerge. Bennett notes that normative definitional understandings of “author” convey 

the idea of an individual (singular) who is responsible for or who originates, who 
writes or composes, a (literary) text and who is thereby considered an inventor or 
founder and who is associated with the inventor or founder of all of nature, with 
God (with God-the-father), and is thought to have certain ownership rights over 
the text as well as a certain authority over its interpretation.169 
 

Authors are generally considered to be uniquely and solely responsible for the work they 

create as original and deserving of the credit as such – along with the meaning of that 

work. 

 Western culture is so deeply entangled with that Romantic notion of authorship 

and originality, which receives outward confirmation in legal situations under copyright 

regimes, that the consistent bolstering of how these concepts should be understood might 

bleed into other cultural areas outside of media rights and ownership, thereby framing 

how authorship and creation are supposed to be understood. Often, this carries the 

implication that for such individual and creative geniuses, other works do not need to be 
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utilized for the creation of something new.170 Kylie Pappalardo and Patricia Aufderheide 

indicate that Romantic notions of authorship suggest “authors create from a well of 

internal inspiration, free from the influence of others.”171 In their analysis of 

understandings surrounding creativity and authorship among those intentionally and 

explicitly repurposing content in their works, they discover, ironically, that even those 

“recombinant creators” tend to “glorify the romantic author” and “privilege romantic 

conceptions of originality.”172 The wellspring of such authorship runs deep, indeed. “The 

trope of the romantic author, therefore, has potentially profound ramifications for both 

creators and users,” they claim, “by dictating how existing work may be engaged with 

and who has power to imbue content with ‘cultural authority.’”173 While issues pertaining 

to copyright and legal parameters clothe this trope in relevance among contemporary 

producers and correlating examinations, this is also a trope that has been critically 

engaged for much longer – especially in terms of the meaning-making, authority, and 

functional dynamics relative to a receiving audience. In other words, and as will be 

analyzed in more detail in Chapter Three, this is a trope that has perpetuated longstanding 

misconceptions about how culture is created and recreated; Navas’ feedback loop and 

Berger’s dialectic make it clear that creation does not happen in a cultural vacuum. 
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 Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault are often highlighted for their foundational 

work on authorship in response to modern conceptions of it – based on developments 

coming to fruition during the Romantic period that were concomitant with ideas 

revolving around individuality, subjectivity, and capitalism – and the power dynamics 

underlying the assumptions carried with it. In “The Death of the Author” (1967), Barthes 

raises the reader to the level of meaning-making rather than locate the author as the 

meaning-determinate. He is concerned with deconstructing the power dynamics involved 

with the notion of an all-controlling authority and creator of a text.174 Texts, he claims, are 

“made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations 

of dialogue, parody, contestation.”175 As “a tissue of quotations drawn from the 

innumerable centres of culture,” it is more accurate to think of a text as “a multi-

dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and 

clash.”176 Shaking loose from modern authorial presumptions, the notion of a “scriptor” 

rather than “author” emerges; Gunkel similarly points to a reconceptualization of the 

author as “medium or instrument” in the processes of recirculating cultural creation rather 

than the originator of that content.177 Barthes’ perspective is post-structuralist and 

semiotic, in that written work functions as a signifier; it is not the signified of the author. 

As a “sign,” the writing is neutral until given meaning by those reading it. “Once the 
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Author is removed,” he states, “the claim to decipher a text becomes quite futile. To give 

a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to 

close the writing.”178 Barthes shifts the importance placed on the author to the reader, 

arguing that this is the space wherein a text’s interrelational dimensions are both focused 

and inscribed. In order “to give writing its future,” he claims, “it is necessary to 

overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the 

Author.”179 That death begins the moment something that has been expressed can exist 

apart from the one expressing it. 

 Whereas Barthes focuses on the disruption of the power, authority, and meaning 

placed on the all-powerful author, Foucault focuses on the “author-function” and some of 

the concerns regarding “the singular relationship that holds between an author and a text, 

the manner in which a text apparently points to this figure who is outside and precedes 

it.”180 In “What is an Author?” (1969), problematizing the question of authorship in name 

and function, he calls for a reexamination of “the empty space left by the author’s 

disappearance” when that shift from author to reader takes place, followed by an attentive 

observation “along its gaps and fault lines, its new demarcations, and the reapportionment 

of this void.”181 For Foucault, the author is more than just a point of reference or name; it 

is more like a description of varying sociocultural features and processes taking place 
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behind it. He locates four characteristics associated with this “author-function”: 1) it is 

linked to ideas pertaining to ownership and copyright, and to that of the possibility for 

transgression of rules governing what one owns;182 2) historical context has always 

mattered regarding the meaning and understanding of authorship;183 3) the author is 

culturally constructed in relation to historical and contextual circumstances;184 and 4) a 

plurality of voices might be involved with the writing, i.e., “it does not refer, purely and 

simply, to an actual individual insofar as it simultaneously gives rise to a variety of egos 

and to a series of subjective positions that individuals of any class may come to 

occupy.”185 While Barthes and Foucault inaugurate a critical examination of some of the 

seemingly self-evident characteristics of “authorship,” their postmodern engagement of 

the concept is informed by the ways in which it was understood in – or absent from – pre-

modern contexts. In the chapters ahead, I will be observing the re-centering of “the 

author” within the work of those constructors of contemporary Buddhism occupying my 

cases studies. Batchelor, Tezuka, and Kabat-Zinn are all authors and creators of unique 

forms and iterations of Buddhist thought and practice, and their work is specifically 

examined in terms of what is added and subtracted in order to construct their versions of 

Buddhism. 
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 These ideas are not without criticism either, however. According to Gallagher, 

Barthes’ claim that the author’s intention does not matter for meaning creation among 

readers is “an unnecessarily extreme position,” and that a “more balanced perspective 

privileges both the author and the reader, who are complicit in the communication 

process, which cannot function effectively without the willing participation of both 

parties.”186 Their roles are not actually as distinct in the digital age either, he notes – 

especially in remix contexts, where “authors can at times become readers and vice versa” 

or “are often required to simultaneously play the role of both reader and author, consumer 

and producer.”187 Julie E. Cohen captures this type of fluidity between authors and the 

receptive use of their work with the term “situated users.”188 According to Cohen, 

individually created works necessarily begin with the “situatedness” of the creator in his 

or her cultural context and the correlative exposure one has to other creative works as a 

preceding user in these contexts. Thus, one is “a user of artistic and cultural goods first 

and a creator second,” and since these two roles are both intimately connected and 

impossibly separated, one is unable to just “step out of or around the resources, values, 

and absences” of one’s contextual circumstances, and is instead constrained to navigate 

them, “following the pathways or ‘links’ that connect one resource to the next.”189 

According to Cohen, such “path-dependencies” are what “shape both the content and the 
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material forms of cultural knowledge, and thus shape creative opportunity.”190 This 

dialogic bond to culture and its creations – a creator’s situatedness – also offers a 

counterpoint to claims of ineffability characterizing inspiration, she claims: 

the unknown emerges from interactions with the known via practices of 
juxtaposition, iteration, dialogue, and experimentation that are both conceptual 
and physical, and that cannot be understood as the manipulation of abstract ideas 
to generate linear progress.191 
 

However, amid such exposed creative and productive dialogue, there is a reason why 

works remained authored in that romantic sense of the term – not just in terms of the 

societal systems guided by notions of ownership and the rights accompanying them. 

Power and control often accompany such romantic notions, and when this understanding 

infiltrates culture at large and its varying constructs – like religion, in terms of it being a 

manufactured concept corresponding to Protestant Christian traditions (outlined in the 

next chapter) – then it becomes clear why the perpetuation of such a dynamic is desired 

for those who have that power and control in a given social system or hierarchy; this will 

be addressed in greater detail in Chapters Four and Five, too. 

 The history and meaning of authorship, however, stretches all the way back from 

its modern establishment during the Romantic period through Medieval culture and 

ancient Greece. The orality characterizing the latter context differs so much from modern 

conceptions in that the question of an “original” composition or performance of a work 

becomes not just unanswerable, but misplaced when asked in that way, as the fluidity 

between notions of individual authorship or attribution and collaboration was a 
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characterizing feature of cultural creation.192 John Vallier traces the current Western 

notions of authorship to Homer in ancient Greece, for instance: attribution of him as the 

author is more so a shorthand qualification and singular labeling for the multiple voices 

participating in a collective and collaborative tradition of recitation with every 

performance changing and transforming the poetry.193 Even manuscript traditions in 

Medieval culture were not nearly as author-centered as in print culture; the work mattered 

more than the identity or name behind it for most vernacular readers, Bennett indicates.194 

As print culture, its technologies, and its systemic legal dimensions developed throughout 

society, however, that relationship between a work and the identities behind it underwent 

a drastic change. 

 According to Bennett, as a result of not just “the spread of and innovations in 

print technology” or “to changes in the legal constitution of literary ownership and 

commercial society,” but the overarching developments in society related to politics, 

economics, commerce, and legal systems as well, the modern notion of “author” was 

“fully articulated” during the Romantic period.195 This conception of authorship also 

coincided with developments pertaining to notions of “self,” as it stressed individuality, 

autonomy, and subjective originality and uniqueness.196 However, through a critical 
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assessment of the variables and processes resulting in such authored works – an 

assessment greatly aided by remix theory – the isolated, sole creator becomes a romantic 

societal fabrication, fueling the developments of modernity and capitalistic paradigms 

more than capturing the creative practices that produce innovative cultural works. This 

authorial critique specifically pertains to the +/- dynamic demonstrated in my case studies 

as well; such “stress” of individuality comes through in the ways Batchelor, Tezuka, and 

Kabat-Zinn approach and construct Buddhism. 

 Bennett argues for a closer understanding of how creation occurs, and tries to 

show how collaborative production should really be understood as the normative model 

rather than the exception (based on history and the actual means of creation). With a nod 

towards the authorial dynamics of oral cultures preceding modern trends, Bennett 

suggests that this reframing situates “collaborative authorship” as the new model since 

the Romantic one simply does not take into account what precedes acts of writing 

(education, conversation, experience, language comprehension, reading the work of 

others, etc.) and processes that follow the initial act (input from peers, feedback from 

advisors, copyediting, editorial changes, etc.).197 Such a shift is, indeed, also a subversive 

one, as it “disrupts the regal isolation, the solitary individualism, of the Romantic author 

and is conceived of as an aberration or a marginal literary mode.”198 This sort of 

disruption challenges not just assumptions surrounding individual creative acts, but the 

entire structure of those hierarchical systems revolving around the ownership of cultural 
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content, which most certainly includes the beliefs, practices, and orientations guiding 

religious traditions under the maintenance and control of those in charge. The case 

studies in the chapters ahead indicate that those who have taken on the mantle of being in 

charge of the construction of Buddhism would like to see what they are doing as 

disruptive as well. The approach taken via Remix+/- assists, however, in demonstrating 

that while people like Batchelor might view what they are doing as disruptive, existing 

flows of power are actually not being subverted. Case studies like his function instead as 

examples of how those flows of power continue and extend. 

 Digital culture heralds a necessary reconsideration of how authorship and 

ownership are to still remain recognizable features of production, but with a better 

awareness of how the principles of recyclability, predicated upon processes of sampling 

and citation, inform and reflect cultural creation. While “authorship” might appear to be 

conceptually self-evident, both its historical development and postmodern consideration 

reveal the complicated economic, political, and technological dimensions of its modern 

establishment in Western culture. Remix theory further problematizes such broad and 

prevalent taken-for-granted assumptions by disrupting and supplanting “traditional 

notions of individual creation, originality, and ownership” with those of “anonymity, 

hacking, appropriation, communal creation, alteration, and sharing,” and pushes for a 

continued reconsideration amid its equal push for a reformation of authorial conception 

and copyright law around the world.199 Sinnreich points towards a rise in what he calls 

“DJ Consciousness,” wherein the musical disc jockey’s moniker becomes a stand-in for 
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the categorical “intermediary level between artist and audience.”200 It signals a sort of 

“double-consciousness,” he states, regarding one’s work and life, wherein creative 

practice should be viewed “both from within and from without,” through one’s own eyes 

and as the other among all others.201 Vallier claims that, conceptually, remix “embodies 

the post-authorial worldviews envisioned by Barthes and Foucault”;202 indeed, its critical 

dimensions in this context will increasingly subvert such romance as remix theory 

becomes more expansive and understood. However, this is also an assumption that must 

be weighed against the stronghold of economic and governing models that would be 

completely undermined and subverted should authorial models and copyright regimes 

undergo such overwhelming reform. 

 Rethinking culture as software and creation in terms of recycling assists in 

reframing the way both operate in the contemporary world. Culture is characteristically 

networked and connected to the digitality that defines its interactive and connective 

processes. Such “computerization” of it informs the ways in which concepts like 

mimesis, bricolage, and archive function in contemporary settings, yielding updated 

metaphorical associations more closely connected to “remix” and the versioning and 

recombinatory practices that define cultural creation today. The foundational 

metaphorical correspondences introduced in this chapter were meant to assist in framing 

the structures and processes underlying culture and the creative sensibilities of those 
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engaging with it – especially as they pertain to the case studies in the chapters ahead. 

Constructions of Buddhism are changing quickly and in a manner that follows the 

inscription of power in society. Each of these terms (and their more current 

manifestations) becomes something that I will be watching and looking for in what 

follows as these inscriptions become clear. 
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CHAPTER TWO: RELIGION AND REMIX 
 

While Jonathan Z. Smith’s critical assessment of religion as a concept informs 

much of this project – that “religion” is a constructed term used for analytic purposes, 

freely defined by the scholars employing it – the analysis that follows more specifically 

revolves around the claims, perspectives, and calls to action of Brent Nongbri and Russell 

T. McCutcheon regarding the scholarly redescription of religion and its conceptual 

manufacturing, respectively. To a lesser degree, it also addresses Tomoko Masuzawa’s 

indication that religion’s scholarly manufacturing has mattered for those outside of the 

academy as well, even though it – and the extended category of “world religions” – were 

created for very particular, classificatory reasons; remix, I demonstrate, allows scholars, 

however, to move beyond the perpetual, sloppy, and rather unfulfilling categorization of 

religion that has resulted in more definitional qualifications than satisfactory rationales. 

David Chidester’s call for a more nuanced approach to understanding the power 

dynamics and means for data exchange and mediation in earlier studies of “religion” is 

also noted in the first part of this chapter. As indicated in what follows, he is certainly 

correct to note some of the major issues accompanying the methods that were used and 

what they have perpetuated, but his focus remains largely on mediation itself and not the 

processes that lead to the data being mediated, and this is something I demonstrate can be 

bolstered by remix theory.
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Religion is Protestant Christianity 

 This is the specific metaphor to which I am responding with RELIGIONS ARE 

REMIXES. Nongbri claims that “religion” is a categorical label effectively used to 

designate anything that resembles modern Protestant Christianity (whether people using 

the term admit it or not), such as Buddhism, which aligns with a broader understanding of 

“religion” functioning in a metonymic and metaphoric way. Thus, this is also the “short-

form” version of the metaphor, which might be both pluralized (RELIGIONS ARE 

PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITIES) or expanded (RELIGIONS ARE THOSE PHENOMENA THAT 

GENERALLY RESEMBLE PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY IN FORM AND FUNCTION). Nongbri is 

critical of redescribing cultural contexts as “religious” with the modern notion of the 

term in mind. However, he claims that scholars can be redescriptive in their work, 

because it can be useful in sifting out different ways to consider phenomena under 

investigation (much like what I am proposing with “remix”). His work thus calls for a 

shift in the ways those who are constructing contemporary forms of religiosity theorize 

about religion: they need to be clear about what they are doing (terminologically and 

conceptually), why they are doing it, and how it is being done. The case studies in the 

chapters ahead demonstrate the constructed and manufactured nature of this concept, and 

how they do not always meet the sort of criteria Nongbri suggests here. 

McCutcheon’s work has revolved around problematizing the sui generis tradition 

in religious studies, i.e., that “religion” corresponds to some sort of timeless, universal, 

and essential quality and experience. He calls for an interdisciplinary theorization of 

religion that not only pushes back against these types of manufactured assumptions, but 

that pays closer attention to what a homogenized conception of religion neglects: the 
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perpetuation of imbalances of power, wealth, and privilege (or at least underscoring their 

significance), and contextual features of personhood (like class, gender, age, and 

location). Both McCutcheon’s and Nongbri’s perspectives ground my position that 

“religion” is a cultural construct, which explicitly connects it to what was indicated 

regarding CREATION IS RECYCLING. RELIGION IS PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY also frames 

Protestant Christianity as prototypical for classificatory purposes. So, BUDDHISM IS 

RELIGION or ISLAM IS RELIGION (and so on) follows from that in a metonymic way (i.e., 

“religion” functions as a stand-in for Protestant Christianity). It is the same as 

metaphorically indicating (in that “short-form” way) that BUDDHISM (or whatever) IS 

PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY. As demonstrated ahead, however, it is not a problem that 

Buddhism is not exactly Protestant Christianity, because not all of the source domain 

(Protestant Christianity) is being mapped onto the target domain (Buddhism). Certain 

features (generic and categorical) are, and specifics (e.g., beliefs and rituals) are not. This 

emphasizing and de-emphasizing process assists in better understanding a phenomenon 

(e.g., Buddhism) by reference to something else (i.e., Protestant Christianity), and much 

of this is assisted by the metonymic roles played by both “religion” itself and the symbols 

used in its representation. In other words, I am looking for ways that Protestant 

Christianity, as well as differing strands of North American and European ideological 

approaches broadly associated with Protestant Christianity, are mapped onto Buddhism in 

my case studies in order to illustrate how Remix+/- allows for the consideration of the 

ways that religious change is occurring in the contemporary world. 

 Though closely related, metonymy and metaphor are distinct. The former refers to 

the use of some aspect, attribute, or feature as a stand-in for what is actually being 
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referenced. It differs from the latter since metaphor is relational via the conceptual 

understanding of something in terms of something else, but they both help in the 

comprehension of phenomena in general. One of the main things that distinguishes them 

relates to the former’s reliance upon contiguity and the latter’s reliance upon similarity.203 

According to Kövecses, 

It is a basic feature of metonymically related vehicle and target entities that they 
are “close” to each other in conceptual space...In the traditional view of 
metonymy, this feature of metonymy is expressed by the claim that the two 
entities are contiguously related, or that the two entities are in each other’s 
proximity.204 
 

Thus, metonymy, he notes, does not pertain to two different domains (i.e., linking 

together a concrete source and an abstract target) the way metaphor does; the items that 

might be used metonymically (like an author’s name for the author’s works) can be 

understood as parts of a single domain, or “idealized cognitive model (ICM).”205 The parts 

“form a coherent whole in our experience of the world,” he states, being able to “provide 

mental access” to the other parts comprising the same ICM.206 Of particular relevance 

here, then, is what Kövecses refers to as the Category-and-Member ICM: when a specific 

member of a category is used as a stand-in for that category (similar to what Lakoff and 

Johnson refer to as THE PART FOR THE WHOLE), and vice versa;207 e.g., “one is Christian” 
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meaning the same as “one is religious,” or “one is religious” meaning the same as “one is 

Christian.” “If a metonymic relationship can be found between a metaphorical source and 

target,” Kövecses notes, and as in the case of RELIGION IS PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY, 

“then the metaphor can be said to be motivated by and derive from the metonymy in 

question,”208 which can be discerned in BUDDHISM IS RELIGION, wherein Buddhist 

traditions become subject to, and pressured to categorically fit, the metonymic mold of 

Protestant Christian ideologies, practices, and orientations. 

 This is not a new insight, of course, but what this dissertation adds to that much 

older discussion (see Tomoko Masuzawa later in this chapter) is that Buddhist traditions 

can be examined as constructed from bits and pieces that have been resonant with 

Protestant Christianity. This is not to say that religious studies, as a discipline, is the 

target of the critique apparent throughout this dissertation either; those would-be 

constructors of religion, such as Batchelor, Tezuka, and Kabat-Zinn, are, however. In 

other words, there are still those borrowing from Protestant Christianity and Western 

neocolonial tropes in the construction of Buddhism, even if they do not realize that is 

what they are doing. The examples my case studies provide demonstrate, with assistance 

from Remix+/-, how they are doing this. Moreover, as a result of the contemporary 

context digital media has helped engender, such contemporary constructs are able to be 

amplified and circulate more quickly and more widely than ever before, because of the 

way society reinforces the amplification of those articulating what is both recognizable 

and seemingly held in common with the way most people think about and experience 
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contemporary Protestantism –  especially since it has become conflated with a generic 

understanding of “religion” in North America and Europe that focuses more on individual 

practice and choice over communal orientations and traditions. 

 According to Lakoff and Johnson, “Cultural and religious symbolism are special 

cases of metonymy.” They provide both “critical links between everyday experiences and 

the coherent metaphorical systems that characterize religions and cultures” and “an 

essential means of comprehending religious and cultural concepts.”209 They note that the 

dove in Christian symbolism functions metonymically (DOVE FOR HOLY SPIRIT), and 

much like other metonymies, it is not an arbitrary connection: 

It is grounded in the conception of the dove in Western culture and the conception 
of the Holy Spirit in Christian theology. There is a reason why the dove is the 
symbol of the Holy Spirit and not, say, the chicken, the vulture, or the ostrich. The 
dove is conceived of as beautiful, friendly, gentle, and above all, peaceful.210 
 

It also occupies the sky (i.e., the heavens), but comes down to be present among the 

inhabitants below. Indeed, this connection seems obvious, but Lakoff and Johnson miss 

the opportunity to venture into the emphasizing and de-emphasizing metaphoric 

processes behind this symbolic connection as well – the “+” and the “-” detailed later in 

this chapter that are conveyed by Remix+/-. The dove in Christianity might capture all of 

the general pleasantries of the tradition (self-professed and observable), but it hardly 

captures the atrocities Christian traditions have been responsible for, or the atrocities 

committed in the name of Christianity. Similarly, biological features of the dove are also 

omitted in this metonymic example: that it is mortal and will eventually die, that it is born 
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(i.e., comes into existence in a current form from which it previously did not exist), 

undergoes changes, and adapts to its environment in order to survive. Such features 

RELIGION IS PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY might keep hidden (Christian theologies generally 

do not focus on their “mortality,” self-creating and self-sustaining processes, or anything 

else that might suggest a subversion of their unique and authoritative doctrinal status), but 

as demonstrated in the chapters ahead, these are the kinds of features that RELIGIONS ARE 

REMIXES certainly highlights; it challenges what goes unused or de-emphasized in such a 

metaphor by drawing attention to the processes upon which “religions” – and in this case, 

contemporary Buddhisms – are predicated and built. 

 “Religion,” especially how Nongbri frames it, also demonstrates what Lakoff and 

Johnson refer to as an “ontological metaphor”: an event, activity, emotion, idea, process, 

or experience in general that is relationally structured as a thing, substance, object, or 

entity.211 They indicate that these types of metaphors – often informed by the experiences 

people have with their own bodies and other physical phenomena that require the 

imposition of artificial boundaries to serve cognitive discretion – become “necessary for 

even attempting to deal rationally with our experiences.”212 When experiences, activities, 

and the like are understood in this way, they can be compartmentalized and treated “as 

discrete entities or substances of a uniform kind”;213 as in the case of THE MIND IS A 

MACHINE OR THE MIND IS A BRITTLE OBJECT, Lakoff and Johnson note.214 Such experiences 
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or activities can then be referred to, categorized, grouped, quantified, and thus, reasoned 

about.215 The colonial and imperialistic perspective of “what those people seem to be 

doing” certainly aligns with this understanding: the invocation of “religion” in contexts 

where it is unknown or foreign in an effort to better understand establishes its own 

conceptual metaphorical value, emphasizing and de-emphasizing certain features of 

whatever group or phenomenon is under investigation in order to suit its analytical 

ambitions – however conscious this might be, and however ambiguous or colonizing 

one’s definitional reference point for “religion” remains, Remix+/- specifically draws 

attention to this process of addition and subtraction. Religion’s once metaphorical value 

– albeit largely loaded with imperial and colonizing sensibilities – has slipped far past 

metonymic utility, and its conflation with Protestant Christian traditions has created an 

underlying synonymity that preemptively colors assessments, qualifications, and 

classificatory processes prompted by initial observations and preliminary investigations. 

In other words, its metaphorical value has become eclipsed by hierarchical Western 

assumptions that set apart “us” from “them.” The analysis ahead follows from the 

recognition that the metonymic function and conventionalized metaphoric expression of 

“religion” have often blurred in a way that requires their unraveling – an unraveling that 

heralds a new metaphoric approach. 
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Redescribing Religion 

 In Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept (2013), Nongbri points out 

how the modern concept of “religion” is not universal or a timeless thing “out there” with 

which everyone has had some sort of conception of and engagement. He states that 

ancient languages did not have the modern concept of “religion,” literature among non-

Western peoples did not contain it until after those groups were encountered by European 

Christians, labels for “old” religions like Hinduism or Buddhism are creations from only 

about a couple hundred years ago, and when labels like Judaism or Islam are found to 

correlate to ancient words in native languages, they reflect activity and behavior rather 

than some sort of conceptual construct. Noticeably echoing a similar argument as Smith, 

Nongbri adds: 

More generally, it has become clear that the isolation of something called 
“religion” as a sphere of life ideally separated from politics, economics, and 
science is not a universal feature of human history. In fact, in the broad view of 
human cultures, it is a strikingly odd way of conceiving the world…Ancient 
people simply did not carve up the world in that way.216 
 

However, those who tend to persist in conceptually constructing “religion,” as my case 

studies will illustrate, routinely discuss it as if it did exist in the ancient world like it does 

today, and that is Nongbri’s general point of contention. 

 The basic assumption behind such perspectives among those constructing it is that 

“religion” was diffused and “embedded in all aspects of life” in the ancient world, even 

though the modern categorical distinction of “religion” did not exist at that time.217 In 
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other words, they had “religion,” they just did not have it as neatly separated and 

specified as people do now. Consistent with Smith, Nongbri indicates such a notion 

“helps to emphasize that categories post-Enlightenment thinkers often regard as distinct 

(such as politics, economics, and religion) were not distinct in the ancient world,” but its 

role in cultural analyses can be problematic.218 Contemporary studies that purport to 

understand “religion” in the ancient world, or in this case Buddhism, that proceed like 

this directly engage with a distinction between description and redescription. According 

to Nongbri, a descriptive account is “an observer’s best effort at reproducing the 

classification systems of a group of people being studied.”219 It is not exactly the “native” 

viewpoint, but the observer’s “best effort at reproducing that viewpoint.”220 A 

redescriptive account “freely employs classification systems foreign to those of the 

people being observed.”221 That is what tends to be occurring when “religion” is discussed 

as being embedded in the lives of ancient groups of people, or when people like Batchelor 

attempt to reclaim the real Buddhism that is both ancient and attached to the historic 

Buddha. In other words, “ancient people did not recognize ‘religion’ as a distinct sphere 

of life” like it tends to be now, and thus, using the trope of “embedded religion” gives the 

wrong impression that such accounts are descriptive, when in fact, they are being 

redescriptive – “creating,” rather than “simply describing”:222 
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The authors who use the trope of “embedded religion” generally write in a 
descriptive register (they present themselves as giving an accurate account of an 
ancient culture). Yet, their use of the idea that “religion was embedded” in the 
social structures of the ancient world suggests that “religion” is in fact a 
redescriptive term (ancient people did not recognize religion as a distinct sphere 
of life). The trope of “embedded religion” can thus produce the false impression 
that “religion” is a descriptive concept rather than a redescriptive concept for 
ancient cultures (that is, there really is something “out there” in antiquity called 
“Greek religion” that scholars are simply describing rather than creating). By 
permitting this slippage between descriptive and redescriptive uses of “religion,” 
the rhetoric of “embedded religion” allows historians to have their cake and eat it, 
too. They can (correctly) recognize that religion was not a concept in ancient 
cultures, but they can continue speaking as if it were. The result of such 
techniques for speaking about antiquity is the reinscription of religion as 
something eternally present in all cultures.223 
 

The overall point is that when “embeddedness” is employed, it is usually done so by 

those who would, in this case, construct contemporary Buddhism in a descriptive way 

even though the method in this sort of instance situates “religion” redescriptively (i.e., to 

suggest a foreign concept is simply embedded in a culture and can nevertheless be 

discerned upon analysis is redescription; the concept is not there though it is being 

constructed and located anyway). 

 Nongbri notes that the conceptual development of “religion” can be seen in 

methods that trace it back to ancient terms in an effort to ground the modern concept and 

locate religiosity in the ancient world. However, even if one is going back to words like 

the Latin religio, the Greek thrēskia, or the Arabic dīn, milla, and umma to ground 

“religion” in modern translations and interpretations, they (and others, such as dharma, 

dao, or jiao) have had varying meanings over time, so it would be simply inaccurate to 

equate their use in ancient contexts (anything pre-sixteenth to seventeenth century, really) 
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with the modern concept of “religion” today.224 This is also a great reminder that as a 

modern concept, “religion” has hardly remained static itself and has regularly undergone 

changes in meaning and signification. 

 Nongbri specifically traces the categorical formation of “religion” to the 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century periods of exploration by Europeans, and the 

influential push to privatize beliefs about God among Christians and demarcate “religion” 

from other spheres (i.e., politics) by those such as Jean Bodin and John Locke. During 

this time, the push for plurality under a single, cohesive state rested on individualized 

belief separate from the public sphere.225 Thinkers like Augustine, Ficino, and Bruno held 

influential views that recognized “Christianity” as having always existed in ancient 

theological forms (perhaps even derivative, so to speak, from those forms in a lineage of 

wisdom).226 Following these types of perspectives, it seems to be the general case that 

Christian contact with “others” amid the developing narrative of “religion” being 

conceptualized mostly had to do with Christians seeing those “others” as heretical 

Christians. Nongbri links the establishment of things like Greek, Roman, and 

Mesopotamian “religions” to the “colonial enterprises of European powers,” i.e., 

comparisons via those “on the ground” between newly encountered peoples and practices 

to what was familiar (e.g., Christianity).227 In other words, when European powers were 
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making sense of the Americans and Africans they encountered – initially through either 

the association of their gods with the “devil” and “demons” or being synonymous with 

the Christian deity – their reading of “religion” onto these people was then read back onto 

things like the Greek, Roman, and Mesopotamian pantheons and practices (now making 

them Greek, Roman, and Mesopotamian “religions,” not just Christian perversions). The 

point is that “ancient religions” in general were established as “objects of study” 

alongside the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century formation of religion as a concept, 

which was concomitant with the view that “religion” is sui generis and “out there” among 

all people.228 In my case studies, I will be exploring contemporary situations in which 

some seem to have this approach to “religion” as something that was in the past and can 

be rediscovered (and in Batchelor’s case, separating this thing from “religion” is part of 

the agenda, too). There is, thus, and not surprisingly, a link between some contemporary 

constructions of Buddhism and the neocolonial approaches of the past. That is, there is a 

sense in which certain practices can be understood as religious, and can be objects of 

study, that are examined without reference to how one’s own position in culture and 

history might be influencing how that construction comes to take the form that it does. 

 The way Nongbri definitionally considers “religion” is largely based on his 

appreciation for Ludwig Wittgenstein’s remarks on language and meaning: “For a large 

class of cases – though not for all – in which we employ the word ‘meaning’ it can be 

defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language.”229 How a word is used, 
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then, is how its meaning is recognized. When thinking of “religion,” those who would be 

its critics, constructors, or re-creators are not analyzing an outside-of-language universal 

concept; they are analyzing how this word is used when trying to understand what it 

means. For Nongbri, how this word is understood, used, and conceptually mapped 

pertains directly to the general and formal features of modern Protestant Christianity: 

Because of the pervasive use of the word “religion” in the cultures of the modern 
Western world (the “we” here), we already intuitively know what “religion” is 
before we even try to define it: religion is anything that sufficiently resembles 
modern Protestant Christianity. Such a definition might be seen as crass, 
simplistic, ethnocentric, Christianocentric, and even a bit flippant; it is all these 
things, but it is also highly accurate in reflecting the uses of the term in modern 
languages. Every attempted definition of “religion” that I have seen has implicitly 
had this criterion at its base. Most of the debates about whether this or that “-ism” 
(Confucianism, Marxism, etc.) is “really a religion” boil down to the question of 
whether or not they are sufficiently similar to modern Protestant Christianity.230 
 

When “religion” is being used redescriptively, this perspective is what is being read onto 

cultures without the same sort of conceptual compartmentalization and distinct 

categorization as modern Westerners. This essentialist reading of “religion” has led to the 

historical practice of using it to redescriptively analyze other and ancient cultures (being 

employed in a metaphorical way), as in the colonial sensibility to “make sense of” the 

“other.” 

 Nongbri does not think the concept of religion needs to be thrown out altogether, 

however, especially when discussing the ancient world, just as long as those who are 

engaging with “religion’s” constructed nature and utilizing the concept uncritically are 

clear about what they are doing and why they are doing it. They need to be blatantly 

redescriptive about it, and explicit about the fact that they are employing a modern 
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framework for the purpose of analysis and comparison. They can be redescriptive in their 

work, in other words, and “religion” can be a useful analytical tool when read back onto 

cultures that did not have it or conceive of the world in a compartmentalized way, 

because it can be useful in sifting out different ways to consider phenomena under 

investigation; they just need to be clear that they are not only reading a modern concept 

onto cultures that do not have it. How one goes about doing this is what is most 

important, in other words – not the anachronistic move itself: 

If we want to go on talking about ancient Mesopotamian religion, ancient Greek 
religion, or any other ancient religion, we should always bear in mind that we are 
talking about something modern when we do so. We are not naming something 
any ancient person would recognize. In our current context, we organize our 
contemporary world using the concepts of religious and secular. Furthermore, we 
carve up the religious side of that dichotomy into distinct social groups, the World 
Religions. Intentionally or not, when we bring this vocabulary to ancient sources, 
baggage comes along with it. I am advocating that we admit to and embrace this 
fact. Religion is a modern category; it may be able to shed light on some aspects 
of the ancient world when applied in certain strategic ways, but we have to be 
honest about the category’s origins and not pretend that it somehow organically 
and magically arises from our sources. If we fail to make this reflexive move, we 
turn our ancient sources into well-polished mirrors that show us only ourselves 
and our own institutions.231 
 

A similar redescriptive criticism might be leveled against this project for doing the same 

sort of thing with “remix” if I were not being transparent about my own critical ambitions 

and associations. I am not suggesting that ancient cultures were consciously sampling 

material from each other’s traditions and remixing them into different configurations that 

suited their own contexts, needs, and uses – with that type of conceptual terminology in 

place. My guiding perspective, building on Smith, Nongbri, McCutcheon, and others is 

that this is just how cultural exchange and dialogue has always proceeded, and that such a 

 
231 Nongbri, 153. 



 

 101 

resdescriptive move on my part is meant to open up new possibilities of perspectives for 

understanding and analyzing how religiosity and the legacies and lineages of so-called 

religious traditions have developed. 

 However, this is not to say that I am simply agreeing with the redescriptive legacy 

of “religion,” nor that I am merely also critiquing the manufacturing of it as a sui generis 

concept. I am unpacking the metaphoric value behind Nongbri’s reasoning and more 

pointedly analyzing the oft-neglected processes themselves that inform or result in what 

is typically critiqued about its manufacturing. What is missing from the work of those 

who would construct “religion,” or in this case, contemporary Buddhism, are those 

clearly established metaphoric connections that assist in unraveling such processes to 

assist in a better understanding of how they take shape and form – especially metaphors 

that reflect the cultural context from which the analysis is taking place (i.e., digital, 

networked culture and the unique reservoir of metaphors that aligns with it). 

Manufacturing Religion 

 Russell McCutcheon begins his argument in Manufacturing Religion: The 

Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and Politics of Nostalgia (1997) by asserting in a 

similar way as Nongbri and Smith that the sui generis nature of religion, i.e., that it is of 

its own kind and unique, is a scholarly construct, and that it both institutionalizes the 

concept of religion while also sacrificing difference, context, and history for the sake of 

homogeneity and “abstract essences.”232 In other words, the sameness or likeness implied 
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by using the concept to group together various things carries implications associated with 

privilege and power. In sum, the book is about how “religion” becomes a homogenizing 

concept that inadequately structures and frames human existence, and many of those 

studying it become directly implicated in this process through their chosen methodologies 

– even when their agendas purport to do otherwise, as indicated in Chapter Three. His 

critique also serves as a great foundation for critical remix practices – in particular, those 

that explicitly and more specifically contextual phenomena, celebrate heterogeneity, and 

destabilize the notion of irreducible “originals.” 

 McCutcheon’s critique revolves around the development of religion in North 

America, and in particular, in the work of Mircea Eliade and those sharing in his lineage 

of thought (specifically, the autonomous and irreducible nature of “religion,” with it 

being ontologically distinct – not just taxonomic – from other spheres of culture). By 

“manufactured” McCutcheon means the way religion is “portrayed, understood, and 

represented.”233 He is not, however, just pointing out the manufactured nature of the 

concept and its categorical correspondence to those studying it. Indeed, Smith famously 

did so about fifteen years earlier when pointing out the disjunction between data being 

recognized as religious versus there being data for religion: “Religion is solely the 

creation of the scholar’s study. It is created for the scholar’s analytic purposes by his 

imaginative acts of comparison and generalization. Religion has no independent 

existence apart from the academy.”234 McCutcheon is more so critiquing this 
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manufacturing – it is a critique of “the assumptions or rules that make such a 

representation possible and normative, and, in the end, identifies the ways in which such 

representations sanction and sustain sociopolitical and material agendas.”235 McCutcheon 

notes that claiming religious phenomena are irreducible might also be a product of the 

investigative tools used to study it: e.g., phenomenological (seeking ahistorical essence 

amid historical occurrences) and comparative (seeking sameness amid difference) 

methods. Thus, he is pushing for an interdisciplinary model to replace the sui generis 

homogenous grouping of phenomena found in the academy, following his claim that 

when not enough attention is given to the varying factors of what it means to be a person 

in society (like class, gender, age, where one physically lives, and so on), i.e., “by 

decontextualizing human beings in this manner,” it can result in the perpetuation of 

things like the imbalance of power, wealth, and privilege, or at least lead to underscoring 

their significance.236 All of this, of course, relates to the manufacturing around which his 

critique centers. However, while he is critiquing those “assumptions or rules,” he is not 

exactly pinpointing how those “assumptions or rules” are arrived at, which the model I 

am proposing here does, as I will demonstrate in my analyses of the case studies that 

follow. 

 McCutcheon argues that dominant power structures are supported via the 

normativizing political claims and methods in the field of religious studies, and these 

directly relate to marginalizing tendencies for both people and their unique contexts. His 
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push for revealing the implicit theoretical approaches in religious studies to then open 

them up for either defense or critique – “a tactical, oppositional discourse”237 – resonates 

well with critical remix practices, i.e., challenging power structures in the academy and 

through contextualizing both the positions of those who have guided the field and those 

they are studying. Drawing on insight from Armin Geertz and Jeppe Sinding Jensen, 

McCutcheon claims that myths (especially decontextualized ones) – and their 

corresponding rituals and traditions (what he calls the “politics of nostalgia”) – do not 

reflect historical events as much as they legitimate how the world is ordered, and thus, 

“the norm against which other social arrangements and forms of human behavior are 

judged and found wanting.”238 They easily become authoritative and marginalizing 

rubrics, in other words, among both insiders and outsiders; this is clearly demonstrated in 

the case studies ahead among those attempting to disrupt other authoritative and 

marginalizing orientations by introducing their own. A tighter framework for breaking 

down these types of assumptions and agendas has still been lacking amid varying forms 

of criticism, but it is a perspective that this project aims to start remedying – not 

necessarily by resolving, but by explicating in a way that better reveals how such 

assumptions and agendas form and operate. 

Manufacturing World Religions 

 Those nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century perspectives also played a 

significant role in the categorical establishment of “world religions.” Through the 
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broadening of Christians, Jews, Muslims, and all the rest, Masuzawa notes, that initial 

grouping of four – especially “the rest” – turned into several “world religions.”239 Such 

categorization has generally proceeded since then without being seriously challenged, 

and has become a rubric that remains intimately tied to both “the formation of modern 

European identity” and a prototypical framework for “unity amid plurality.”240 She also 

more directly argues that the modern study of religion is based on patterns of 

secularization and compartmentalization in society, i.e., when society started developing 

disciplines to study itself, like politics, economics, sociology, and so on, suggesting a 

diminishing grip on these areas by religious institutions: society could now understand 

itself outside the parameters of supernatural authority.241 There is a sort of “othering” 

involved at the onset of the study of religion as well: the East becomes “venerable” and 

the preserver of historical traditions, while the West becomes “progressive” and the 

creator of history.242 Indeed, such othering has been a very common classificatory 

dualistic perspective throughout history, resulting in distinctions – often disparagingly 

positioned – between “ours” and “theirs”; the latter is typically considered false in its 

comparison to the former.243 As illustrated in the case studies ahead, certain recent 

constructors of contemporary Buddhism implicitly take this view as they venerate what 
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they assume, from their unexamined Western perspectives, to be the “authentic” 

Buddhism that is closer to the Buddha than all of the people outside the West who have 

long practiced it and participated in its construction. 

 Masuzawa also notes that the category itself carries with it a “monumental” 

universalizing assumption about “religion”: that it can be found anywhere in the world 

and at any time in history.244 Smith refers to this as an “implicit universality” of an 

“ubiquitous human phenomenon.”245 Those whose perspectives take for granted the 

constructed and manufactured nature of the category are not really addressing this 

assumption either, Masuzawa indicates, and for two, main reasons: many tend to be either 

sympathizers of categorically-established religious traditions or adherents and do not 

really want to examine the category, or the simple fact that one’s departmental 

appointment (and existence of the department itself) relies on the category’s persistence, 

which makes it a disincentive to critically analyze.246 This categorical connection to the 

academy is a significant part of Smith’s criticism of the term as well. In “Religion, 

Religions, Religious” (2004), he famously reiterates its redescriptive nature in regard to 

its scholarly manufacturing: 

“Religion” is not a native term; it is a term created by scholars for their 
intellectual purposes and therefore is theirs to define. It is a second-order, generic 
concept that plays the same role in establishing a disciplinary horizon that a 
concept such as “language” plays in linguistics or “culture” plays in anthropology. 
There can be no disciplined study of religion without such a horizon.247 
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 Masuzawa noticeably places McCutcheon’s work in close proximity with Smith’s 

critique of religion, with it being manufactured inside and not having any place outside 

the academy. According to Smith, religion “is not a first-person term of self-

characterization. It is a category imposed from the outside on some aspect of native 

culture. It is the other, in these instances colonists, who are solely responsible for the 

content of the term.”248 However, Smith’s criticism is missing the further explanation 

Masuzawa argues is needed. “It lacks a necessary complementing thesis,” she states, 

or at least some statement of the incontrovertible fact that, much as “religion” is 
an imaginative invention originating in the academy, it has thoroughly permeated 
and saturated our quotidian (non-academic) discourses in such a way that the 
reality-effect of this theoretical abstraction is not in the least confined to the life of 
the academy.249 
 

In other words, “religion” certainly matters outside of the academy, and this is something 

that should not be neglected when theorizing about its construction and what it means for 

many different people. This project is less concerned with who gets to define what 

religion is and more of who outside the scholarly realm is now laying claim to the 

authority to define it. Moreover, whereas religious studies as a field largely looks at other 

scholars, I am turning the focus to the broader field of would-be claimants and 

constructors of Buddhism, not to stand in a position that would attempt to claim that what 

they are doing is or is not “religion” according to some outdated understanding of the 

concept, but to understand how they lay claim to and construct, in this case “Buddhism,” 
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by making it broadly legible to the people who interact with their writings, practices, and 

art. 

Those religions more clearly manufactured than others (Hinduism is a classic 

“world religion” example, alongside indigenous and more localized traditions), in fact, 

have been sustained and continued to be manufactured by the subjects and participants 

being studied: 

the reality and credibility of these imaginings was assured only through “native” 
participation in the discourse, prominent colonial elites appropriating these 
neologisms as accoutrement of their local, regional, or nationalistic politics, most 
often carried out in the condition of colonialism and under duress.250 
 

This project will probably offer very little to those sympathizers and adherents who have 

no wish in analyzing their own beliefs or orientations, but one of its goals is to address 

the category’s persistence among non-academic publics – and this is something the 

project’s guiding model (outlined in detail near the end of this chapter) helps to 

specifically illuminate; in brief, the category is able to persist because of its context-

specific definitional adaptability and the way particular features generally associated with 

it are highlighted or downplayed. 

The Colonizing Chain of Religious Knowledge 

 David Chidester’s work on the colonial dimensions of the academic study of 

religion is in dialogue with the scholar-subject dynamic Masuzawa points out as well. He 

examines the rise of the field of comparative religion and its relation to colonialism in 

South Africa – specifically, how colonialism played a large role in, and strongly shaped, 

general academic assumptions about religion. His is considered a “counterhistory” to the 
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academic study of religion that discerns the power dynamics of imperialistic motivations 

and colonial contexts generally glossed over in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

comparative religion projects. As an interpretive analysis, his aim in studying such 

imperial comparative religion is to document and examine “the complex relations 

between the emergence of a science of comparative religion in Great Britain during the 

second half of the nineteenth century and the colonial situation in southern Africa.”251 In 

doing so, he 

documents the importance of African religion, the persistence of the great divide 
between savagery and civilization, and the salience of complex mediations in 
which knowledge about religion and religions was produced, authenticated, and 
circulated within imperial comparative religion.252 
 

It is an area of study, in other words, rife with hegemonic structures and disparaging uses 

of power – the sort of area critical remix theorists specifically engage (more on this in 

Chapter Five). 

 The chains of knowledge generally established in the methods and academic 

traditions Chidester critiques are based on an imperial, colonialist chain of information 

exchange. Captured by what he calls the “triple mediation” method,253 he notes that 

imperial theorists like Max Müller, Edward Tylor, and James Frazer depended upon raw 

material from colonial middlemen since these theorists were never “on the ground” (an 

approach that would never be taken today). Those middlemen depended upon indigenous 
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informants and collaborators undergoing colonization. The theory being produced then – 

demonstrating Smith’s indication that such colonists were the ones mostly responsible for 

the term’s content – became universalized and influenced the data being reported and 

exchanged by indigenous and colonial collaborators. In effect, European imperial 

theorists of religion were turned into informants for their own projects, “reversing the 

flow” of information along the chain.254 Chidester’s critique of this process – a process 

that has methodologically shaped the comparative study of religion in the West as one 

guided by imperialistic aims, erroneous universalizing tendencies and assumptions, and 

echo chamber-like modes of information exchange and theoretical development – 

revolves around three main questions: 1) How is knowledge about religion and religions 

produced? 2) How is that knowledge authenticated? 3) How is that knowledge circulated? 

Positioned as “an opportunity for critical and creative reflection” on how 

knowledge is produced, authenticated, and circulated, Chidester’s broader goal is to 

overcome the dualisms found in the study of religion as well – colonizer versus 

colonized, imperial versus indigenous – and get at “the complex, multiple, and 

multiplying mediations in which knowledge was produced in and through the material 

conditions of empire.”255 This project, then, can be understood as being in dialogue with 

that broader goal as well, as it too aims to overcome such dualisms and illustrate how 

religious content is produced, authenticated, and circulated, and which parts or features 

remain important (and are emphasized) in certain contexts, and those that are not (and are 

 
254 Chidester, xi. 
 
255 Chidester, xii–iii. 



 

 111 

correspondingly de-emphasized). It also builds upon any shortsightedness that might be 

discerned in simply understanding the nature of mediation in such contexts, as it 

emphasizes the conditions and processes intimately connected to the data being assessed 

and utilized. This is something the notion of recombinatoriality implies amid cultural 

dialogue: data circulates, it stratifies, it is broken down as it is selectively accessed, and it 

is repurposed in subjective ways – always. Chidester is correct in addressing this 

circulation and stratification; it is in need of a more thorough elucidation and 

reevaluation, however, if developmental processes surrounding religiosity – especially of 

the sort encountered by and constructed within the West in relation to the East – and its 

established positions in society are to be better understood. The case studies in the 

chapters ahead demonstrate exactly how remix theory can uniquely answer calls of this 

sort. 

The Death of a Metaphor 

 McCutcheon notes that instead of the study of religion comprising the study of a 

part of human – individual and communal – complexity, it has been framed in sui generis 

studies as “an ontologically separate inquiry into a privileged, dehistoricized, human 

essence, Homo religiosus.”256 However, the lack of a universal, explicit definition of 

religion, McCutcheon states, reflects the lack of defensible theorizing in the field, and 

this is something I suggest a reorientation in metaphorical framing and the 

implementation of a new conceptual approach can help address and elucidate. It seems 

counterintuitive to accept that a definition of a particular cultural construct and societal 
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category be inherently ambiguous and elusive; that, after all, is not a definition that is 

actually defining anything with much analytical use or value. The ontological 

categorization to which McCutcheon is responding, then, is more so an instance of a 

failed ontological metaphorical approach, wherein the “religion” metaphor (i.e., whatever 

resembles Protestant Christianity) has died in its assertion of something self-evident; i.e., 

it has become a “dead” metaphor, or literal concept, according to conceptual metaphor 

theory (CMT), that has lost its metaphorical value. However, it only remains dead in 

popular use and among sui generis thinkers; it retains ontological metaphorical value 

when the theoretical framing proposed by someone like Nongbri is preserved (i.e., when 

it is understood as a comparative, redescriptive tool for analyzing those phenomena 

generally resembling Protestant Christianities in the West). 

 Trying to understand any sort of data, McCutcheon indicates in an essay with 

William E. Arnal, “requires us to some degree to frame that data in terms of the 

categories that make sense to us, even if in so doing we distort them or even offend those 

whom we seek to understand.”257 However, categories and terminological choices carry 

with them their own assumptions, implications, and theoretical baggage, and “religion” is 

certainly not immune to this process in signification. “The European application of 

‘religion’ to societies first encountered in the modern period via voyages of exploration,” 

they indicate, 

is probably not in the first instance a deliberate effort to dominate but to 
understand. This involves the simple, if flawed, process of Europeans somewhat 
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naively applying their own (limited and culture-specific) categories onto new 
data. The effect is ethnocentric and can be unhelpful; among other things, such 
wholesale imposition of one’s own native categories can make one blind to the 
strangenesses of the data, to the genuinely illuminating differences between “us” 
and “them.”258 

 
The ubiquity of those ontological metaphors guiding perspectives and interpretations of 

what is encountered, along with such categories that are formed and imposed as a result, 

is evident in this assertion. They can be so taken for granted that people hardly ever even 

realize that their realities are being structured by them or that such seemingly self-evident 

and direct descriptions are actually metaphorical259 – hence the importance of making the 

familiar unfamiliar with a concept like “remix.” 

 There are two options here for those who would construct Buddhism 

unselfconsciously and without a self-critical understanding of religion as a constructed 

category: either accept “religion” as a dead metaphor, or keep it loaded with the 

ontological metaphorical features it harbored among Western colonizers trying to make 

sense of the non-Christians they encountered. The former is much less useful, however, 

given the concept’s long history of unresolved definitional precision among familial and 

taxonomical groupings of phenomena across the globe. Explicitly embracing the latter is 

really the only way the term retains any sort of conceptual value, since as an ontological 

metaphor it helped manufacture those phenomena that have progressively slipped into an 

even further metaphorical death. Thus, the point is that such phenomena have been 

manufactured and constructed as separate from other societal features – loaded with all 
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sorts of those issues pointed out by McCutcheon – and remix theory, and in particular, 

the use of remix as an alternative conceptual metaphor, helps break down those issues 

and problematize the self-evident assumptions in ways that McCutcheon suggests 

through a proposed interdisciplinary shift in methodology. 

Terminological Choices 

 The case Nongbri makes for a conscious and reflexive use of redescription also 

aligns with this approach as it addresses the relevancy terminological choices have amid 

critical and comparative analyses: 1) they carry the sort of conceptual “baggage” noted 

above, and 2) they can help assist in understanding phenomena from different 

perspectives. In other words, the use of multiple or alternative terms when designating 

certain phenomena can extend the ways those phenomena under investigation can be 

approached and understood (e.g., using “remix” and related terms in explicitly 

metaphorical ways). Choice in terminology, and thus, conceptual framing, is also directly 

related to how meaning is generated and how phenomena are understood. David J. 

Gunkel addresses this topic at length in Of Remixology: Ethics and Aesthetics After 

Remix (2016). He argues that the overall point is not to resolve terminological confusion; 

the point is to recognize that the multiplicity of terminology might best be praised rather 

than resolved since it allows scholars to uncover different ways of understanding similar 

phenomena. Resorting to a “best” term, then, can restrict the possibilities for variance in 

conceptual understanding, and it might more narrowly confine any analyses that approach 

subjects in that way.260 
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 As is the case with metaphors, every description or terminological qualification of 

something will participate in a process that highlights, downplays, and hides aspects and 

features depending upon the purpose and expectations of use.261 A very simple example 

can help illustrate how such highlighting works: If I say that I have a friend who is a Zen 

Buddhist, I am being selective about what I want to be highlighted and downplayed about 

this person. This person might be male, this person might be relatively old, a convicted 

felon, a public official – there are countless attributes and status-markers from which I 

might pull or push to the side in my presentation of this friend. All of these are hidden – 

or at least downplayed – by simply highlighting the fact that this friend is Zen Buddhist. 

The same would hold true if instead of referring to this person as Zen Buddhist, I 

indicated that this person was a public official. The point is that “Zen Buddhist,” and any 

and all other possible terminological qualification, carries with it certain assumptions and 

meanings that participate in such highlighting and hiding of features. 

 Categorical term substitutions participate in this process as well – as stand-ins for 

composite groupings. The famed Vietnamese Buddhist monk and prolific author Thich 

Nhat Hanh uses a wooden table as an example to illustrate the five aggregates in 

Buddhist thought in his equally famous The Miracle of Mindfulness (1975) that illustrates 

my point here as well: 

The table’s existence is possible due to the existence of things which we might 
call “the non-table world”: the forest where the wood grew and was cut, the 
carpenter, the iron ore which became the nails and screws, and countless other 
things which have relation to the table, the parents and ancestors of the carpenter, 
the sun and rain which made it possible for the trees to grow…If you took away 
any of those non-table elements and returned them to their sources – the nails 
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back to the iron ore, the wood to the forest, the carpenter to his parents – the table 
would no longer exist.262 
 

The wooden table in this example could certainly be considered a remix, being the 

product of sampled material in its recombinatory assembly. However, my point is not that 

it is better understood as only a remix; my point is that framing the wooden table as a 

remix, or thinking about its creation in terms of remix theory, allows it to be understood 

differently in the illuminative ways Gunkel suggests. 

 Sometimes, terms appear to be synonymous and interchangeable as well (e.g., 

mashup and collage), but as already alluded to, even terms that appear to be synonymous 

carry with them a nuanced difference that signals something another related term might 

not. Gunkel refers to these relational terms as “quasi synonyms”: while they can be used 

somewhat synonymously, they also capture something distinct and unique that other 

terms do not.263 In religious studies, this can be seen taking place amid the varying use of 

terms such as “belief system,” “worldview,” “cosmology,” “cosmographic formation,” 

“spiritual path,” or “sacred canopy,” to name just a few. “Religion” carries with it 

something that other terms might not capture in the same way or at all, and vice versa. 

Again, however, the point is that choosing to use one term over another carries with it 

certain assumptions and goals, as the conceptual baggage attached to each carries 

particular qualities and meanings as well. Decisions guiding terminological choices, 

Gunkel states, are “never unimportant, incidental, or accidental,” because each of the 

 
262 Thich Nhat Hanh, The Miracle of Mindfulness: An Introduction to the Practice of Meditation, trans. 
Mobi Ho (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1987), 47. 
 
263 Gunkel, Of Remixology, 22. 
 



 

 117 

terms “already and in advance determines the kinds of questions one is capable of asking, 

the kinds of evidence he or she believes will count as appropriate, and the range of 

solutions that are recognized as being possible.”264 Gunkel argues that distinct qualities 

that differentiate these “synonyms” are where each of them are found to be meaningful;265 

in the study of religion, this can help indicate how ambiguous definitions and 

qualifications are usually far more loaded than they appear in casual use, especially when 

used in comparative or historical contexts. There is a difference between calling a 

religious reformer an innovator, a cultural syncretist, a plunderer or pirate of other beliefs 

and practices, and a theological mashup artist, as each carries its own rhetorical value and 

semiotic weight. Since metaphor characterizes broader conceptions of reality, then 

language – and the terminological choice predicated on it – fundamentally matters. 

Gunkel indicates that the equation of two different, quasi-synonymous concepts “would 

provide very little information” if they identified the exact same thing: “Like any 

tautology, saying that x = x is true but essentially meaningless and uninformative.”266 

Researchers would take away very little in a study of Indian philosophy if they simply 

claimed that ātman = soul and left it at that (which is often the case in much introductory 

literature on world religions!). If there is something about one that makes it different 

from the other, no matter how minor such a difference might be, “then the statement is 

meaningful and provides some new perspective by allowing one term to be defined, 
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understood, and reconceptualized in terms of the other.”267 Indeed, that is effectively the 

basis for this project. 

A Metaphorical Shift 

 I argue that the extension of remix as metaphor in religious studies can assist in 

understanding the processes and patterns of those traditions and phenomena labeled 

“religion” or “religious,” and can be a useful shift in how those studies have generally 

been approached up to this point. To refer to a religious tradition as something that has 

been “remixed” might focus on its use of other material, but that does not mean it cannot 

move beyond that to say something about how that new use is made meaningful – which 

is often intimately connected to a tradition’s longevity and legacy. Recalling the inherent 

operative features of CMT and terminological qualification, it is clear that certain terms 

and metaphors highlight and hide aspects of their domains. This is not what is at issue; 

whether or not this is understood and recognized is, along with the ramifications 

accompanying conceptual and symbolic choices related to it. However, metaphorical 

obscurity that can often accompany this does help illustrate one of the main starting 

points for this project’s critical positioning. One of my main claims behind what follows 

is that what is hidden in the current “religion” metaphor can be better highlighted with 

“remix.” As metaphors emphasize certain aspects of phenomena as they are being used, 

they also exclude or hide aspects that might be oppositional or more important than what 

is now being highlighted. The application of a metaphor like “remix” inherently carries 

with it the potential to shift the entire way those traditions and developments associated 
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with “religion” are conceptualized through its own emphasizing and de-emphasizing 

features, and both clarifying former obscurities and highlighting what might be 

considered oppositional is largely the point. 

 Bringing “remix” to the study of “religion,” then, is both a redescriptive maneuver 

and a critical exercise in problematizing normative assumptions attached to religious 

conceptions and traditions. Thus, this project aims to not only help illustrate how 

religious phenomena develop and evolve via remix, but how choices in terminology 

relate to the ways individuals – in this case, constructors of Buddhism – conceptualize 

and sustain meaningful assumptions about culture and its processes as well. Nongbri and 

McCutcheon both call for newer ways to theorize and move forward in the study of 

religion, and this project attempts to provide a non-essentialist theorizing particularly 

fitting the current cultural milieu that does not disregard former, ambiguous conceptual 

categories, but is instead critical of their redescriptive qualities and what they take for 

granted, and transparent about how newer ones can be used analytically. 

Religions are Remixes 

If we pose the question “Is religion a remix?” we fall into the old trap of seeing how 
many characteristics religion shares with musical sampling practices and debating 
whether the number is sufficient such that religion should receive the designation of 

remix. If we shift away from the essentialist standpoint, we might ask different questions, 
such as “How might we understand human behavior differently if we, as a thought 
exercise, regard religions as remixes?” Such an inquiry could provoke a series of 

strategic comparisons involving gods and hierarchies of power, catechumens reciting 
creeds and notions of authorship and authenticity. This kind of exercise helps us see 

phenomena in new ways and should be encouraged.268 
 

 
268 This is a remixed passage originally found in Nongbri, 155–6; Nongbri’s version compared capitalism to 
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 This is the dominant metaphorical correspondence around which my project 

revolves. It is informed by the first two, and it is challenging the third. Specifically, it is 

challenging the metonymic use of “religion” in something like BUDDHISM IS RELIGION, 

which frames the understanding of “religions” in terms of Protestant Christianity. I am 

not arguing that “religions” cannot or should not be conceptualized like this (as 

generically resembling Protestant Christianity), per se, because that is how they were 

fabricated to begin with, and as categories, they serve their respective purposes (for better 

or worse). I am proposing “religions” like Buddhism (for example) be metaphorically 

framed in terms of remix processes for a more critical appreciation and understanding of 

how they are structured and develop. If RELIGION IS PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY, and 

“religion” is used metonymically in something like BUDDHISM IS RELIGION (i.e., 

Buddhism can be better understood by thinking about it in terms of Protestant 

Christianity), then RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES means that those phenomena (“religions”) are 

being understood now in terms of the sampling processes and repurposing practices 

characterizing cultural creation (“remixes”). As noted in the Introduction, this is a 

rhetorical, metaphorical, and redescriptive move; the interdisciplinary nature of remix 

studies makes such an application conducive for this, however. Those projects that have 

paved the way for bringing remix theory to the study of religion are partners in 

conversation, then, and some of their work will be engaged in the chapters ahead. As 

noted in the Introduction, this correspondence is also directly informed by the operative 

model I discern for studying cultural constructs: Remix+/-. This is further examined near 

the end of the chapter in response to the limitations of both the model upon which I build 

my own (Remix+) and a similar sort of modeling that remains religion-specific (Clifford 
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Geertz’s understanding of religion’s functional parameters), and thus, confined to 

narrowly analyzing a cultural sphere marked by ontological insufficiencies. As 

demonstrated ahead, a model that gets behind or goes underneath (in a metaphorically 

orientational way, Lakoff and Johnson would note) the processes involving systems of 

symbols or ritual activity is better equipped to examine not just those phenomena, but all 

other cultural constructs and developments as well. 

 To reiterate, this project understands “religion” as Nongbri presents it: that which 

generally resembles Protestant Christianity in form and function. Regardless of the fact 

that the concept has lost much of its metaphorical value amid its literalization and is 

loaded with definitional obscurities, I am not arguing that it should be abandoned 

altogether as a categorical tool in favor of “remix,” just as I would not argue remixed 

audio compositions cease being referred to as “songs”; technical or metaphorical, remix 

allows for a shift in understanding the composite nature of cultural constructs, which is 

what this project is proposing concerning religion. Similar to redescriptive uses of the 

term “religion,” however, there is also a difference between arguing that cultural 

phenomena are remixes and arguing that cultural phenomena can be understood 

differently with the metaphorical assistance of remix. There are also subtleties in terms of 

language and framing that need to be carefully positioned when doing so: being 

uncritically redescriptive (e.g., various Buddhist teachers have remixed the Buddha’s 

teachings over time) versus using remix metaphorically in a self-consciously 

redescriptive way (e.g., the way Buddhist teachings have changed over time can be 

uniquely understood by thinking about them in terms of remix). The latter is the sort of 

approach Nongbri is suggesting regarding religion, too: 
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Religion could be deployed in nonessentialist ways to treat something as a 
religion for the purposes of analysis. Such a move would shift our mode of 
discourse. We would no longer ask the question “Is phenomenon X a religion?” 
Rather, we would ask something like “Can we see anything new and interesting 
about phenomenon X by considering it, for the purpose of study, as a religion?”269 

 
Substituting the word “remix” for “religion” in that passage illustrates exactly what I am 

proposing in this project. Using Remix+/-, and with a specific focus on process (i.e., how 

religions develop) rather than ontology (i.e., what religions are), I argue that RELIGIONS 

ARE REMIXES might fill the need for a more robust developmental understanding in the 

study of religion that directly engages processes of selection (i.e., sourcing and sampling) 

and processes of emphasis and de-emphasis (i.e., highlighting and hiding) in the 

development of these cultural phenomena. It should also be noted that both “religion” and 

“remix” are being used as nouns, or products of process, in RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES; just 

as remixing results in a remix, religioning, so to speak, i.e., the enacting of formal 

features like practicing, believing, storytelling, and so on that are associatively linked to 

Protestant Christianity, results in a religion. It is in this sense that the contemporary 

Buddhisms I review are examples of religioning. 

 Lakoff and Johnson also note an important distinction between definitions and 

metaphors that aids in the understanding of those things being defined. For example, 

“religion” does not define Buddhism in BUDDHISM IS RELIGION; it metaphorically helps 

people understand it as a cultural construct. The same might be said for the definition of 

something like “love”: one would not find words like “madness” or “journey” under the 

definition for “love” in a dictionary (although both are common metaphorical ways to 
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understand it). Those words assist people in understanding the concept of love; they do 

not define the concept itself. A concept’s “interactional properties,” Lakoff and Johnson 

note, are what largely define it, too.270 There are certainly inherent features present in 

constructs like Buddhism, but the point is that those only partly define it; metaphors like 

“religion” are what result in a larger cultural appreciation and comprehension of what it 

is. As detailed in more depth ahead, there is also the inescapable fact that this particular 

construct (Buddhism) is mainly understood as a singular -ism to begin with as a result of 

colonial applications of “religion” in imperial contexts. However, as noted earlier, for 

analytical and categorical purposes of comprehension, conceptual constructs are needed. 

Lakoff and Johnson make clear that “categorization is primarily a means of 

comprehending the world, and as such it must serve that purpose in a sufficiently flexible 

way,” based on things like relationships to prototypical examples within such categories 

and their interactional properties;271 “concepts are defined by prototypes and by types of 

relations to prototypes,” they state,272 which can be discerned by understanding “religion” 

as a metaphorical category. Various -isms have been created for that purpose, and even 

though they have been created via the problematic metaphor of “religion,” my point is 

that their re-conceptualization via another conceptual metaphor (“remix”) illuminates 

what “religion” has hidden in its application. Analyses of particular schools, lineages, 

denominations, and the like based on this framework necessarily follow as well, and 

questions pertaining to “what counts as this or that,” “which is the original form,” and 
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“how do their developmental processes challenge former notions” is taken up in later 

chapters. 

 To be clear, however, I am not arguing that something like “Buddhism” is just 

“Protestant Christianity” remixed, for example, when it comes to specific details; as 

noted, its categorical features (texts, locations, communality, ritual activity, ethical and 

moral codes, doctrines, etc.) might be framed as such in resemblance to Protestant 

Christianity, but what I am proposing is that such a categorical relationship needs to be 

supplanted with a better-equipped developmental understanding – something the tools 

and rhetoric of the digital age has graciously provided. The source domain of this 

proposed metaphor signals a technical process of sampling already existing source 

material in order to create something new. The recycling and dialogic features informing 

the ways “religions” sample and repurpose cultural material (“software,” following 

Balkin) explicitly connect this metaphor to the first two: Buddhist thought and practice 

arose out of already existing Indian (and other) traditions. Instead of using the familiar 

metaphor of “religion” (its death notwithstanding) to understand these cultural traditions 

and worldviews, the metaphor of “remix” might be used in order to critically analyze 

how these traditions and practices have actually developed and evolved. This project, 

then, aims to provide the means for understanding the ramifications of such a 

metaphorical swap and how this conceptual shift alters the ways in which “religions” and 

their phenomena are understood. The bias and partiality associated with conceptual 

metaphors indicated earlier is also noticeably at work in something like BUDDHISM IS 

RELIGION. “If all metaphors present a partial picture,” Deignan notes, “then the frequent 

metaphors of a community must contribute to a collective bias in understanding the 
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world, because they both hide and highlight aspects of reality from members of that 

community.”273 This is necessarily the case with previous metaphoric structures used in 

understanding religiosity: when framed as they are, they can only be conceived in terms 

the mapping of their source (Protestant Christianity) allows. Of course, the remix model 

proposed here is necessarily biased as well, as it is critical of the prior ways of framing 

religiosity, but it embraces this feature rather than leaving its taken-for-granted nature 

obscured in the background. 

 The importance of metaphor in thought, language, actions, and understanding of 

the world noted earlier has clear ideological relevance in the context of religion as well. 

Thus, it is certainly the case, as in other disciplines and discourses, that when a new 

conceptual metaphorical framework is applied to something like “religion” (i.e., 

“remix”), then the way religion is thought about and interacted with will fundamentally 

shift as well. Sawatzky explicitly notes that “Religious metaphors and models serve as 

organizing images that emphasize, selectively restructure and interpret our perception and 

distinctive types of experience,” such as those pertaining to moral obligations, worldly 

order, awe, reverence, history, and relationships.274 Harrison shares in this assessment as 

well, claiming that philosophical and religious traditions around the world have arisen 

and developed based on specific conceptual metaphors. Since language systems and ways 

of thinking are intimately connected to conceptual metaphors, then those language 

systems and ways of thinking also become dependent upon and limited to those 
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metaphorical systems.275 The ideological force of metaphorical constructs, then, certainly 

cannot go unexplored in this analysis. As Goatly demonstrates, metaphor can be 

implicated in ideological framing and influence in various exercises of power throughout 

culture via the ways people come to understand things like height (signaling power, 

status, importance), color (with lighter shades connoting purity, cleanliness, or goodness), 

and disease (an attack or invasion on something innocent by something foreign).276 The 

ramifications of these types of frameworks are fairly obvious, but the more specific point 

here is that the “religion” metaphor is not immune to such power dynamics amid its 

corresponding structures; indeed, this is precisely what my proposed metaphoric shift 

means to emphasize. 

Models Of and For 

 While the remix model being proposed here uniquely allows one to challenge the 

ways religious development has been understood, it does not need to remain religion-

specific; its reach can be broader than any one discipline or conceptual focus. It is not 

that no one has ever thought about the issues being emphasized in this project, but the 

framing and language – the metaphorical shift – is what sets it apart and makes it so 

useful. Sallie McFague indicates that models are necessary, since “they give us 

something to think about when we do not know what to think, a way of talking when we 
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do not know how to talk.”277 However, just like metaphors themselves, they too can 

present certain issues: “they exclude other ways of thinking and talking, and in so doing 

they can easily become literalized, that is, identified as the one and only way of 

understanding a subject.”278 For her, models, i.e., those constructs that “retain the tension 

of the ‘is and is not’” and “suggest ways of understanding our being in the world,” can be 

considered “dominant” metaphors that revel in permanence and resist competition.279 

Frederick Ferré points to the specific power of what he calls “religious world models” 

(RWMs) in ordering society, since they are behind “the effort to construct an intelligible 

pattern of relationships between familiar things for the sake of representing fundamental 

reality” and are the metaphors “through which we see and relate to our world.”280 For 

Ferré, a RWM – which is defined “in terms of its representational (i.e., referential) 

capacity, its comprehensive (i.e., world-inclusive) scope, and its intensely valuational 

(i.e., religious) potency” – becomes “immensely influential” through its unique 

“metaphorical imagery” that suggests “how all things fundamentally should be 

thought.”281 One of the hallmarks of paying close attention to the construction of 

metaphor, then – alongside its noted importance pertaining to thought, language, and 
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action – is that metaphors can carry a sort of “prophetic” quality in their projection of “a 

possible transformed order and unity yet to be realized.”282 A “crucial characteristic” of 

metaphors, McFague notes, is that the good ones “shock, they bring unlikes together, 

they upset conventions, they involve tension, and they are implicitly revolutionary.”283 A 

comprehensive conceptual shift like that being proposed here demands nothing less. 

 Semino shares a similar view regarding the power of metaphor and the lack of 

neutrality it demonstrates: metaphor pointedly changes the view of whatever is being 

conceived with it; this applies to both what “remix” is critically engaged in, and how 

“religion” has been functioning up to this point. Critically analyzing how religious 

traditions develop and evolve in order to challenge things like originality, authenticity, 

and authority is thus predicated on the metaphorical framing of RELIGION IS PROTESTANT 

CHRISTIANITY, and the way it has served as the basis and model for other “religions.” She 

notes that when metaphors construct something in terms of something else, it “results in a 

particular view of the ‘something’ in question, often including specific attitudes and 

evaluations.”284 The point is that conventional metaphors – or the exclusionary models 

McFague addresses – do not necessarily need to result in cultures becoming “completely 

blinkered and straitjacketed” by them.285 Sure, “when particular uses of metaphor become 

the dominant way of talking about a particular aspect of reality within a particular 
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discourse, they may be extremely difficult to perceive and challenge, since they come to 

represent the ‘commonsense’ or ‘natural’ view of things”;286 this is, perhaps, why 

“religion” has been incredibly difficult to challenge, conceptually, since it has become 

naturalized as a concept that consciously or not is linked to Protestant Christianity rather 

than some timeless, universal feature that sui generis approaches suggest. However, new 

metaphors can be created, different source domains can be used for the same targets (i.e., 

the current project), and, as the latter part of this analysis explores, cultural constructs can 

be subverted in several ways. 

 Definitionally positioning religious worldviews via their ability and dependency 

to model reality – both referentially and directionally – is, of course, not new in the 

conceptualizing of religion, and all I am attempting to do here is provide a new 

theoretical tool with remix to help illuminate what is added or subtracted, and under what 

conditions – and specifically, what is added or subtracted to contemporary Buddhism in 

the context of Westerners and modernists who are borrowing and deleting from Buddhist 

traditions and unselfconsciously from their own contexts. Geertz is often noted for his 

theorizing of religion as a “conceptual system” based on certain cultural patterns, their 

implication in conceiving an order to existence, and the ritual acts that establish and 

perpetuate the symbolic modeling involved in doing so; “symbols,” he indicates, include 

“any object, act, event, quality, or relation which serves as a vehicle for a conception.”287 

According to Geertz, cultural patterns can be understood as sets of symbols “whose 
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relations to one another ‘model’ relations among entities, processes or what-have-you in 

physical, organic, social, or psychological systems by ‘paralleling,’ ‘imitating,’ or 

‘simulating’ them.”288 His use of “model” here is twofold: those cultural patterns, or 

systems of symbols, provide models of reality (e.g., understanding how a remix is made 

by developing a model predicated on sampling source material and outlining its technical 

process) and models for reality (e.g., remixing cultural content based on the technical 

process of sampling material and repurposing it). For Geertz, social and psychological 

reality is made meaningful (especially in response to perceived chaos and the threat of 

incomprehensible phenomena) through the “shaping” of cultural patterns to such a 

reality, and “by shaping it to themselves.”289 

 I think it is useful to consider the functional value of religiosity in these types of 

conceptualizations, especially since they tend to focus less on what religion is (Geertz’s 

“system of symbols” and its affirmation of some sort of transcendental truth 

notwithstanding) and on the valuational dynamics pertaining to what such phenomena do 

for people; beneath such conceptualizations are remnants of metaphorical utility that 

capture the more impactful qualities of something so relatively manufactured. However, 

part of the metaphorical shift I propose also entails a sort of shift in how a 

conceptualization like Geertz’s proceeds. In other words, Geertz theorizes a certain 

conceptual system that provides models of and for reality in an attempt to definitionally 

qualify (in a bemoaned lineage of qualifications) the term “religion,” its functional 
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response to chaos, and its perpetual (re-)establishment through ritual acts. His model is a 

religious model, forcing it to remain either narrowly positioned to only qualify “religion” 

and elaborate on its functionality, or to analogously account for conceptual systems that 

are not typically considered “religion” (e.g., a major preoccupation in studies of religion 

and popular culture). It is not that this sort of thing is not useful in studies of religion; 

indeed, the analogues across culture of meaningful practices and systems are better 

situated, highlighted, and emphasized through this sort of theorizing. However, such 

phenomena (mainstream “religious” or otherwise) are still problematically sequestered by 

those who lay claim to the construction of religion, as I will demonstrate, and categorized 

under a redescribed, manufactured, dead metaphor. 

 Even for Geertz, cultural patterns are left conforming to an ontological metaphor 

(religion) that no longer functions as such in order for sense to be made of them. Not only 

does this perpetuate the colonizing, imperial dimensions conflated with its early history 

in modernity (regardless of whether or not those transcendent elements behind Geertz’s 

conceptualization are explicitly linked to Protestant Christian), but it also continues to 

perpetuate a way of thinking about a concept that still remains acceptably ambiguous and 

definitionally loose without a more robust dissection of those processes underlying its 

establishment as a literalized concept divorced from an explicit Protestant Christian 

identification. Remix+/- proposes not just a metaphorical shift in how “religion” is 

operationally and conceptually conceived and understood, but a broader model of and for 

reality in which “religion” finds a place among all other cultural constructs. It provides a 

model of reality predicated upon computational processes and recyclability, and it 

provides a model for the ways in which such a reality can be studied and analyzed 
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because of this – including the means to critically reassess how former metaphorical 

conceptions (e.g., religion) have been implemented and perpetuated, and how new 

metaphorical conceptions (e.g., remix) might be utilized. 

Martin Irvine’s Model for Generative Combinatoriality: Remix+ 

 Mapping religion onto remix emphasizes the building upon of what came before 

in practices, texts, beliefs, and traditions through dialogic recombinatoriality and critical-

creative processes that specifically challenge assumptions of phenomena as singular 

entities and sole creations. My approach in this project is largely driven by such dialogic 

qualities and is best framed as both an interpretive and critical approach informed by the 

presence of these qualities in all cultural forms and artifacts. As highlighted earlier, the 

work of various remix scholars is instrumental in my positioning, but it is Martin Irvine’s 

notion of “Remix+” that I build upon in the establishment of my own metaphorical model 

and the extension of remix as a metaphorical concept. In “Remix and the Dialogic Engine 

of Culture: A Model for Generative Combinatoriality” (2015), Irvine is critical of the fact 

that “remix” is often only applied to contemporary, digital culture as a broad, 

metaphorical label without much explication or an extensive conceptual unpacking, and 

“usually limited to describing features of cultural artifacts as ‘outputs’ of software 

processes (especially in music, video, and photography).”290 According to Irvine – and 

echoing the redescriptive perspectives of those pointed out by Nongbri, in that, prior to 

the metaphorical and literal instantiations of remix practices in culture, people would not 
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be conceiving of what they were doing as remixing cultural content – remix is not a label 

specific to the current, digital milieu; it is linked to processes that have always been 

“going on at multiple levels simultaneously.” He refers to this as “deep Remix.”291 “Our 

current technologies enable us to implement and automate preexisting symbolic functions 

that are in place before using technical tools for recombining tokens of expression,” 

Irvine argues. 

Since we’re born into a generative symbolic continuum already in progress, we 
always dialogically, collectively “quote ourselves” to capture prior states of 
meaning as inputs for new interpretations in new contexts in materially 
reimplementable, remixable ways...Cultural artifacts in all media bundle the 
functions of meaning-making into durable externalizations of intersubjective and 
collective cognitive processes that enable the renewable continuum of human 
cultures in the sequences of their historically, dialogically situated “rewritable” 
forms.292 
 

His goal is to dig much deeper into the concept – and the variations and manifestations it 

takes in culture – to bring “these ordinarily unconscious and ubiquitous processes up for 

awareness and description” and better understand “the dynamic, generative processes that 

make new (re)combinatorial expressions in any medium possible, understandable, and 

necessary.”293 In brief, he wants to more closely analyze the observable processes in 

remix practices and those unconscious forms of “hybrid combinatoriality” – what he calls 

the “generative dialogic principles” – to figure out what makes them possible.294 
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 Irvine maintains that these processes do not need to be genre- or medium-specific, 

and he relies on a wide interdisciplinary base to demonstrate that everything in culture is 

dialogic and networked. Indeed, this is very much aligned with the perspectives among 

some of the leading voices in remix theory. For Irvine, however, the definitional framing 

of “remix” in his model relies less on whether or not material sampling is explicitly 

taking place than it does on the broader cultural citation characterizing recyclability (his 

looser understanding of “remix” brings it into closer alignment with the latter). Irvine’s 

argument proceeds from an analysis linked to two broad questions: 1) what is it that is 

actually allowing these processes to be possible, meaningful, and necessary, and 2) how 

might people come up with better descriptions of these underlying remix principles, 

which tend to be poorly defined, to assist future research? “Just as we are ordinarily 

unaware of the grammatical, semantic, and pragmatic rules and codes that allow us to 

generate new expressions in unforeseen new contexts of meaning in our own native 

language,” he states, “‘Remix’ in all of its forms sits on top of ongoing, generative, 

dialogic, and combinatorial processes that make all our symbolic systems from language 

to multimedia possible but unobservable during the process of expression and 

understanding itself.”295 

 Irvine relies on C.S. Peirce’s notion of “semiosis” to frame intersubjective 

meaning-making activity as symbolic, combinatorial, and infinitely proceeding in 

unpredictable paths, and Mikhail Bakhtin’s understanding that spoken and written 

language is predicated on how others have similarly spoken or written (i.e., “we are 
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always referencing, assuming, quoting, embedding, and responding to the expressions of 

others, whether in direct references or as a background of unexpressed 

presuppositions”296). Thus, meaning is made through the development of symbolic 

activity (like thought and language), cultural constructs and processes are only 

meaningful when they connect to the meaning generated in new or additional symbolic 

combinations, and the subjectivity characterizing such symbolic hybridity is inherently 

dialogic, serving as a precondition to specific iterations and manifestations of symbols 

and language. “The necessary structure of the symbolic process in human thought,” he 

notes, drawing on Peirce’s model of “infinite semiosis,” 

is thus always already dialogic, entailing interpretations of prior signs (an “input,” 
as it were, from prior structures of meaning), the “meaning” of which (a new 
subsequent “output” meaning structure, the “interpretant”) can only be expressed, 
represented, instantiated, or developed in further signs.297 
 

Thus, according to Irvine, meaning “is always Remix+” since it “emerges through a 

‘Remix’ of symbolically structured ‘inputs’ restructured into further ‘outputs’ with a 

‘value-add,’ a development of additional conceptual relations and contexts for other 

routes in a meaning network.”298 

 Recursive processes are also discerned as being especially important in 

understanding how people combine various units of meaning, because as a result of an 

infinite semiosis and dialogism, cultures are always incomplete, needing new additions 
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and renewals of meaning.299 “All meaning systems from language to multimedia,” Irvine 

states, “are based on generative, intersubjective and other-implicated processes that 

precede any specific material implementation.”300 When remix is thought about in terms 

of “Remix+,” then presumptions about it being an unacceptable process in culture – 

mostly based on those misunderstandings associated with copyright and ideas 

surrounding originality and novelty – can be dissolved. Remix+, then, also serves as a 

call to critically push back against those same hierarchies, regimes, structural dynamics, 

and authoritative agendas targeted by critical remix artists around the world: 

We are continually socialized into maintaining – under heavy ideological pressure 
– ways of preserving the misrecognition of sources, authors, origins, works, and 
derivations in order to sustain these social categories as functions in the political 
economy and the intellectual property legal regime for cultural goods.301 
 

He continues: “We need to pry all this loose, breaking the cycle of misrecognition, with a 

different concept base for more useful levels of description and analysis.”302 What his 

remix value-add indicates, then, is that cultural artifacts form “a dense node in a network 

of symbolic relations and future-directed meanings in the semiosic continuum,” 

representing “stored-and-forwarded semiosis, a momentarily resummed dialogic 

development of possible meanings interpretable in a community, meanings made by 

instantiating continually additive interpretability.”303 
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A Metaphorically Redescriptive Model: Remix+/- 

 Irvine presents Remix+ as an interdisciplinary model that demonstrates how 

everything meaningful is generative, dialogic, recursive, and intersubjective, with the 

added “+” indicating the building upon – the addition – of what has already built upon: 

Remix as a form of ongoing dialogism is Remix+, not bundles of repetitions, 
plagiarisms, copies, or technically generated clones, but value-add interpretive 
nodes (instantiating a time + meaning shift or increment, the “+”) formed by 
necessary generative, combinatorial processes in the dialogic situations of a 
community. Remix and hybrid works are articulations in forms that emerge from 
necessary, normative principles: (1) implementing generative principles for open, 
recursive combinatoriality of constituent units within rule-governed meaning 
systems, (2) the intersubjective, interindividual, and other-implicated grounds of 
meaning and expression (semiosis and dialogism as parallel generative processes), 
(3) the dialogic ground for appropriating and quoting other(s’) expression in 
ongoing interpretations of a culture’s artifacts through an intertextual/intermedial 
collective encyclopedia, and (4) generative processes that encode and externalize 
future-projecting collective memory in structures of meaning destined for reuse in 
the continuum of cultural expression.304 
 

As I build upon Irvine’s Remix+, however, I substitute “+/-” for his “+” (i.e., Remix+/-). 

I argue that this change better signals dialogic qualities over generative ones, i.e., ones 

that illustrate what is gained and lost rather than simply added. It also better signals the 

emphasis-exclusion dynamic underlying my central argument revolving around CMT. It 

inscribes Irvine’s formulation with more explicit metaphorical value, in other words, 

accommodating what is conceptually lost (hidden, downplayed, excluded, de-emphasized 

– the subtraction) in areas alongside what is gained (highlighted, promoted, included, 

emphasized – the addition) where the metaphor is applied; recall the Christian symbolism 

associated with the dove noted earlier, for instance. While the underlying processes he 

locates are indeed dialogic and generative, it cannot be assumed that every output 
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becomes a new input in future instances. Only certain outputs are utilized as future input 

content, and what Remix+/- builds upon, then, is where Irvine’s Remix+ stops short: 

what is excluded in a new instance is just as important for critical consideration as what is 

included. 

 As noted above, Irvine’s main, underlying claim is that “remix” is not specific to 

contemporary, digital culture, and is indeed a historical phenomenon – the historical 

pattern that characterizes all cultural development and evolutionary processes. He also 

participates in the sort of rhetorical slippage Nongbri locates in the study of religion: he is 

providing a label for processes and practices in a universalizing and essentialist attempt 

to satisfy the requirements of an all-encompassing timeless model for studying culture, 

Remix+. However, the metaphor – regardless of the patterns he discerns (i.e., “deep 

Remix”) that fit its parameters – is specific to contemporary digital culture, and the 

explicit analog precursors of the mid-twentieth century (e.g., mashing up physical media 

in musical contexts). To remix what was quoted from Nongbri earlier: 

By permitting this slippage between descriptive and redescriptive uses of “remix,” 
the rhetoric of “deep Remix” allows historians to have their cake and eat it, too. 
They can (correctly) recognize that remix was not a concept in ancient cultures, 
but they can continue speaking as if it were. The result of such techniques for 
speaking about antiquity is the reinscription of remix as something eternally 
present in all cultures.305 
 

Granted, Irvine is not suggesting that ancient cultures explicitly referred to how they 

operated as remix add-values, but this is also Nongbri’s point, and one that can be 

contextually reframed here as well: 
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The authors who use the trope of “deep Remix” generally write in a descriptive 
register (they present themselves as giving an accurate account of an ancient 
culture). Yet, their use of the idea that “Remix is deep” in the social structures of 
the ancient world suggests that “remix” is in fact a redescriptive term (ancient 
people did not recognize remix as a distinct sphere of life). The trope of “deep 
Remix” can thus produce the false impression that “remix” is a descriptive 
concept rather than a redescriptive concept for ancient cultures (that is, there 
really is something “out there” in antiquity called “remix” that scholars are simply 
describing rather than creating).306 
 

Remix+/- remains patently self-conscious, metaphorically-layered, and non-essentialist as 

a model for analyzing the dialogic, combinatorial, and hybrid processes upon which 

culture is predicated – one that is informed by the computational metaphors and 

recyclability guiding creativity, of which “religion” is simply one subject among any that 

might be examined through it. I make no attempt to suggest that “remix” is something 

ancient cultures (or even modern cultures prior to the middle of the twentieth century) 

participated in by re-describing their practices as such. What I propose with RELIGIONS 

ARE REMIXES is a redescriptive metaphorical shift and alternative vantage point provided 

by Remix+/- in order to yield more critical and illuminative understandings surrounding 

the developments, practices, and beliefs among those traditions that have progressed from 

their own metaphorical associations into ambiguously literalized ontologies, wherein 

what has been addressed by those critical of religion’s constructed nature – in terms of 

authoritative structures, what counts as authentic, and what is considered to be original – 

remains largely surface-level without the analytical scope Remix+/- provides. In sum, as 

it builds upon Irvine’s Remix+, Remix+/- can be defined as: 

A redescriptive model for analyzing how cultural constructs develop over time 
and space, with an emphasis on 1) a culture’s dialogic features over its generative 
ones, 2) what is lost alongside what is gained in future outputs and instantiations, 
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3) metaphorical correspondences and their highlighting-hiding dynamics, 4) the 
intertextual reinterpretation of cultural artifacts, 5) the expressive value that is 
encoded in a culture’s perpetual meaning-making processes, and 6) challenging 
the ways originality, authenticity, and authority are understood in a culture that 
misunderstands their ideological role and function. 
 

 In the following chapters and case studies contained therein, this model becomes 

methodologically demonstrative through an examination of how notions of originality, 

authenticity, and authority have been engaged by those attempting to convey alternative 

configurations of religiosity for contemporary Westerners, but present constructed 

iterations nonetheless; they embrace an approach to religion that is more informed by a 

neocolonial, unexamined orientation than one that is more nuanced. The case studies also 

demonstrate how the application of remix via Remix+/- (i.e., RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES) 

informs the reconsideration of those concepts. More specifically, however, the 

engagement within these chapters pays particular attention to the “+” and “-” of this 

model to discern what those constructors add and subtract in their differing constructions 

of Buddhism. While what follows in the chapters ahead more narrowly concerns 

Buddhist examples, the framework presented here can be ported to other religious 

traditions in order to similarly examine notions of originality, authenticity, and authority. 

The case studies also pertain to highly individualized contexts for Buddhist 

practice, however, which can obscure the collective nature of Buddhism and how it 

changes over time (i.e., an emphasis on aspects related to the former with a de-emphasis 

on aspects related to the latter). This reflects a particularly Western way of approaching 

what Buddhism is, and care will be taken to indicate this amid their engagement. 

Remix+/- allows me to also highlight the power that is implicated in terms of who is 

doing the deletion and addition in such instances, and what is being deleted or added. 
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Someone is doing the remixing, in other words, and Remix+/- helps draw attention to 

their position in relation to power and how that also shapes what is being constructed. 

Features of digital culture are directly implicated in this as well, since particular people 

can have a greater influence based on skewed variables like the number of English-

speaking websites compared to others, and the level of internet access across the United 

States and Europe compared to the areas of Asia from where Buddhism initially spread. 

Those three concepts are uniquely situated and challenged via Remix+/-, and what 

follows places them under direct criticism through the metaphorical correspondence 

being proposed: RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES. Specifically, the analysis presented in the 

following chapters demonstrates 1) how developments are dialogic within Buddhist 

traditions, and that points of origin must be reconsidered in light of cultural dialogue; 2) 

how authenticity within traditions is generally measured based on what has been 

legitimated with cultural value and cycled back into an archival space of acceptable 

remixable data; and 3) how authority operates in relation to ideas of originality and 

authenticity, and how such operative authority might be challenged when these two 

concepts are problematized and subverted. 

McCutcheon was noted above for his call that interdisciplinary approaches be 

embraced in the study of religion that dismantle the types of assumptions and issues 

wrapped up in “religion’s” manufactured legacy – particularly in terms of imbalances 

related to power, wealth, and privilege, and the lack of contextualization in terms of 

things like class, gender, age, and location. This chapter has presented the application of 

Remix+/- in the study of religion as a way in which this sort of call might be answered. 

Nongbri, echoing Smith – as does McCutcheon, along with others mentioned – on many 
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levels, helps illustrate that while religion’s constructed nature is well-attested to among 

contemporary scholars of religion, its disruption as such among Westerners (such as 

Batchelor or Kabat-Zinn) or modernists engaged with Western sensibilities (such as 

Tezuka) is not always the disruption it purports to be. “Religion” has long been 

intimately connected, or at least conceptually conflated, with “Protestant Christianity” in 

the West, and the case studies that follow illustrate how even attempts at breaking down 

the manufactured, “traditional” barriers for something more timely or untarnished simply 

perpetuates the imperialistic constructing trends that are being seemingly engaged. 

Remix+/-, and the metaphorical correspondences assimilated under it that have been 

outlined thus far, offers an alternative way to reveal those processes and orientations that 

are much less re-orienting than they are re-cycling. The next chapter continues with a 

particular focus on Batchelor’s project as it pertains to the notion of “originality,” 

followed by an extended treatment in Chapter Four of “authenticity” and archival, 

narrative repositories that something like a Buddhist manga series might access and from 

which it might source legitimate material. Following this is an examination of “authority” 

amid modernist maneuvers to separate practice from tradition and historic context in an 

appropriative process that repositions hierarchical structures rather than tearing them 

down.
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CHAPTER THREE: ORIGINALITY 
 
 Following the outline of Remix+/- and the correspondence set up between 

religion and remix, i.e., RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES, in the previous chapter, this chapter 

examines the notion of originality, and in particular, how problematic taken-for-granted 

assumptions are concerning anything’s status as “original” – a problem succinctly 

captured by what Navas refers to as “the myth of originality.” Secular Buddhism, with its 

ambitious attempt to effectively discern an “original” Buddhism devoid of the later 

doctrinal and metaphysical baggage attached to it through varying historical 

manifestations, demonstrates how remix theory allows scholars to uniquely rethink 

assumptions about originality in religious contexts. Practices, concepts, and worldviews 

already in existence necessarily shaped Siddhartha Gautama’s teaching, so pinpointing 

the moment of Buddhism’s creation is riddled with issues upon further analysis. This 

chapter demonstrates, then, that a so-called “original” form was already in constant flux 

and was itself the dialogic and ever-evolving result of continued cultural exchange – a 

perspective very much in sync with the challenges presented regarding the modern notion 

of romantic authorship addressed in Chapter One. The irony that Buddhism is largely 

predicated on the notion of “impermanence” is not lost in this critique either. Issues 

related to the Platonic original-copy model are also relevant here, which are engaged 

through the theoretical work of thinkers such as Jean Baudrillard and Gilles Deleuze. The 

chapter begins with a detailed outline of both secular Buddhism and Stephen Batchelor’s
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particular project, as well as its counterparts and critics, before addressing his project in 

terms of Remix+/-. 

A Secular Buddhism 

While a “secular” form of Buddhism can generally be traced to trends in Buddhist 

modernism and secularization in the West, and especially the import of Buddhism from 

Asian contexts to the United States during the mid-twentieth century, its popularity and 

momentum as a pointed movement can be traced to the work of Stephen Batchelor, a self-

described Buddhist author, teacher, and former monk. Batchelor has spent the latter part 

of his life pursuing and ruminating upon a Buddhist thought and practice aligned with 

modern sensibilities. His “secular” Buddhism – a Buddhism relevant for “this age” (from 

the Latin saeculum) – and the movement it has inspired among fellow Westerners is 

grounded upon a reexamination of early canonical texts in order to discern more likely 

translations and interpretations of key Buddhist concepts and teachings. In brief, the aim 

of Batchelor’s project, and those it has inspired, is to shed the centuries-long additions of 

metaphysical postulates, miscellaneous theological baggage, and hierarchical agendas to 

Buddhist thought and practice through a reconfiguration of the Buddha’s teachings that 

harken back to the Buddhism that Batchelor claims he likely taught in order to make the 

teachings more relevant for the contemporary Western world. Through that statement 

alone, it should be clear that the notion of something original having been adulterated 

over time via authoritative structures invites the sort of critical, metaphorical analysis 

guided by Remix+/-, especially as questions over authenticity continuously plague 

doctrinal concerns of institutional religious life. This makes secular Buddhism a 
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particularly apt example, but some of Batchelor’s unique argumentative framing makes it 

even more enticing. 

 In “A Secular Buddhism” (2012), Batchelor evokes Manovich’s notion of cultural 

“computerization” and the effect digital technology has had on Western culture’s 

reservoirs of metaphors through the implementation of a “software” analogy. By uniquely 

implicating “software” as the guiding interface and universal language Manovich claims 

it to be, Batchelor uses the label Buddhism 1.0 to suggest Buddhism functions like an 

operating system with programs (the various schools and lineages of Buddhist thought 

and practice) written on top of it; his proposed new operating system (2.0), which is more 

aligned with both modernity and his argumentation, does not share in the same 

parameters of the first, requiring its own distinct programs to now be written. He 

ultimately calls for a reconfiguration of what I term the dharmic “source code,” which 

results in an alternative trajectory that results not in the canonical Four Noble Truths that 

have established the belief-based, axiomatic systems of historic Buddhist traditions, but 

in a sequential, non-propositional, fourfold task-based system that functions as a positive 

feedback loop for wellbeing. Thus, the “primary” correspondence of CULTURE IS 

SOFTWARE yields additional compounded correspondences alongside RELIGIONS ARE 

REMIXES: Batchelor’s initial analogical proposition suggests that RELIGIONS ARE 

OPERATING SYSTEMS and DENOMINATIONS ARE PROGRAMS.307 This specific metaphorical 

framing emphasizes the digital, computational elements in the mapping of “religion” onto 

“remix” in RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES, rather than the musical, further yielding the guiding 

 
307 “Denominations” in this correspondence functions as a sort of catch-all term for schools, lineages, and 
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notion that BUDDHISM IS SOFTWARE and that it cannot only be understood to function and 

be conceptualized in that way, but critically analyzed within those parameters as well. 

 A famous story in the Alagaddūpama Sutta features the Buddha telling his 

followers about a man who built a raft to cross a body of water in order to get to a more 

pleasant shore. The teaching moment is in what the man should do with the raft after he 

makes the journey. It is mostly a rhetorical question, however. The idea is that the 

Buddha’s teachings (the raft) were to be understood “as having the purpose of crossing 

over, not the purpose of being clung to.”308 In other words, the raft is not meant to be 

dragged around after making the crossing; it served its purpose, and the intricacies and 

details of its construction are not exactly what matter most. Whether or not the teachings 

can successfully bring one to the other side of the shore (enlightenment) becomes the 

more crucial consideration. Over the course of more than two thousand years, such 

Buddhist rafts have seen a vast variability in form as they have spread throughout Asia 

and beyond—from the scriptural and monastic cultures of Theravāda schools, to the 

emphasis on direct “awakening” and meditative practice found in Zen lineages, and 

notions of “celestial” realms comprising the teachings among those in Pure Land 

traditions. 

 Batchelor presents his Buddha’s Buddhism, however, as being more authoritative, 

authentic, and certainly more original, than what exists all of over the world in various 

incarnations today. He also ironically understands that there exists a tendency for 

traditions to believe they hold more precise dharmic interpretations, and that other forms 

 
308 Nyanaponika Thera, trans., “Alagaddupama Sutta: The Snake Simile,” Access to Insight: Readings in 
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have been a bit lacking in their interpretive measures. However, as he falls back on the 

deterministic factors of time and place, he notes that these differing forms are all based 

on unique contextual circumstances as well: 

The history of Buddhism is the history of its own ongoing interpretation and 
representation of itself. Each Buddhist tradition maintains that it alone possesses 
the “true” interpretation of the dharma, whereas all the other schools either fall 
short of this truth or have succumbed to “wrong views.” Today, from a historical-
critical perspective, these kinds of claims appear strident and hollow. For we 
recognise that every historical form of Buddhism is contingent upon the wide 
array of particular and unique circumstances out of which it arose.309 
 

His secular Buddhism is no different in that regard. It is just a more relevant and timely 

reconfiguration, he reasons, that makes the teachings better align with modernity; in 

taking this approach, he is also claiming that he is somehow correctly positioned to see 

and elaborate on this interpretation. “Like any living tradition,” Batchelor notes, 

Buddhism has to survive in a particular milieu. And Buddhism had to survive in 
the milieu of competing religious truth claims coming from the Brahmins, Jains, 
and others, and it adjusted itself accordingly. It may have seemed at the time to be 
an entirely natural and necessary development. And it could well have been that 
figures or ideas in the early community were already inclining that way anyway.310 
 

Such a statement grounds Buddhist development and evolution as something that 

inherently adjusts to “survive” in a given milieu; this grounds his project too, then, as 

participating in a practice of adaptation and repurposing – and, of course, addition and 

subtraction – though in this case, in a location that is quite different from the thousands 

of years preceding, and in a different linguistic context for those who most likely have no 

access to the geographic or linguistic roots of Buddhism. 
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 He is critical, however, of traditional forms of Buddhism – those inherited from 

historic Asian lineages – as he frames his argument. In his latest book, After Buddhism: 

Rethinking the Dharma for a Secular Age (2015), he indicates that such forms appear to 

be “stagnating,” as their “initial creativity and imagination have long dissipated, and their 

practitioners seem primarily intent on preserving time-honored doctrines and practices by 

endlessly repeating past teachings and instructions.”311 This seems to noticeably imply 

that, for him, Buddhism should be much more current, and less about what occupied its 

past than about how it might adapt in present and future contexts, which is also mildly 

ironic, given the broad aims of his project. One of the main questions fueling his project 

is whether or not it is possible (with him being the one doing it) “to recover the dharma 

that existed prior to the emergence of Buddhist orthodoxies and then build upon that 

foundation an adequate ethical, contemplative, and philosophical practice that optimizes 

human flourishing in a post-credal age.”312 Such remarks seem to diverge from how 

careful he is in framing the portrayal of his project and the traditional forms that precede 

it in his earlier “A Secular Buddhism.” As he indicates in this work, he is not necessarily 

going as far as to say that his project aims to uncover the original Buddhism, but that he 

is analyzing the foundation of Buddhist teachings as discerned in its textual traditions 

(mostly Pāli) to gain a more precise grasp on them in general, and that his project “is as 

contingent and imperfect as any other interpretation of the dharma.”313 In other words, he 
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does not intend to claim that what he is doing is any better than what those before him 

have done amid variations of tradition, which indicates that he is also not accounting for 

his own privileged position in being able to do this at all, while also negating that others 

might be in a much better position to do it instead of him: 

The more I am seduced by the force of my own arguments, the more I am tempted 
to imagine that my secular version of Buddhism is what the Buddha originally 
taught, which the traditional schools have either lost sight of or distorted. This 
would be a mistake; for it is impossible to read the historical Buddha’s mind in 
order to know what he “really” meant or intended. At the same time, each 
generation has the right and duty to re-interpret the teachings that it has inherited. 
In doing so, we may discover meanings in these texts that speak lucidly to our 
own saeculum but of which the original authors and their successors may have 
been unaware.314 
 

One must wonder, though, how his arguments might be taken in a much different, i.e., 

non-Western, context, or how they would be received in Asian contexts if translated into 

Japanese or Chinese. His ability to claim authority rests almost completely on his status 

in English-speaking countries where Buddhism is not as familiar. 

 Regardless of whether or not he simply became a bit more nonchalant with his 

claims as his argument developed further, it is easy to read between the lines of even his 

earlier work: a return to the most foundational pieces of the Buddha’s teachings carries a 

strong implication about the discernment of what the canonical sources actually say. 

Batchelor’s project is necessarily reformative, then. “For a stagnant culture to flower will 

require a return to the often ignored or forgotten sources of the tradition, a systematic 

unlearning of outdated Buddhist dogma, a radical transformation of institutions, and a 

concerted effort to rethink the dharma from the ground up,” he states in the closing pages 
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of After Buddhism.315 By referring to these forms as holding onto “outdated Buddhist 

dogma,” he is most certainly indicating the superiority of what he is advocating – that 

something more original might be discerned than what has developed to this day. He 

continues: “We may need to unlearn Buddhist dogma to discover the dharma afresh, but 

we may also need to unlearn the stories that Buddhism has constructed about its own past 

if we are to gain a three-dimensional and nuanced account of its history.”316 Therein rests 

the foundational subtraction guiding his project, with the “fresh” dharma he is seeking 

serving as its main addition. 

 However, it is impossible to know what the Buddha thought or actually said, 

which is why he tries to balance his agenda between newfound certainty and clinging to 

the preserved teachings. All that can be consulted are the texts, and amid his re-

examination of them, which he accepts as the way to interpret Buddhist teachings, he still 

does recognize the difficulty – the impossibility – of being able to claim what the Buddha 

actually said; he cannot and does not presume to read a long-deceased individual’s mind 

or comprehensively understand the historical complexities of how Buddhist texts evolved 

and best represented – or not – what someone actually said or did. His goal, then, put 

forth in After Buddhism, is both “to bring the dharma into closer alignment with the needs 

and concerns of people living in modernity” and “to formulate an understanding of the 

dharma that is consistent with both core Buddhist teaching and the worldview of 

modernity.”317 
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 The contemporary relevance of his broad goal to consider canonical sources anew 

and in a state untainted by centuries of miscellaneous doctrinal baggage further elucidates 

his use of the word “secular”: it suggests a concern for the world right now, while 

pointing to general notions of secularization processes, wherein cultural authority among 

religious institutions diminishes with power shifting to those formerly under their control 

(more on this in Chapter Five), but it also implies the normative understanding of the 

term (i.e., opposite of “religious” in a metaphysical sense).318 “A secular approach to 

Buddhism,” Batchelor indicates, 

is thus concerned with how the dharma can enable humans and other living beings 
to flourish in this biosphere, not in an hypothetical afterlife. Rather than 
emphasizing personal enlightenment and liberation, it is grounded in a deeply felt 
concern and compassion for the suffering of all those with whom we share this 
earth.319 
 

 Modernist trends associated with the Buddha’s teachings in the West place 

Batchelor’s aims in dialogue with similar movements that attempt to rid the perceived 

superfluous and superstitious qualities associated with them. David L. McMahan frames 

Buddhist Modernism as “a decidedly western inclination to dispense with authority, 

hierarchy, ritual, and ‘religious’ aspects of Buddhism, usually making meditation the 

central if not sole practice.”320 Concurrent with this are processes of detraditionalization, 

demythologization, and psychologization. Detraditionalization refers to the process of 

breaking away from institutional structures and external authority to embrace a more 
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privatized form of practice and newer structures framed as “workshops” or “retreats.” It 

tends to “elevate reason, experience, and intuition over tradition,” and asserts the 

“freedom to reject, adopt, or reinterpret traditional beliefs and practices on the basis of 

individual evaluation.”321 Processes of demythologization recast elements in a way that 

makes them relevant and practical for more modern worldviews; e.g., interpreting the 

realms of rebirth as analogical states of mind rather than actual places.322 Psychologizing 

carries demythologizing to a state of synonymity with Western psychology:323 deities and 

celestial beings become archetypes, meditation becomes the most important tool for 

relaxation and enlightenment, and Zen becomes a state of mind. All of these processes 

tend to overlap and intersect, giving way to forms of Buddhist thought and practice that 

better resonate with modern Westerners over more “traditional” forms that might seem 

anachronistic. In this way, Buddhism Modernism can also be seen demonstrating the 

same sorts of additions and subtractions in its instantiations that Remix+/- frames as part 

of the underlying processes in cultural development. 

 These modernist trends, however, are also just a continuation of Buddhist thought 

– not its undoing. They also demonstrate larger patterns of development that are 

constantly taking place. Alongside movements to subtract antiquated “traditional” 

elements, there are also modernist trends that seek to return to “original” sources. While 

it is easy to write that sort of thing off as overly romantic and naive, not all of them are as 

ill-informed and fanciful as others. However, as alluded to earlier, even these returns to 
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tradition “are themselves products of modernity: they reconstruct tradition in response to 

some of modernity’s dominant themes, attempting to imagine their opposites in the 

ancient past…in favor of attempting to reconstruct more orthodox aspects of Buddhism” 

– a process McMahan refers to as retraditionalization.324 Batchelor’s characterization of 

the Buddha’s teachings as an “existential, therapeutic, and liberating agnosticism,”325 

along with his attempt to inaugurate a Buddhism that fits the current milieu, is a great 

example of such a process. According to Batchelor, 

The tide of secularization that has swept up mindfulness and turned it into a 
therapeutic technique is…an extraordinary opportunity for the dharma to be 
reimagined from the ground up in such a way that it speaks more clearly and 
directly to the condition of men and women confronting the challenges of today’s 
world.326 
 

He continues: 

In retrospect, the widespread adoption of mindfulness in diverse areas of 
contemporary life may come to be seen as part of the longer historical process of 
Buddhism’s adaption to modernity. It could mark a key moment in the acceptance 
of contemplative disciplines in a secular context, when the public perception of 
meditation as an exotic, alien, and marginal practice is transformed and it is 
accepted as an unexceptional and mainstream activity.327 
 

Of note here is Batchelor’s placement of Buddhist teachings in a “historical process” as it 

adapts to modernity; he is rarely this explicit about the dialogic nature of Buddhism, yet 
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his own project – to go back to the beginning – is also a product of the development of 

traditional Buddhist thought and practice. 

 While Batchelor’s agenda is most clearly outlined in more recent work – “A 

Secular Buddhism” and After Buddhism – the foundation for it can be found in earlier 

texts as well – in particular, Buddhism Without Beliefs: A Contemporary Guide to 

Awakening (1997). Batchelor begins by pointing out that Siddhartha Gautama was simply 

someone who “awoke from the sleep of existential confusion.”328 He elaborates: 

The Buddha was not a mystic. His awakening was not a shattering insight into a 
transcendent Truth that revealed to him the mysteries of God. He did not claim to 
have had an experience that granted him privileged, esoteric knowledge of how 
the universe ticks. Only as Buddhism became more and more of a religion were 
such grandiose claims imputed to his awakening.329 
 

Batchelor adds to such a bold claim that the Buddha was simply one who realized 

something worth sharing with others, under the assumption that what he learned would 

help make their existence more enjoyable and satisfactory. That transition into “religion,” 

Batchelor notes, largely had to do with how the “truths” the Buddha discerned were 

framed and presented: as fundamental propositions that needed to be believed. “As soon 

as the seductive notion of ‘truth’ begins to permeate the discourse of the dharma,” he 

states, “the pragmatic emphasis of the teaching risks being replaced by speculative 

metaphysics, and awakening comes to be seen as achieving an inner state of mind that 

somehow accords with an objective metaphysical ‘reality.’”330 This privileging of “truth,” 
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Batchelor argues, is what shifted Buddhism from a “liberative praxis of awakening” into 

a “religious belief system called Buddhism,”331 and thus, more aligned with the 

metaphorical correspondence noted earlier (i.e., BUDDHISM IS RELIGION). 

 This emphasis on belief is further problematized in Batchelor’s later work, where 

he revisits the way these propositions are related to each other, and whether they should 

be rightfully considered truths at all. Much of this comes out of Batchelor’s push in 

Buddhism Without Beliefs against the general understanding today that Buddhism is a 

“religion”: 

First and foremost the Buddha taught a method (“dharma practice”) rather than 
another “-ism.” The dharma is not something to believe in but something to do. 
The Buddha did not reveal an esoteric set of facts about reality, which people can 
choose to believe in or not. He challenged people to understand the nature of 
anguish, let go of its origins, realize its cessation, and bring into being a way of 
life.332 
 

Remaining much less emphasized throughout his work, however, is the fact that this 

practical refocusing and imperative is also noticeably individualized; this is not to say 

that Buddhist practice in more “traditional” contexts was only collective and communal, 

but those features are certainly downplayed more in Batchelor’s project than they are 

highlighted. While this “therapeutic” framing – the Buddha diagnosed the condition of 

one’s recognized ailment, provided a prognosis and assurance of remedy, and then 

outlined a plan for treatment – might also be a helpful way to think about the Buddha and 

his teachings, Batchelor pushes back against it as well, citing its applicability to the Four 
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Noble Truths as perpetuating their “incongruous ordering” and propositional status.333 

One of the main subtractions to note here, then – aside from the general removal of 

metaphysical elements historically attached to Buddhist traditions – is Batchelor’s 

dismissal of the Four Noble Truths as an orienting framework for Buddhist thought and 

practice, and the addition of what follows as a more practical, task-based imperative for 

attaining enlightenment. 

The Fourfold Task 

 Since Batchelor’s project is based on a reexamination of canonical texts, his 

methodology is necessarily textually analytical. In sum, in consists of sifting through the 

distraction, so to speak, of the broader Indian worldview during the fifth century BCE in 

order to subtract yet another aspect of Buddhist history: what was said by others, i.e., 

what has been recorded in a way that renders it much less than unique. 

My starting point in dealing with dogmatic statements is to bracket off anything 
attributed to Gotama that could just as well have been said by another wanderer, 
Jain monk, or brahmin priest of the same period. When he says that a certain 
action will produce a good or bad result in a future heaven or hell, or when he 
speaks of bringing to an end the repetitive cycle of rebirth and death in order to 
attain a final nirvana, I take such utterances to be determined by the common 
outlook of that time rather than reflecting an intrinsic element of the dharma. I 
thus give central importance to those teachings in Gotama’s dharma that cannot 
be derived from the worldview of fifth century BCE India.334 
 

He further elucidates his +/- method by indicating its similarity to “the criteria of 

historicity established by biblical scholars”: 

I often focus on dissonant fragments of text that sit uncomfortably in the 
discourses where they are embedded…I recognize such difficult and 
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discontinuous passages as more likely to be original than the rest of the canon. 
Since they conflict with the accepted views of later Buddhist schools, they are less 
likely to have been added by members of those schools at a later date.335 
 

In a 2015 interview with Tricycle: The Buddhist Review, he outlines this further: 

When you read a text in the Pali canon or other comparable sources, if something 
said there by the Buddha could just as well have been said by a Jain or Brahmin 
priest, then you put that aside as simply part of the broadly accepted worldview of 
that period. It’s not something unique to the Buddha’s dharma. By pursuing this 
process of subtraction, you can start to separate out the generic cosmology and 
metaphysics of the time. What remains left over can then be considered as what 
made the Buddha’s teaching so distinctive. And that would be my starting point.336 
 

This interpretive technique results in four main, non-metaphysical ideas (i.e., the 

emphasis, the addition) that are unique by not having “direct precedents in Indian 

tradition” – what Batchelor calls the “four P’s”: 1) the principle of conditionality; 2) the 

practice of a fourfold task; 3) the perspective of mindful awareness; and 4) the power of 

self-reliance.337 In many ways, this bracketing off technique makes sense if one were 

trying to discern unique Buddhist thought among contemporary traditions in India at that 

time. However, a clear separation like this is easier said than done. Those systems and 

ideologies were in dialogue with both Buddhist teachings and each other, and their 

development was largely dependent upon this dialogic interaction. Who is to say with 

certainty, then, where one tradition stops and the other begins? The dialogic nature of 

cultural creation is, of course, the metaphoric backbone of this project, and remains 

regularly addressed in the chapters ahead. 
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 For now, however, I want to pay particularly close attention to the second “P” 

listed above: the fourfold task. This is an idea Batchelor maps out in detail in “A Secular 

Buddhism,” drawing on philological and interpretive work that preceded his own ideas 

and secularizing agenda. When scholars discuss texts like the “Dhammacakkappavattana 

Sutta” (“The Discourse Setting in Motion the Wheel of the Dhamma”; the reported first 

discourse and sermon), Batchelor notes, they need to be aware of the fact that there are 

several versions of it and the content outlined; there is not exactly a single, authoritative 

manuscript, in other words. There are seventeen different versions of this text in Pāli, 

Sanskrit, Chinese, and Tibetan languages. It “cannot be treated as a verbatim transcript of 

what the Buddha taught in the Deer Park,” Batchelor states, “but as a document that has 

evolved over an unspecified period of time until it reached the form in which it is found 

today in the canons of the different Buddhist schools.”338  There are also assorted 

grammatical and syntactical inconsistencies noticeable throughout, which raise a number 

of unresolved questions for philologists and Buddhist scholars alike. It remains 

important, nonetheless, however, as a seminal text in Buddhist traditions. British 

philologist K.R. Norman has extensively studied those four “noble truths” outlined in this 

first discourse, and his conclusions are responsible for much of Batchelor’s later views. 

 Norman points out not just the unclear variation in Pāli and Buddhist Hybrid 

Sanskrit textual variants, but the inconsistency in form when the four terms are singularly 

mentioned in their respective manuscripts, too. In other words, sometimes they are all 

qualified as “noble truths,” sometimes only some of them are, and sometimes none of 
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them are.339 There is also the inherent problem of translation in such instances. The 

troublesome compound word here is “ariyasaccāni.” “In English,” Norman states, “it has 

become standard to use the translation ‘noble truth.’” However, the problem – and 

limitation in doing so – is that not only is it “impossible to be certain of the original 

meaning” of the word, the odds are that “no one meaning was intended, and those who 

used the word were conscious of all the meanings simultaneously as they used it.”340 

Moreover, and noticeably aligning with the emphasis-exclusion dynamic of conceptual 

metaphor theory (CMT), Remix+/-, and the terminological choices writers make, the 

prioritizing of one translation over another – the selective process underlying how 

meaning is made and determined – risks neglecting broader meanings and fuller 

understandings of certain concepts and phenomena. As noted in Chapter Two, 

multiplicity is not necessarily something to be resolved, and doing so can often limit 

different perspectives and ways of understanding phenomena under investigation – at the 

possible detriment of a given analysis itself, too. Norman sums up this very point 

regarding “ariyasaccāni”: “When we use this translation we are excluding the other 

explanations, and are in fact probably choosing the least important of the possible 

meanings.”341 It is worth quoting at length some of his conclusive remarks in “Why Are 

the Four Noble Truths Called ‘Noble’?” (1990): 
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To conclude: those persons who first translated the compound ariyasaccāni into 
English could have translated “the noble’s truths,” or “the nobles’ truths,” or “the 
truths for the nobles,” or “the nobilising truths,” or “the noble truths,” but they 
could have only one of them. The one they chose was perfectly correct, but it was 
only part of the translation. The word ariyasaccāni has all these various meanings 
simultaneously, and probably more besides. There is, in fact, at least one further 
possibility, where the first element is also taken in the genitive, but as a simple 
possessive – “the truths of, possessed by, the noble ones.” This could be a 
reference to the Buddhists as a whole, and these would then be the truths held by 
the Buddhists, as opposed to anything held by the Jains or Brāhmaṇas. There is no 
way of telling which of these meanings the first user of the term ariyasaccāni 
intended, if he had only one meaning in mind. Similarly, if more than one 
meaning was intended, we cannot know how many – perhaps all of them.342 
 

 This is not only a basic lesson in the difficulties surrounding translation, but also a 

reminder of how certain translative and interpretive decisions can impact on the future 

development of cultural traditions. Carol S. Anderson’s book-length analysis of this 

Buddhist doctrine engages with Norman’s work as well, and her robust treatment of the 

textual development and variation discernible in the different forms, sets, and 

grammatical patterns those four take aligns well with Batchelor’s philological starting 

point. Quite simply, the original form (the only form wherein they are grammatically 

correct) did not include that compounded, qualifying term.343 Anderson thus indicates that 

the different sets of the four point to the fact that “there was not a single fixed 

grammatical form for the four noble truths; instead, there were first four items that later 

became identified as ‘noble’ and as ‘truths.’” Following the evidence, she too concludes 

that they were probably not part of the earliest version of that particular sutta, but that 

they were also seemingly added to it early enough in the text’s history, since consistency 
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(proper grammar aside) characterizes most of the sets found therein, to escape further 

variation.344 “This evidence,” she concludes, “demonstrates that the four noble truths were 

probably not part of the earliest strata of what came to be recognized as Buddhism, but 

that they emerged as a central teaching in a slightly later period that still preceded the 

final redactions of the various Buddhist canons.”345 Such a momentous claim has 

curiously escaped mainstream recognition or further examination in less specified 

academic studies. This point, however, is addressed in more depth ahead, particularly in 

regard to the ways in which the earliest – or original – form of something relates to what 

it has become and which best represents the teachings or ideology as such. 

 In a similar vein as Anderson, Batchelor draws on Norman’s conclusive remarks 

– “we may conclude that the earliest form of this sutta [the Dhammacakkappavattana] did 

not include the word ariya-saccaṃ”346 – as his starting point for a revisionary model of 

the “truths,” to suggest that readers of the text are left to deduce that “instead of talking of 

four noble truths, the text merely spoke of ‘four.’”347 What he arrives at, then, is a framing 

of the “four” – dukkha (suffering), samudaya (arising), nirodha (ceasing), and magga 

(path) – as sequential tasks rather than the confusing and “incongruous ordering of the 

propositional ‘truths’” (effect-cause-effect-cause) that has characterized Buddhism for 

centuries.348 For Batchelor, as a sequence of tasks, the ordering makes much more sense: 
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“fully knowing suffering leads to the letting go of craving, which leads to experiencing 

its cessation, which leads to the cultivation of the path.”349 In other words, the path is not 

how enlightenment (nibbāna) is attained; the cessation of cravings allows life to be lived 

in this way – as a goal in itself, rather than the means to a goal. Stated differently, 

“Suffering (dukkha) is to be comprehended (pariññã). The arising (samudaya) is to be let 

go of (pahāna). The ceasing (nirodha) is to be beheld (sacchikāta). The path (magga) is 

to be cultivated (bhāvanā).”350 Thus, the path is not the raft; it is not how enlightenment is 

attained. The idea here is that coming to full terms with one’s existential condition 

(dukkha) is how one achieves a more complete understanding of the world and lives a 

more fulfilling life. 

 Batchelor’s conclusion is a reasonable deduction to make, since Norman points 

out that only the later sets of the four include “ariya-saccaṃ,” and since the Buddha had a 

propensity for discouraging any heavy rumination on metaphysical matters like “truth” 

claims pertaining to reality or existential finitude. However, as previously noted, the 

inclusion of the four as “noble truths,” while apparently not the earliest form they took, is 

still an early development nonetheless, as they and their corresponding passages appear 

across the preserved texts of varying schools of Buddhism. Anderson quotes Gregory 

Schopen in response to this observation as a possible point of contention: “If all known 

versions of a text or passage agree, that text or passage is probably late; that is, it 

probably represents the results of the conflation and gradual leveling and harmonization 
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of earlier existing traditions.”351 In other words, homogeny and diversity tend to exist in a 

dynamical continuum rather than as terminal causal-effectual states. Thus, redactions and 

a tightening up of textual doctrine amid translations and canonical developments help 

explain this away. 

 In many ways, subverting tradition in the way Batchelor (and, though not as 

ideologically-focused, Anderson) suggest simply makes sense as a sort of reductionist 

practice in trimming the teachings down to their essential features. Another item lost (i.e., 

de-emphasized) amid this move, however, is the conceptual understanding of anicca 

(impermanence) inherent in Buddhist thought. Alongside dukkha (suffering) and anattā 

(no self), anicca is one of the “three marks” of existence in Buddhism. The concept 

captures the understanding that everything is in constant flux and change, dependent 

upon a conditional and causal-effective reality. Failure to recognize or acknowledge the 

nature of this reality is one of the main causes of dukkha: it often results in attachment to 

what is perceived as being mistakenly permanent (like a static self or an original 

ideological form, rather than a conglomerate of impermanent components), and thus, 

leaves individuals craving and thirsting for that which can never be sated; this is much 

like a fire, the Buddha famously taught in the Ādittapariyāya Sutta – a sutta revisited on a 

regular basis in the chapters ahead – with insatiable and inextinguishable flames leaping 

from one thing to the next. 
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 The constant fluctuation and change captured by anicca, however, does not just 

apply to mental and physical states. Indeed, the world is characterized by it – even 

Buddhist traditions themselves. Buddhist thought “has no unchanging essence but must 

have begun to change from the moment of its inception,” Richard F. Gombrich claims in 

How Buddhism Began: The Conditioned Genesis of the Early Teachings (2006).352 It is 

not an “inert object,” he continues, but “a chain of events.”353 This is evident in the history 

surrounding the first sermon the Buddha gave as well. Buddhism, in all its varying forms, 

has continued to change since the moment Siddhartha Gautama first professed his 

teaching – undergoing perpetual additions and subtractions, which becomes clearer when 

considered in light of Remix+/-. However, rather than locating this as a feature in line 

with Buddhist teachings like anicca, the move Batchelor encourages, for example, is a 

return to that moment to extract what the Buddha actually meant or said. It seems rather 

counterintuitive to Buddhist thought to neglect this understanding regarding change and 

conditionality in order to immortalize a highly contextual instance and moment. The 

multitude of varying Buddhist schools of thought are situated within a tradition of critical 

analysis and response – what the Buddha was engaged in while honing his message. One 

can, however, pay careful attention to what underlined the Buddha’s early teachings and 

the concepts and principles he advocated shortly thereafter, but to pinpoint them as 

original ideas and proclamations with undertones of invariability and uniformity can get 
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incredibly problematic – and, recalling McMahan’s remarks, it would necessarily be an 

endeavor informed by one’s own historical and contextual circumstances as well. 

Buddhism 2.0 

 Batchelor’s fourfold task separates his project from “traditional” forms of 

Buddhism, which, for him, refers to “any school or doctrinal system that operates within 

the soteriological worldview of ancient India” and specifically revolves around the cycle 

of death and rebirth, nibbāna, and karma.354 As noted earlier, Batchelor employs an 

analogy to illustrate the difference between this worldview and what he envisions that 

coincidentally aligns remarkably well with the current analysis’ grounding in CMT and 

the more easily recognizable relevance of remix in applications that engage with new 

media technologies: 

the traditional forms of Buddhism are like software programs that run on the same 
operating system. Despite their apparent differences, Theravada, Zen, Shin, 
Nichiren, and Tibetan Buddhism share the same underlying soteriology, that of 
ancient India…These diverse forms of Buddhism are like “programs” (e.g. word 
processing, spreadsheets, Photoshop etc.) that run on an “operating system” (a 
soteriology), which I will call “Buddhism 1.0.” At first sight, it would seem that 
the challenge facing the dharma as it enters modernity would be to write another 
software program, e.g. “Vipassana,” “Soka Gakkai” or “Shambhala Buddhism,” 
that would modify a traditional form of Buddhism in order to address more 
adequately the needs of contemporary practitioners. However, the cultural divide 
that separates traditional Buddhism from modernity is so great that this may not 
be enough. It might well be necessary to rewrite the operating system itself, 
resulting in what we could call “Buddhism 2.0.”355 
 

 In traditional forms of Buddhism, the Noble Truths are generally presented as 

metaphysical propositions, even if the metaphysical dimensions of them are not 
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noticeable at first, prompting a choice of whether or not to believe them to be true.356 

Buddhism 2.0 – a “praxis-based” version of Buddhism revolving around the fourfold 

task, compared to the “belief-based” version of Buddhism 1.0357 – is what Batchelor 

thinks is needed in order for Buddhism to successfully adapt to the contemporary period 

and remain pertinent. “Our culture,” Batchelor indicates, 

is at such a distance from that of ancient India that we may no longer be in a 
position simply to adapt a particular orthodoxy by giving it a new spin for our 
times. The challenge may be more fundamental than that. We might need to strip 
Buddhism back to its bare skeletal form and begin again.358 
 

A statement like this demonstrates his agenda to go back to “original” teachings and 

make Buddhism fit modernity, too. What marks the separation between operating 

systems, however, is the way they guide the configuration of the “four” (the dharmic 

“nucleobases,” as Batchelor calls them, or, as noted earlier, what I more aptly term the 

dharmic “source code”) into an environment for programs to access and creatively remix. 

In other words, both operating systems are predicated upon the same dharmic source 

code, but their divergence is characterized by belief and praxis. Prospective programs 

written on top of Buddhism 2.0 would not be concerned with the veracity of “truths.” 

They would be concerned, foremost, with how to respond to one’s existential condition: 

“Instead of treating them [(the ‘four’)] as key elements of a metaphysical belief, one 
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treats them as key elements of one’s practice of living in this world.”359 The downplayed 

metaphysical side, in other words, is paired with a corresponding emphasis on praxis. 

 In this analogy-based metaphorical framework, and as previously noted, the idea 

that religious traditions can be likened to computer operating systems (i.e., RELIGIONS 

ARE OPERATING SYSTEMS) and that their varying schools, lineages, and denominations to 

programs written for their respective environments (i.e., DENOMINATIONS ARE PROGRAMS) 

adds another compounded correspondence to the computational dimensions of 

contemporary, networked culture. As culture itself is metaphorically positioned as 

computational – or, as “software” – then the move to frame particular cultural creations 

(e.g., religions) is simply a matter of increased specificity (e.g., BUDDHISM IS SOFTWARE). 

The metaphor of software, in other words (i.e., CULTURE IS SOFTWARE), becomes 

operational in Batchelor’s work to conceive of the ways in which Buddhist traditions are 

structured. More importantly, however, it provides the opportunity here to be further 

extended in a broader analysis concerning the development of religious practice, belief, 

history, text, and the like with Buddhism serving as the main example. 

 Batchelor frames his life’s work as effectively leading up to the formation of this 

critique, metaphorical orientation, and call for a return to origins. A few years after the 

publication of “A Secular Buddhism,” he gave an interview in Insight Journal pertaining 

to how he expounded upon his ideas in After Buddhism. “So in offering a critique of the 

traditional view of the ‘operating system’ of the Four Noble Truths,” he stated, 

I’m basically attempting to re-write the operating system of the Dharma itself, at 
least as it’s been widely taught up to now…it’s very much the outcome or the 
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fruition of all of the work and study I’ve been doing for the last 40-odd years. To 
me, it’s an entirely natural outcome from what I’ve been doing.360 
 

This reflection reads as a testimony to the dialogic nature of his research, and how it has 

slowly coalesced into something wholly informed by scholarly work, compelling ideas, 

and contemporary societal trends – the sources, in other words, that have shaped his 

remixed version of Buddhist thought. 

 In a way, Batchelor himself becomes a sort of remix artist in terms of the 

selectivity and framing that guides his project for a Western audience. His selection of 

textual material from a vast repository of data with which he is familiar in order to 

strengthen his work provides it with unique and creative flair, and provides it with an 

inviting, stimulating appeal that noticeably parallels so-called “crate digging” and “beat 

mining” practices among hip hop artists and producers. In Creative License: The Law and 

Culture of Digital Sampling (2011), Kembrew McLeod and Peter DiCola note that the 

former refers to amassing large collections of records, and spending long hours digging 

through crates of them at record stores, in order to find the best samples to use in their 

productions.361 The latter more specifically refers to the search and use of certain 

percussive breaks (i.e., “breakbeats”) in remixed works – of which a DJ’s ability to cross 

fade and go back and forth between two turntables in live settings became crucial.362 

However, crate digging and beat mining were about more than just discovery, just as 
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someone like Batchelor demonstrates more than just a chance stumbling upon of 

interesting textual data. “Part of the creativity of sampling is in having a deep musical 

knowledge not just of certain songs but also every part of those songs,” McLeod and 

DiCola state.363 Such practices aimed to creatively position one’s work as both alluring 

and grand also inherently tease out the conflation between the authored and the 

authoritative: the sampling of source material characterizing Batchelor’s work is 

grounded in his vast knowledge of Buddhist texts, languages, and composition. His 

project positions himself as much as an authority as it aims to position the original 

teachings of Siddhartha Gautama. He is, in other words, clearly engaged in constructing 

his own variation of Buddhist thought and practice amid the challenge he presents for 

those who have been getting it wrong up to this point. 

 He is not without his critics, however. Roger R. Jackson, reviewing After 

Buddhism in Lion’s Roar, remains “unpersuaded” by the form of Buddhism Batchelor 

presents, even though the argument is a more “sustained and serious attempt” compared 

to what is found in his earlier work, “supported by careful, learned, and often cogent 

analyses of key canonical texts and terms.” “Given the antiquity, complexity, and 

multivocality of the Pali canon,” Jackson states, “I doubt that any interpretive principle, 

however ingenious, can unequivocally give us the ‘real Buddha’ that Batchelor seeks.” 

He further locates two main issues with Batchelor’s textual methodology of bracketing 

off the metaphysics of the Buddha’s contemporaries: 1) “it implies that Gotama somehow 

transcended the worldview of fifth-century BCE India,” which would seem a bit peculiar 
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to claim for one aiming to contextually situate both the Buddha and the Buddha’s 

teachings; and 2) “it begs the question of what the Buddha thought and taught by 

deciding beforehand on dubious methodological grounds what canonical evidence will be 

admitted,” which leaves little surprise about what is left after ruling out certain types of 

passages: “Batchelor’s ethical pragmatism.”364 

 While not in direct critique of Batchelor’s project, J. W. de Jong argues that a lack 

of sufficient evidence exists for one to be able to reconstruct the exact content or wording 

of such early Buddhist doctrine. Common threads exist across certain early texts, but he 

warns of any belief “in the homogeneity of the canonical texts in view of the 

contradictions found in them,” reminding readers that there were most certainly later 

additions made to them as well.365 He is quick to add, however, that this does not mean 

nothing can be said about early Buddhist doctrine, and one of the most basic and 

recognizable assertions that does hold up is the fact that Siddhartha Gautama certainly 

made a profound impact on those listening to what he had to say. Again, the mind of a 

long-gone teacher cannot be read, and the chain of oral-textual transmission can only be 

rather loosely established well after his death. “The basic ideas of Buddhism as found in 

the canonical writings,” de Jong states, “could very well have been proclaimed by him, 

transmitted and developed by his disciples and, finally, codified in fixed formulas,”366 but 

scholars should remain suspect in terms of claims made over specifics – especially any 
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sort of specifics that would particularly render those original, basic ideas best suited for a 

contemporary, Western audience. 

 Batchelor’s project, while certainly compelling, still runs the same sort of risk he 

is critiquing in his response as well: the tasks can just as easily become static, belief-

oriented, unadaptable proclamations much like the truths in place among traditional 

forms of Buddhism his project is meant to critique. Moreover, by elevating his new 

operating system to a status that seemingly transcends how it was informed, he neglects 

the modernist and historical context that allowed him to arrive at his conclusions and 

ideas in the first place. In other words, his interpretation – his Buddhism 2.0 – is just as 

dependent upon the evolution of Buddhist thought as the ones to which he is responding, 

which the principles surrounding remix and the processes of addition and subtraction 

underlying Remix+/- make clear. Regardless of whether or not readers accept Batchelor’s 

position at the end of After Buddhism, that “many of the traditional forms of Buddhism 

inherited from Asia appear to be stagnating,”367 casting them as dependent upon a first 

edition of Buddhism (version 1.0) that is improved upon in the latest release (version 2.0) 

is not only a rather disparaging way to frame millennia-long traditions that are filled with 

rich cultural contributions and valuable philosophical insight, it also perpetuates the 

hierarchical, authoritative, and institutional rhetoric that spurs modernist projects like his 

to begin with. Perhaps outside of his analogical framework, “secular Buddhism” still 

holds the potential to best capture the sort of remix of Buddhist thought he is advocating: 

a Buddhism of “this age” rather than the original Buddhism. However, without fully 
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appreciating Buddhism as a remixed construct, itself dependent upon a long chain of 

conditional relations and principles guiding recyclability and selectivity – addition and 

subtraction – a secular Buddhism simply risks becoming another target of its own reform. 

This Batchelor is Not Alone 

 Batchelor is not without his critics, but he is also not without partners in dialogue. 

In Secular Buddhism: An Introduction (2016), Jay N. Forrest, an author, Zen and 

Vipassana practitioner, and ordained Humanist minister with the Church of Spiritual 

Humanism, presents the sort of secularized form of Buddhism found in Batchelor’s work 

as simply just what Buddhism has become for modern Westerners, i.e., something that 

has done away with the metaphysical baggage to suit its contemporary context amid 

those valuing scientific methods and testability. It is “the fourth vehicle of Buddhism,” 

Forrest claims.368 Aligning with the general Buddhist emphasis on not clinging – even to 

the teachings themselves – the older, metaphysical parts of canonical texts are dated for a 

secular, scientific world, and their loss in a secular Buddhism is simply part of the 

developmental, constantly evolving track of Buddhist thought and practice. Though 

broadly in sync with Batchelor, Forrest’s framing is slightly different: Batchelor’s project 

is more pointed, in that he is looking to make Buddhism fit the current context by making 

it relevant for modern Westerners rather than accept that the abandonment or re-

imagination of certain concepts and teachings are just part of a natural progression (even 

though his project is part of such a progression). It is certainly a blurry line separating the 

two; Forrest is just not all that concerned with proving how people can accept a secular 
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Buddhism as the Buddhism. However, and seemingly corroborating even just a 

hypothetical postulate that someone like Batchelor might propose, Forrest implies that 

there is something behind the muddy, doctrinal spokes of the dharma wheel that – 

according to him, authoritatively and in claim to a notion of what is original – means 

more than what the centuries have preserved: 

The Buddha never made the metaphysical elements foundational to his teachings. 
His teachings stand whether or not we believe in rebirth, the six realms, or any 
other of the unprovable speculations. The reason is, because he based his 
teachings on the reality of suffering, the cause of suffering, and the cure for 
suffering. In other words, the Buddha wisely founded his teachings on empirically 
verifiable experience. The great insights that have arisen from his teachings and 
directions are continually being verified by the mind sciences. Meditation works 
without beliefs. Mindfulness works without metaphysical beliefs. The Buddha 
taught us not what to think, but how to practice. He taught us how to see reality 
for ourselves, and not take his word for it.369 
 

 Forrest is not alone in complementing Batchelor’s work either, especially as it 

pertains to discerning the earliest canonical texts and teachings. Gil Fronsdal, a Buddhist 

scholar, Insight Meditation teacher, and Zen and Vipassana practitioner, closely examines 

the Aṭṭhakavagga, or Book of Eights, in The Buddha before Buddhism: Wisdom from the 

Early Teachings (2016). This collection of sixteen poems sits a bit buried within the Sutta 

Nipāta of the Khuddaka Nikāya, or Minor Collection, within the Sutta Pitaka, the second 

main division of the Pāli Canon, and is arguably one of the earliest Buddhist canonical 

texts. Similar to the focus of Batchelor’s project, Fronsdal points out that by closely 

engaging with this anthology of poetry, one can find “the Buddha’s teachings pared down 

to their most essential elements, free of the more complex doctrines often associated with 
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Buddhism.”370 This effectively amounts to “a direct and simple approach for attaining 

peace without requiring an adherence to any specific ideology,” and rather than outlining 

particular “doctrines to be believed,” the Aṭṭhakavagga simply “describes means or 

practices for realizing peace,” which includes both “states of mind to be attained” (i.e., 

peace) and “mental activities to be abandoned” (i.e., clinging and craving) – the latter of 

which is in clear alignment with Batchelor’s emphasis on the “letting go” discerned in 

“the four.”371 Fronsdal speculates that this text is often overlooked because it does not 

contain any “numerical lists or easy quotes to illustrate the teachings found in 

introductory-level books on Buddhism…[or] a devotional-based orientation to Buddhism 

and the Buddha.”372 Absent throughout the anthology, for example, are the Four Noble 

Truths, the Eightfold Path, the Four Foundations of Mindfulness, the four jhānas, the 

Five Aggregates, the Three Refuges, the Six Sense Bases, the Seven Factors of 

Awakening, the Twelvefold Conditions of Dependent Origination, the concept of not-self 

(anattā), the notion of “an unconditioned reality that transcends ordinary life,” the 

Buddha as having any sort of “psychic powers” or supernatural qualities, and rebirth is 

mainly just presented “in terms of what non-Buddhists believe,” i.e., in contrast to the 

text’s own emphasis “on overcoming any longing for any form of future rebirth.”373 
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 While it might be suggested that this text is not originally Buddhist because of the 

omission of those concepts and ideas (though incorporated into the larger canon since it 

generally aligns with Buddhist teachings), Fronsdal indicates that the more prevailing 

idea here is that this text was simply incredibly early in its composition – during the first 

years the Buddha was teaching – making this text one of “the earliest surviving teachings 

of the Buddha.”374 A discussion of “settled” monastic life missing in the text supports his 

argument, as does the poetic meter of verses and the “unusual and archaic words and 

word forms.” However, the “most compelling evidence” is that the anthology is 

mentioned in three other ancient Buddhist texts, which indicates that it definitely predates 

them: the Hāliddakāni Sutta I from Collected Discourses of the Buddha (Saṃyutta 

Nikāya) 22.3, the Soṇa Sutta in the Udana 5.6, and in the Vinaya (Mahāvagga V, 

13.10).375 Moreover, poetry and the recitation of teachings in that form from memory 

were important early features of Buddhism, so a text like this inherently carries 

significance in its form alone as an early and foundational text. Four basic themes most 

prominent throughout the Aṭṭhakavagga are “letting go of views, avoiding sensual 

craving, the qualities of a sage, and the training to become a sage,” which, according to 

Fronsdal, reasonably places the surviving canonical teachings as “elaborations, 

adaptations, and digressions from these early foundational teachings.”376 
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 One of the sources Fronsdal relies on for the Aṭṭhakavagga as one of the earliest 

canonical Buddhist texts is Eviatar Shulman’s “Early Buddhist Imagination: The 

Aṭṭhakavagga as Buddhist Poetry” (2012/2013). Shulman is more interested in analyzing 

this anthology of poetry as poetry rather than as early Buddhist doctrine. However, he 

shares Fronsdal’s position (and that of others, including Norman) regarding the age of the 

collection as part of a probable group of the oldest Buddhist texts: “Almost certainly,” 

Shulman states, alongside the Pārāyaṇavagga and the Khaggavisāṇasutta, both of which 

are housed with the Aṭṭhakavagga in the Sutta Nipāta, “this is the oldest layer of Buddhist 

texts in existence; many even see these scriptures as returning to the days of the historical 

Buddha.”377 He continues: 

The main reason for this attribution is that these are the only texts that have a 
commentary on them included in the Pāli canon. Although we do not know when 
the canon received the shape we are familiar with, the archaic language of these 
texts, and in some cases their use of meter, suggests that they are very old.378 
 

The Aṭṭhakavagga is also mentioned by name and quoted in other sources within the 

canon – such as the ones previously noted – which indicates that it predates all of those 

sources as well.379 Even though the Aṭṭhakavagga is tucked away in the Pāli canon, it has 

received quite a bit of scholarly attention nevertheless. Shulman claims that this is the 

case because of its salience within trends of Buddhist modernism and the ease in 
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conformability it has with them (i.e., a broad message of harnessing peace and dispelling 

toxic cravings makes it a fitting area of emphasis in those traditions).380 

 Shulman’s work is distinct from Fronsdal’s, however, in that he is approaching it 

as a work of literature – or, more specifically, a bridge between a characteristic practice 

in an oral culture and an emergent textual tradition. Shulman notes that the Aṭṭhakavagga 

“has often been read as an historical document that introduces the earliest phases of 

Buddhist thought,” and his aim is to problematize this sort of presumption. These types of 

perceptions of the text “obviously lend themselves to doctrinal formulation,” he states, 

“yet reading these texts as doctrine forces them into a straitjacket – if it is true that these 

are poetic creations, then they relate historical and philosophical realities only as these 

were perceived and idealized by the poets who composed them.”381 His reading of this 

text as poetry over early doctrine locates the reasonable potential for multiple readings of 

passages that can apparently reflect typical Buddhist doctrinal concepts found in later 

texts. In other words, as a genre, poetry can be purposely vague and multidimensional in 

ways that doctrinal works usually are not.382 A good example of this, he notes, can be 

found in the Kalahavivāda Sutta in the Aṭṭhakavagga regarding the notion of an afterlife 

or rebirth – specifically in the final verse, without being introduced at all beforehand, 

thereby suggesting some sort of importance to include before concluding: “Having 

known, liberated, he does not turn to argument / The steadfast does not go to states of 
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being or non-being.”383 Regarding the last line, Shulman states that it “can be read in two 

main ways – in psychological or metaphysical terms.” He continues: 

In the first case, the poet would intend that the liberated have no interest in the 
afterlife; in the second, that they have no afterlife. No indication is given here 
regarding the correct reading, so that a third option arises – that the claim implies 
both meanings; it is at the same time psychological and metaphysical, or, maybe 
better – it hints at both meanings without deciding between them. The poet leaves 
his audience in an open, interpretive space and allows it to make its own choices, 
which include the natural, candid choice of not knowing. In this genre, the author 
need not force a univocal doctrinal position.384 
 

The verse appears in translation a little differently in Fronsdal’s work, however: “This 

wise one doesn’t associate with / Becoming or not-becoming.”385 His interpretation 

suggests that “someone who is liberated is unconcerned with whether or not the Self 

continues after death,” and, importantly, this interpretation relates to the correlation this 

particular sutta has to the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad and liberation of one’s ātman (self or 

soul).386 Fronsdal points out the dialogic nature of the Aṭṭhakavagga – specifically as it 

responds to an earlier Upaniṣadic tradition in India – and how certain verses (much of the 

Kalahavivāda Sutta, in particular) are actually better understood in light of this. “If the 

questioner is a follower of the Upanishads,” Fronsdal indicates, 

then the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad clarifies what he is asking and why. This text 
can also help us understand to what the Buddha is responding. The Buddha is not 
using the occasion to explain his full approach to religious life. Rather, he is 
offering his perspective in response to the particular concerns of the questioner.387 
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This is apparent both rhetorically and semantically as well, in word choice and use – 

conversing in a way that “the Upanishadic interlocutor understands them, not the way 

later Buddhists did.”388 Shulman’s critique, meant to illustrate this shift in analytical focus 

of the anthology, is not wrong, of course; there is nuance that cannot be neglected, 

however, amid interpretive processes. More importantly, this basic example demonstrates 

the ambiguity, in general, regarding ancient texts and the difficulty in discerning not just 

the earliest textual iteration of a philosophical strain, but the original meaning found 

within its system of interpretation. 

 As indicated regarding Forrest, however, there is a noticeable break from 

Batchelor in Frondsal’s work as well, in terms of general translative and interpretative 

agendas: Fronsdal is not looking to make Buddhist teachings and what the Buddha 

actually taught relevant for modern Westerners; he is simply interested in how the 

teachings might have been understood when they were actually composed. It is a slippery 

break, because this is part of Batchelor’s project as well, and Batchelor’s work implies 

what Fronsdal is also seeking, even though his motivation is noticeably different, and the 

understanding of how the texts and teachings were understood during the Buddha’s time 

only arises in Batchelor’s work as a result of him having reimagined the teachings for his 

own, modern, scientific context and the constructed parameters of his project. Working 

with texts in Pāli that he has translated into English for Western audiences, Fronsdal 

indicates that an “important motivation for this work,” 
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has been to understand the ancient Buddhist teachings as they might have been 
understood at the time they were composed. Rather than looking through the lens 
of a culture and time far removed from those of the Buddha, I tried to interpret the 
texts in the context with which I believe the Buddha may have been familiar early 
in his teaching career.389 
 

This also demonstrates how operative the “+” and “-” are within processes of selectivity 

and interpretation. 

 In terms of the search for something original in the Buddha’s teachings, or at least 

the earliest strand of them, Fronsdal’s project does align a bit more closely with 

Batchelor’s than Forrest’s; Forrest’s voice is still an important member in the dialogue, 

however, as his main point about the developmental trajectory of Buddhist thought and 

practice explicitly demonstrates the evolutionary dialogic path of Buddhist traditions 

overall. Fronsdal is more open and reflective on the dialogic nature of the Buddha’s early 

teachings than either Forrest or Batchelor – and, most importantly, Fronsdal’s project is 

situated in a context preexisting the canonical “four” that Batchelor focuses on in his 

work. In other words, it is the only one that attempts to engage something more primitive 

and rudimentary than the later dharmic source code itself. Although Shulman would 

consider it a rather “romantic” move390, letting go of cravings and the sensibilities that 

lead one to cling, along with the pursuit of peace, might be thought of, then, and in 

keeping with the computational framing, as the “kernel” upon which all else developed as 

Buddhist teachings and teachers interacted with each other – or rather, interfaced. 
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Upaniṣadic Redux 

 Problematizing this notion of an original Buddhism via Remix+/- allows for a 

better understanding of why it is difficult to pinpoint it as such: if everything in existence 

is simply building upon what preceded it (i.e., is conditional and impermanent), then how 

can anything be considered truly original (or, created ex nihilo), and thus, how can an 

original form of Buddhist teachings be discerned? While the varying schools that came 

into existence since the Buddha’s lifetime differ from each other in many ways, these 

very differences align with the trajectory of Buddhist thought, and attempting to trace a 

pure form is both problematic for Buddhist ways of thinking and unrealistic as a romantic 

ideal. Scholars might, then, shift the appreciation of the Buddha as revolutionary teacher 

and inaugurator of a fundamentally new tradition, to that of remix artist par excellence – 

one who, in keeping with the principles associated with CREATION IS RECYCLING, 

accepted, rejected, and transformed principles found in the Upaniṣads and within the 

teachings of his contemporaries. In other words, the Buddha’s ideas were a product of 

their time and place – a response to brahminic thought and other reactionaries like 

himself (such as Jainism’s Mahāvīra). They were in dialogue with these other 

worldviews, and it would obviously be remiss to neglect that fact. 

 As with most widespread cultural traditions, Buddhism’s history is characterized 

by its intimate interaction with those it encountered both inside and outside of India amid 

its spread across most of the Asian continent (and beyond). As a result, it confronted all 

sorts of philosophical ideas, values, practices, and perspectives that would influence its 
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various iterations in different times and places.391 One of Batchelor’s main points is that 

these later additions simply muddied up what was at one point a very basic – and not so 

metaphysical – set of teachings. However, it was not just what had been confronted 

outside of India that added to this repertoire of theological baggage; Indian cultural 

traditions and worldviews were inherent variables in this evolution of Buddhist thought 

as well – indeed, from the onset. In Buddhist Thought: A Complete Introduction to the 

Indian Tradition (2012), authors Paul Williams, Anthony Tribe, and Alexander Wynne 

describe the religious context to which the Buddha was responding. The brahmins, being 

a prominent sociocultural force in India during this time, were a particularly important 

factor in this response, too. Their worldview revolved around “a set of religious practices 

geared to the primacy of harmonious ordered social relationships,” which could be traced 

back to the Aryas, a migrating group from near the Caspian Sea around the second 

millennium BCE.392 Fundamental to much of the practice outlined in their scriptural texts 

(the Vedas) were ritual acts that maintained a reciprocal relationship with the gods and a 

harmonious cosmological balance. It is in the Upaniṣads, however, where one of the main 

ideas the Buddha rejected can be found: a static, essential self (ātman) that is part of a 

universal essence (Brahman) in a micro-macrocosmic relationship;393 the Alagaddūpama 

Sutta is popularly cited as an example indicating this rejection in Buddhist scriptural 
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literature. While it cannot be definitively stated that the Buddha had direct knowledge of 

these particular treatises – of the Upaniṣadic texts – more recent estimates on his lifetime 

(sixth century BCE) and their earliest authorship (seventh or sixth centuries BCE) suggest 

that “not only is it possible that the Buddha knew of the earlier prose Upaniṣads, there is 

a good chance that he had at least some idea of their salient teachings.”394 Indeed, as noted 

regarding Fronsdal’s project, the ways in which questions and answers proceeded in 

earlier texts strongly points towards this fact as well. 

 The dialogic nature of exchange among early Buddhists and other renunciant 

groups responding to brahminic philosophy strengthens the notion of the Buddha being a 

sort of remix artist himself, riffing on the ideas already present and being developed as he 

crafted his own teachings. For example, Fronsdal notes, prior to even the Buddha’s 

estimated lifetime, 

a new movement evolved out of the old religion and focused more on personal 
transformation and realization than the performance of rituals and prayers to the 
gods…It often criticized, downplayed, or reinterpreted the rituals and symbols of 
the brahmins.395 
 

The Upaniṣads were particularly important for many of these renunciant groups as well. 

The Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad (BU) noticeably contains some of these threads, for 

instance,396 especially in terms of eliminating one’s harmful desires to move “beyond 
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 184 

hunger and thirst, sorrow and delusion, old age and death” (BU 3.5.1),397 and the relation 

desire has to karma and rebirth: 

What a man turns out to be depends on how he acts and on how he conducts 
himself…A man turns into something good by good action and into something 
bad by bad action…A man resolves in accordance with his desire, acts in 
accordance with his resolve, and turns out to be in accordance with his action…A 
man who’s attached goes with his action, to that very place to which his mind and 
character cling. Reaching the end of his action, of whatever he has done in the 
world– From that world he returns back to this world, back to action. That is the 
course of a man who desires (BU 4.4.5–6).398 
 

The presence of passages like these in texts already in existence before the Buddha began 

teaching – texts to which he likely had some sort of familiarity, given his upbringing and 

the context in which he lived – demonstrates remix principles at work during the 

development of uniquely Buddhist teachings. “We see then that some Buddhist ideas are 

less a break from the earlier Upanishadic tradition than a continuation or modification of 

it,” Fronsal states. “To highlight the distinctions without acknowledging the similarities 

obscures the context from which early Buddhist teachings arose.”399 Indeed, as noted 

earlier, the canonical teachings that exist today are entirely the outgrowth of such early, 

foundational teachings, and a level of obscurity most certainly distorts the moment 

Buddhism began. 

 In the Aṭṭhakavagga, the word “brahmin” is also noticeably repurposed. 

Historically – and during the lifetime of the Buddha, of course – this term designated the 

superior hereditary social class, but in some passages here, it is used as a descriptor or 
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stand-in for “sage.” The text appropriates and redefines the term in these instances, 

Fronsdal indicates, “so it no longer refers to the social class,” but to “someone who has 

let go of all of his or her clinging.”400 This challenge to brahminical status aligns with the 

general movement of the time that criticized and reinterpreted associated rituals and 

symbols, but it also more pointedly challenges their hierarchical status through a 

disparagement of their defining practices. The purity that brahmins sought through 

particular ritual observances, the Buddha indicates in the Aṭṭhakavagga’s Suddhaṭṭhaka 

Sutta, is not the mark of a true brahmin (i.e., sage); such observances, and the notion of 

brahminical superiority, are themselves forms of clinging of which one must let go, along 

with the idea of an ultimate purity to which those observances were directed:401 

No [true] brahmin speaks of purity in terms of something other / Or in terms of 
virtue, [religious] observances / Or what is seen, heard, or thought 
out…Abandoning one thing, people cling to another; / Pursuing craving, they 
don’t transcend their clinging. / They let go, they grab; / Like a monkey, they 
release one branch to grasp [another]…[True] brahmins who’ve crossed the 
boundaries / Wouldn’t grasp anything they can know or see in the world. / Neither 
passionate for passion nor obsessed by dispassion, / There is nothing here to grasp 
as superior.402 
 

By critically engaging with brahminical superiority and subverting the characteristic 

features that rendered it as such, this particular sutta is an example of a direct affront to 

the religious life to which the Buddha and his contemporaries were responding. “Because 

virtue and religious observances were central to brahmins’ religious life,” Fronsdal states, 

“suggesting that these practices do not bring purity must have been a particularly radical 
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critique at the time.”403 Examples like this certainly lend credence to Christian Lindtner’s 

framing of early Buddhism as a sort of “reformed Brahmanism” as well – a topic taken 

up in further detail in the next chapter.404 

 In a similarly radical move, Batchelor’s reformative project challenges historic 

authority of Buddhism 1.0 traditions through its reassertion of the original teachings. 

However, it can easily run the risk of replacing one authoritative structure for another as 

it borders on becoming a claim to authority itself, with what Batchelor has constructed 

amid his decisions surrounding what to add or emphasize and what to subtract or de-

emphasize. One of the main assumptions in remix theory is that originality is itself a 

problematic conceptual construct, too: there are no originals, only contextual 

configurations of cultural constructs. While something simply unique to the moment 

might appear to be original, Navas indicates, it is effectively “a cultural node, or in terms 

of complexity, a module that will lead to other forms that will build on top of it, or 

incorporate it materially or conceptually for the eventual development of new unique 

forms in the future.”405 The Buddha is understood to have taught for about forty-five years 

of his life, which, as Fronsdal points out, “is long enough for him to have developed, 

elaborated, and systematized his teachings.”406 In other words, just because certain 

teachings and textual iterations might be some of the earliest, or original, does not mean 
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that they are inherently the most representative of the Buddha’s overall teachings, 

creating a disjunction between notions of originality and authority (i.e., what is 

authoritative). “The fact that some teachings might have been early does not mean that 

they should be automatically prioritized over later teachings as better representing the 

Buddha’s core message,” he adds.407 The later teachings and their complexity might 

actually be arguably more developed from the Buddha’s perspective, so maybe those 

teachings should be prioritized, or highlighted, over what preceded them.408 

 Batchelor might problematize “the four,” and thus the foundation for Buddhism 

1.0, which is how he makes a case for Buddhism 2.0, but the fact of the matter is that 

Buddhism 1.0 traditions are what developed on top of that dharmic source code, and it is 

impossible to definitively claim that they are not more representative of what the Buddha 

would have had in mind or eventually developed on his own (or did, since a lack of 

preserved textual presence does not equate to a lack of conceptual formation!). A handful 

of presumably early texts that do not mention abstract or systematized ideas that other, 

later texts do (or, in Batchelor’s case, earlier versions of the first sermon) is not exactly a 

reasonable call for disregarding the entirety of Buddhism 1.0 programs for a simpler 

system of practice based on earlier textual renderings or collections like the 

Aṭṭhakavagga. In other words, it cannot be simply assumed that such texts encapsulate 

the only things that were philosophically important in Buddhist thought or that earlier 

forms should have remain unaltered. Johannes Bronkhorst makes a similar sort of claim 
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regarding the Four Noble Truths in particular as well, in that there is clear evidence to 

conclude that they were most likely not in existence in the earliest stages of Buddhist 

thought (there was likely another sort of liberative insight guiding Buddhist meditative 

practice instead), but this cannot be taken to mean that their development constitutes a 

problematic deviation from what was being taught.409 

 The types of contextual responses to the worldviews and ideologies characterizing 

India during the Buddha’s lifetime – karma is another, having been arguably first 

“ethicized” by the Jains and then given a more distinct good-bad symmetry by the 

Buddha410 – serve as an indication that the conditionality the Buddha professed also 

underlined the development of his own views and principles. It is useful to raise 

questions related to not just ideals of originality, but specifically regarding where and 

when Buddhism began, because they problematize the creation of Buddhist thought 

against which various incarnations are measured. Did Siddhartha Gautama create 

Buddhism during his first sermon? Or, did the brahmins, Jains, and authors of the 

Upaniṣads to whom he was responding actually mold the orienting framework that would 

develop into Buddhist ideology? It depends where the start of the story is located – and 

there are always multiple versions one might tell. People like Batchelor and Fronsdal 

realize this, of course, and amid their own selectivity is a clear indication of additions and 

subtractions of Buddhist data to support their outcomes. For Batchelor, this means a 

textual thinning of scriptural work to a bare source that proclaims nothing other than a 
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practical, non-metaphysical instruction for finding peace. The Buddha as teacher is 

emphasized; his more-than-human status is dismissed, as are any teachings implicated in 

this or in a legacy that embraces something outside of a scope in which observable, 

modernist perspectives would find salience. For Fronsdal, it means subtracting even this 

level of textual data in order to discern something much more humanistic and 

foundational in the Buddha’s teachings. In both, one finds the added “+” of modernity 

and secular sensibilities that suit the individual longings of Western spiritual seekers, and 

this is correspondingly complemented by a subtracted “-” of textual complications and 

legacies of theological developments, contextual influences, and cultural evolution. 

Batchelor, Fronsdal, and others focusing on similar projects construct a Buddhism that, 

while acknowledging developmental associations with other traditions in India, prioritize 

a version of it that only remains untarnished when taken by itself – a task remix theory 

and the framework provided by Remix+/- makes clear is certainly deficient. 

The Myth of Originality 

 Challenges to notions of originality, however, which Remix+/- helps facilitate, 

implicate challenges to any authority based on claims to it. Such an understanding further 

reveals the processes of addition and subtraction grounded in Remix+/- as well, allowing 

for the engagement of knowledge “in ways that no longer look for discovery in terms of 

origins, but rather in terms of recursive nodes where unique forms and ideas developed, 

understanding that such nodes are preceded by others.”411 In the closing essay of Art, 

Media Design, and Postproduction (2018), Navas begins with the blunt assertion that 
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“Nothing is original, just unique,” and that this is simply a conclusion based on an 

“awareness of how we develop meaning.”412 The understanding that nothing is original, 

just unique, is an insight that emerged during the postmodern period, and Navas reflects 

on the fact that people have been concerned with deciding what to call the period 

following postmodernism. This hinges on a linear perspective, however, concerning the 

way changes in culture take place. Navas is less concerned with prefixes and figuring out 

what to name periods of cultural production and development, and more concerned with 

“engaging with the elements that are repurposed and reconfigured for the development of 

new things that are not original, but unique and specific to the moment they are 

produced.”413 Postmodern thought started to question this; the approach provided by 

Remix+/- in contemporary, networked culture allows for the further disruption of that 

notion of linearity and some ultimate stage on humanity’s horizon. Its appropriative 

dimensions can more specifically assist in making clear the basic fact that “cultural 

variables recur.”414 Indeed, cultural variables have always recurred, but they often go 

unnoticed without close analysis, and it was not until orientations emerged during the 

postmodern period that people became keenly aware of this or started reflecting on it 

more critically. The “myth of originality,” Navas calls it, alleviated various societal and 

economic tensions regarding individual action and production in the face of modern 

hierarchical power structures and capitalist orientations, but its fallacious positioning has 

erroneously cradled notions of romantic authorship and creation while fostering a cultural 
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ignorance riddled with legal and hegemonic ramifications. A recognition of how remix 

processes proceed, i.e., how all cultural production in general proceeds, frames much of 

the groundwork upon which remix theorists operate and the hope to affect reorientations 

to a rather unoriginal world. 

 The problem with trying to discern an “original” anything is surely apparent by 

now in this analysis, and as noted earlier, Buddhism uniquely considers constant change 

and fluctuation (anicca) to be tantamount to its philosophical positioning. It seems a bit 

strange, then, and in light of this, to think about an original form of a tradition that 

emphasizes the fluidity of reconfiguration – at every instant. McMahan succinctly 

addresses this in The Making of Buddhist Modernism (2008) as well: 

We can surely dispense with the myth of the pure original to which every 
adaptation must conform. If “true Buddhism” is only one that is unalloyed by 
novel cultural elements, no forms of Buddhism existing today qualify…Every 
extant form of Buddhism has been shaped and reconfigured by the great diversity 
of cultural and historical circumstances it has inhabited in its long and varied 
existence. Buddhist traditions – indeed all traditions – have constantly re-created 
themselves in response to unique historical and cultural conditions, amalgamating 
elements of new cultures, jettisoning those no longer viable in a new context, and 
asking questions that previous incarnations of Buddhism could not possibly have 
asked.415 
 

These remarks align well with the claims being made here, but this sort of position is 

seemingly limited in its rhetorical impact – i.e., it sounds compelling, but it does not have 

enough theoretical grounding to hold up outside of these basic types of reflections 

regarding evolving worldviews and ideological systems. As this analysis is predicated on 

the fact that remix theory has yet to be rigorously applied to the study of religion, its 

 
415 McMahan, The Making of Buddhist Modernism, 254. 
 



 

 192 

application to Buddhist thought and practice demonstrates its potential as a valuable 

analytical resource and tool.416 Specifically, its use in this particular example helps ground 

the foundational Buddhist perspective on change and pinpoint misunderstandings 

pertaining to notions of originality. Its wider appeal, however, is the dialogue it 

encourages between those following in Batchelor’s compelling footsteps, and the future 

developments of Buddhist thought and practice in light of points being made here. Such 

challenges to the “myth of originality” further demonstrate the inherent principles of 

recyclability within culture – especially one uniquely characterized by digitality – which 

has made concepts like remix all the more relevant in terms of considering how cultural 

repositories expand and evolve. Remix critically elucidates culturally repetitive processes 

and allows for greater insight into the fact that everything is being constantly recycled – if 

not technically, then at least in principle – and, which is examined in greater depth in the 

chapters ahead, that cultural artifacts and processes are authenticated based not on some 

authoritative original form, but on what has been legitimated among adherents in 

emphasizing and de-emphasizing processes. 

Creation Ex Nihilo 

 Recalling the issues concerning typical, modern notions of authorship addressed 

in Chapter One, the understanding that nothing can be created out of nothing – “every 

construction takes the form of reusing and building upon existing materials”417 – raises 
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metaphysical and theological questions surrounding originality as well. Humans are 

solely unoriginal in their creations; the dialogic nature of cultural creation not only 

“involves all domains of human action,” but is part of “an evolutionary duty essential to 

the progress of the human species.”418 Indeed, works are never complete from this 

perspective, but instead, function as “relays” for others to continue the process.419 The use 

of “fragments of previous works is simply what human beings have always done in arts, 

in sciences, and in all fields of the intellect.”420 As Vito Campanelli points out, remix 

processes also extend well past humanity’s preoccupations as well, characterizing the 

way in which biological evolutionary processes proceed, along with the repetition and 

innovation marking the ways genetic patterns emerge and develop.421 Appropriative, 

inspirational, and explicitly re-purposeful behavior and production characterizes 

humanity – even when notions of deity or the supernatural are brought into explanatory 

worldviews and orientations: if something is beyond humans, guiding them, then they 

become mere vessels for another’s creative endeavors. A “certainty that we are mere 

products of something beyond ourselves” from such a perspective, then, simply 

“demonstrates the origins of ideas concerned with recombination and appropriation.”422 

Challenging similarly romantic notions of original cosmic creator beings, entities, forces, 
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or the like is well beyond the scope of this analysis, but as this study is very much 

concerned with the development and evolution of religiosity among humans – i.e., 

religious systems as cultural constructs – it is at least worth pointing out the ramifications 

this analysis holds for a more macro level of creation. 

 “Appropriation” is a term widely implicated in challenges to originality – 

especially amid concerns over what and how source material is being used in another’s 

production. As noted earlier, appropriative processes are simply how culture has always 

advanced. “It makes transparent the fact that nothing is original, just unique to the 

moment it is experienced.”423 Creation ex nihilo is a fantasy – one just as romantic as the 

conception of modern authorship – and, quite simply, the creation of “a meaningful 

cultural artifact” or the engagement “in meaningful cultural practice” is impossible 

“without using the codes, tools and materials established by those who came before.”424 

However, appropriation is also not inherently one way: “When we appropriate, create and 

play, we are appropriated and played by the tradition. It is not static or unidirectional.”425 

This can be noticeably evinced via works of literature, screenplays, and adapted 

narrations. When one adapts a novel into a film or television series, for instance, not only 

is that creator appropriating a certain cultural artifact (or artifacts in a given tradition), 
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but the artifact is also effectively appropriating those developers in its own, overall 

legacy and development; precession and succession dynamically establish and exist 

within a unique dialogic tradition, with subsequent works intimately connected to those 

that preceded them and original items within such traditions being constantly updated in 

terms of their conditional reception and experience based on future and recurring 

iterations. Popular music is also a clear example and is further addressed in the next 

chapter. 

 “Appropriation,” however, also carries implications that culture is subsumed 

under “property.” Recalling concerns addressed in Chapter One regarding modern 

authorship and copyright, appropriation also implies doing something to that which 

belongs to another. As a result, use of the term can easily normalize “mercantile relations 

as the basis of all social relations.”426 Some suggest, then, that the term be abandoned in 

order to “fight effectively against the mechanisms of power in our society.”427 Boon, for 

example, amid his praise for copying noted earlier, considers such an abandonment via a 

conceptual reframing amid a terminological shift from appropriation to “depropriation.” 

In this sense, depropriation signals an “indifference to possession,” “a willingness to 

relate to the world without imposing conditions of ownership in doing so,” and “an ethics 

of care that does not require ownership.”428 Boon’s is certainly a novel and inviting idea – 

to semantically disrupt such a powerful conflation of creation and possession in the 
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modern Western world – but the term might not be as problematic as it seems either. The 

process of appropriation has taken on new meaning in remix contexts: it is not 

necessarily connected to ownership so much as it is connected to adapting, transforming, 

and reworking previous creations. In other words, a new term might not be needed here 

as much as a better understanding of “authorship” and cultural dialogue. This is not to 

say, of course, that appropriative processes should disregard any sort of respect or 

propriety in repurposing cultural material, as theoretical framing (i.e., appropriating, 

without the negative connotation it can foster, is simply part of how cross-cultural 

developments and communication proceed through processes that co-opt and recycle) 

does not always match its manifestation in praxis (i.e., when power structures exploit the 

resources or ideas of those relegated under their dominion). People like Batchelor (and 

demonstrated later with Kabat-Zinn) are participating in practices that define what it 

means to be an active contributor to cultural traditions; this does not mean they should 

remain uncircumspect about it, though. 

 Boon does, however, make a relevant comparison between depropriation and 

Buddhist “renunciation,” in the sense that “what is renounced is not the object but 

attachment to and fear of the object, and the acts of labeling that these relations to the 

object involve.”429 Boon uniquely approaches mimesis and the original-copy relationship 

throughout his work as both from the perspective of a Buddhist practitioner and an 

academic. His argument in In Praise of Copying (2010) directly engages with the 

normative Western understanding surrounding originality that is heavily steeped in 
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Platonic conceptions of reality, wherein “everything in this world is an imitation, because 

it is an echo or reproduction of an idea that exists beyond the realm of sensible forms.”430 

According to Boon, 

certain non-Western philosophical models of copying, in particular those 
emerging out of Mahayana Buddhism in its various historical forms, offer us 
more accurate ways of understanding the diverse phenomena we call “copying,” 
and can help us rethink basic philosophical terms such as “subject,” “object,” “the 
same,” “different,” and “the other” – all of which, depending on the particular 
ways they’ve been presented, have historically supported particular cultures of 
copying.431 
 

The shift in perspective he proposes offers an example of how globalization has peddled 

a very particular understanding of copying and so-called intellectual property that 

neglects premodern and non-Western cultures that do not necessarily share in those 

understandings. 

 This also relates to a Buddhist accounting “for the way in which the phenomenal 

world appears to us” and determining what rests behind that appearance.432 As a critical 

response to the Platonic model, wherein there exist original objects with unique essences 

that can be copied in inferior forms, Boon positions this Buddhist perspective as a 

refutation: 

For if objects really did have essences, there could be no copying of them, since 
that which one would make the copy out of would continue to have its own 
essence, and could have only this essence, rather than that essence which is 
implied by the transformed outward appearance that would make it a copy. 
Similarly, if the essence of a thing were truly fixed, it could not be transported to 

 
430 Boon, 18. 
 
431 Boon, 7. 
 
432 Boon, 27. 
 



 

 198 

the copy, and imitation, even as a degradation of the original, would not be 
possible.433 
 

The Buddhist critique of essence Boon notes, 

comes to the fore in foundational Sanskrit Mahayana texts such as the 
Prajñāpāramitā Sutras, the Laṅkāvatāra Sutra, and the writings of Nāgārjuna, 
founder of the Madhyamaka School, and remains a key component of many 
existing Asian Buddhist traditions, notably in the Tibetan diaspora and East 
Asia.434 
 

Boon thus draws on the notion of śūnyatā (emptiness, or without essence) to specifically 

demonstrate that either 1) essences cannot be copied, so there is an inherent distinction 

between an “original” and a “copy,” or 2) essences do not exist, so the distinction 

between “original” and “copy” is really more so a distinction between “thing 1” and 

“thing 2.” Paradoxically, however, if nothing has a unique essence, then everything is 

arguably fundamentally the same. Known as “Nāgārjuna’s Paradox,” Boon indicates that 

this perspective also suggests that all forms of signification “are ‘the same,’ then, since 

they point to their own lack of essence.”435 Signaling a sort of “reversed mimesis,” Boon 

continues: 

At the relative level, signification functions through the chain of signifiers to 
reveal the relative world of appearances. But every signification also 
paradoxically “signifies” emptiness. Thus, difference and sameness are neither 
different nor the same; and what is – i.e., what has the ontological status of truly 
existing – is emptiness itself.436 
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 Church similarly draws on the notion of śūnyatā, but more specifically analyzes 

its relevance in the context of remix processes rather than imitative or mimetic contexts; 

in particular he engages it alongside Greco-Roman rhetorical prosōpopoeia (the giving of 

a “voice” to something lacking it, i.e., restoring some sort of essence to a thing) to 

demonstrate how a remix gives a “voice” to something that did not previously have it 

(e.g., via a new configuration or mashup). Church focuses on a more nuanced 

understanding of śūnyatā, however, defining it as an “ancient philosophical construct that 

communicates a simultaneous lack of essence and fullness of possibility.”437 He argues 

that the “ease with which the absent are reanimated, repurposed, and remixed 

demonstrates how artifacts lack essential properties” in contemporary digital artifacts.438 

He specifically draws on Nāgārjuna’s theorization of śūnyatā by noting that existence is 

both “all-encompassing and hollow at the same time.”439 Instead of just focusing on the 

notion of “a lack of essence,” Church argues that it should be considered as “a stripping 

away of all external complications, including the complications posed by meaning, thus 

freeing the text to become the starting point for something new.”440 The paradoxical 

nature of emptiness becomes clearer, then, since it has the double effect of allowing for 

possibilities amid its lack of essential nature. Instead of “emptiness,” Church suggests 
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that it is best to think of śūnyatā in terms of a “swelling” and uses an expanding seed 

metaphor to illustrate it: “With a sprout, for example, a seed is the cause and the water 

and earth are contributing conditions that aggregate with the seed to allow the sprout to 

take shape.”441 He quotes Nāgārjuna on this topic, too: “All phenomena are devoid of 

inherent existence…because the inherent existence of all phenomena is not to be found in 

causes, conditions, aggregations or individualities.”442 In other words, everything is 

dependent upon being caused, joined together, or taken apart – not existing separately or 

individually in an essential form, with iterative and imitative manifestations being 

disparagingly characterized as degraded instances of an original (i.e., the Platonic and 

modern Western worldview). Boon and Church, drawing on Nāgārjuna and 

problematizing the notion of essence – and by extension, the notion of an original form – 

present a challenge to the type of project Batchelor has constructed by subverting the 

entire prospect at arriving at something essential in Buddhist teachings and history. Their 

emphasis – the addition in their work – on śūnyatā corresponds, in other words to what 

Batchelor has subtracted from his purview. However, while the relationship between 

remix processes – as they engage with traditional notions of originality – and anicca has 

been made clear, there is another association between them and paṭiccasamuppāda 

(interdependence) that becomes rather obvious amid this analysis as well: that everything 

is always building upon what precedes it does not just pertain to endless change and 
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fluctuation; the interaction with all else that makes this possible to begin with cannot be 

neglected either. 

Always Already Remixed 

 Criticisms of this inherited Platonic model in the West are certainly not new 

among contemporary remix theorists, and moving past contested notions of originals and 

copies to, as Navas envisions, “a type of rhythmic loop that allows for the reinvention of 

creativity and criticism” begins with an understanding of how this mimetic model might 

be subverted and reframed.443 Two of the most famous theorists to criticize some of these 

features are Jean Baudrillard and Gilles Deleuze. Baudrillard’s assessment of reality is 

similar to what was outlined earlier, but instead of disrupting the model by positing a lack 

of essence that renders “copies” a conceptual misnomer, he argues that representative 

signs simply no longer signal that to which they seemingly refer. It is an era marked by 

representations that no longer refer to anything that really exist (simulacra), “inaugurated 

by a liquidation of all referentials.”444 According to Baudrillard, “It is no longer a question 

of imitation, nor duplication, nor even parody. It is a question of substituting the signs of 

the real for the real.”445 This results in what he terms “hyperreality,” wherein images 

become reality through a sort of implosion and continual collapse of the distinction 

between the really real and the image of the real. Hyperreality results from this process of 
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simulation: distinctions between originals and copies no longer exist amid this precession 

of simulacra. For Baudrillard, “the real is not only that which can be reproduced, but that 

which is always already reproduced: the hyperreal.”446 The world that people interact 

with every day – its political, social, historical, economic, and religious spheres, among 

others – is simply an “‘aesthetic’ hallucination of reality.”447 

 Baudrillard’s notion of simulacra illustrates some of the issues encountered when 

there is a disconnect between what a copy is presumed to be representing (e.g., a 

universal, timeless, essential Buddhism) and what is actually being represented (e.g., an 

iteration of Buddhist thought and practice within a lineage and network of Buddhist 

thought and practice), and this is easily extended to studies that question what, exactly, a 

remix is remixing. In other words, adopting Baudrillard’s perspective, remixed works are 

not merely degraded predications of some “original” production in the Platonic sense. 

Rather, remixing might be better understood as a process wherein new originals are 

created from copies themselves. A Buddhist tradition, for example, is not a degraded 

copy of something essential that the Buddha had taught; it exists in a continuum of 

dialogic cultural information that is mashed together, recycled, and repurposed. In a 

musical context, Gunkel points out that recordings tend to be popularly conceived as 

preserved instantiations of performed compositions; i.e., tracks on an album are pure 

replications and recordings of singular performances in a studio setting. This is far from 

the truth concerning the production of a record, however. It is “a fiction,” Gunkel reports, 
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that falsely characterizes how studio recordings are produced by neglecting the 

engineered manipulations and piecing together of bits and fragments into a so-called 

perfect take. Indeed, musicians and producers can “fabricate entire recordings from any 

number of fragmented and disconnected components” in this fashion.448 Thus, there is no 

original artifact being preserved here; a recording is not only comprised of “live” 

moments being copied, but it itself a remixed work as well. Remixing the remix, then, is 

a matter of sourcing material that has already been copied and is always already remixed 

in varying cultural contexts; religious traditions are no different in this regard, as 

CULTURE IS SOFTWARE and CREATION IS RECYCLING make clear. This is also one of the 

main reasons why, Gunkel speculates, that remix practices are generally disparaged in the 

music industry: it is not that they “confront recording practices and technologies with 

some kind of new and radical challenge,” but that they exploit and elaborate “something 

that is already part and parcel of the history of recording.” “Consequently,” he continues, 

“the reason remix has been demonized is not that it violates the integrity of recording but 

that it exhibits and betrays the critical infidelities that underlie and are constitutive of the 

very concept of fidelity from the beginning.”449 Similar to what was noted regarding Boon 

and Church, this, however, is about whether or not and how something is “original,” 

rather than about how someone (like Batchelor) goes about claiming that something is 

original. It is outside of the current project to say something about the “integrity” of what 

is created, but it is worth noting how people make claims towards that notion. 
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 Deleuze similarly distinguishes between copies and simulacra: copies are 

understood as responding to an original and simulacra are understood as copying the 

appearance of an original. Following Baudrillard, there is a clear insistence that life is 

simply hyperreal – an inauthentic representation of reality comprised of images without 

real correspondence. Deleuze, however, considers how the lack of constraint to an 

original that a “copy” would require might instead fill simulacra with liberative qualities 

that the former inherently does not allow. 

If we say of the simulacrum that it is a copy of a copy, an infinitely degraded 
icon, an infinitely loose resemblance, we then miss the essential, that is, the 
difference in nature between simulacrum and copy…The copy is an image 
endowed with resemblance, the simulacrum is an image without resemblance.450 
 

A simulacrum does not need to appeal to an “original” and any sort of hierarchical, 

iterative chain of resemblance and perceived degradation that otherwise renders it 

imitative rather than unique; it is without such mimetic shackles – both empty and full as 

the śūnyatā seed. In this way, Potolsky claims, through its denial of the original-copy 

hierarchy, the simulacrum “becomes a potent rival to the Platonic theory of mimesis.”451 

This is the sort of rivalry Gunkel calls for (i.e., a “Deleuzian remix”) in order to subvert 

and reform the ways in which the Platonic model has shaped copyright regimes and 

notions of possession, ownership, and control: 

From the perspective that is arranged by this alternative configuration of 
Platonism, it becomes clear that the distinction between original and copy…is 
perhaps too coarse and not sufficiently fine-grained insofar as it lumps all 
recordings into one category (the copy) and makes evaluation something of a zero 
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sum game that simply opposes copies to originals. What the Deleuzian remix 
allows us to perceive is that the game of axiology is more complex.452 
 

It is not a situation, in other words, that pits copies versus originals, but instead one 

wherein all constructs are recognized as consisting of pre-existing source material – 

archival data that cycles through recombinatorial processes and feedback loops, being 

perpetually repurposed. “Remix, therefore, releases into the world of representation the 

endless (re)play of simulation, flipping what had been mere copies (e.g., phonographic 

recordings) into something different, something more, something transgressive.”453 

 Gunkel notes that the question of originality has been contested and implicated in 

debates since humans became culturally aware. While they remain inconclusive – 

especially when problematized with the insight offered here – they do yield a certain 

romantic uncertainty themselves, “leaving us not with a single innovator or authoritative 

voice but with a network of different actors all legitimately claiming some hold on the 

title of ‘origination.’”454 However, Gunkel does not call for the resolution of such debates 

in light of Deleuzian or Baudrillardian disruptions; indeed, such resolutions could only be 

settled arbitrarily and “on the basis of a socially constructed decision…by someone, some 

group, or something that is, for one reason or another, recognized as having the authority 

to institute and support these decisions.”455 The debates themselves are important here, 

yielding critical insight into the nature of reality, its projections and images, its 

 
452 Gunkel, Of Remixology, 106. 
 
453 Gunkel, Of Remixology, 109. 
 
454 Gunkel, Of Remixology, 175. 
 
455 Gunkel, Of Remixology, 175–6. 
 



 

 206 

representations and iterative manifestations, and the crucial realization that the notion of 

an original anything is far messier than normative Western theorization demands. “What 

is valuable and what should be protected, therefore, are not pristine originals,” he states, 

“but the seemingly unresolvable circulation of things that make dispute over origination 

possible in the first place.”456 Indeed, this how cultural traditions engage their own 

internal and external conflicts, resolve them through creative remix processes, and cycle 

their newly established data back into an archival space that can be subsequently 

accessed and repurposed in future iterations. Such versioning is further addressed in the 

next chapter. 

Conclusion 

 Batchelor’s project presents a unique opportunity to apply Remix+/- to the study 

of religion, i.e., that which resembles Protestant Christian traditions in form and function 

(i.e., RELIGION IS PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY). Paralleling the challenges that the modern 

notion of romantic authorship faces with a similarly critical lens, problematizing 

originality reinforces the intertextual and interdependent foundations for creativity and 

cultural legacy. Batchelor’s work constructs a very particular notion of what Buddhism is 

amid processes of addition and subtraction – of emphasis and de-emphasis – that remain 

grounded in textual analysis, but are guided by neocolonial and modernist ambitions 

nonetheless. Remix+/- assists in understanding the nuances of the decisions that frame his 

own manufactured understanding of what the Buddha taught to his followers over two 

thousand years ago, demonstrating that even challenges to religious constructs risk 
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participating in the very processes that are being addressed by such affronts and 

reformative perspectives. His “software” framing also aligns incredibly well with the 

contextual emergence of remix as a critical concept in digital media (i.e., culture’s 

“computerization”), which has rendered his project as both a great candidate in this 

regard, and a useful one upon which additional correspondences are built in the chapters 

that follow. The context for the earliest developments in Buddhist traditions has been 

situated here through Batchelor’s work, and the complementary work of scholars like 

Fronsdal, Forrest, and Shulman, as an illustration of the dialogic exchange that 

characterizes cultural developments and the difficulty found in definitively arriving at the 

types of conclusions questions of origin entail. These scholars also present as exemplars 

of how contemporary Buddhism is constructed within and in relation to a Western 

perspective that tends to expect certain things from “religion” based on Protestant 

Christianity. Such interaction and combinatory processes noted in their work highlight 

some of the misunderstandings surrounding notions of what it means to create amid a 

vast archival space of remixable data: a better understanding of originating and copying 

is greatly assisted within the framework provided by Remix+/-, especially in terms of the 

metaphorical correspondences related to mimetic behavior and recyclability noted in 

Chapter One. The disruption of this orientation – of one revolving around an original 

something and subsequent copies of it, and of which the Buddha’s Buddhism has been 

specifically considered in contrast and comparison to what arose over the course of the 

millennia that followed – is crucial for understanding the ways in which developments in 

cultural traditions proceed and interact with each other over time and place, and theorists 

such as Boon, Church, Baudrillard, and Deleuze help make this clear. Such a disruption 
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also assists in understanding how those both studying developments in cultural traditions 

and building upon them add and subtract data that renders such subsequent instantiations 

unique and loaded with assertions of power and authority (a topic explored in greater 

depth ahead). 

 The next chapter continues the analysis started here in further demonstration of 

the redescriptive metaphorical shift I am proposing via Remix+/-. Batchelor’s analogy is 

extended in terms of iterative cultural manifestations (i.e., versioning), and the 

applicability of archival spaces is uniquely considered within the remix processes and 

practices characterizing religious traditions – especially as it concerns narrative 

repository data. Thus, the question of authenticity taken up in that chapter not only 

follows from critical concerns over origins addressed here, but is intimately tied to the 

status of cultural artifacts being argued or positioned as authentic, rendering their 

authoritative subversion all the more critical in establishing a model that challenges 

longstanding and oppressive conceptual orientations. Taken together, the individuals 

noted in these case studies stand as exemplars of how contemporary Buddhist traditions 

are constructed within and in relation to Western perspectives that tend to expect certain 

things about “religion” based on that vestige conceptual link to Protestant Christianity. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: AUTHENTICITY 
 
 This chapter builds upon Batchelor’s initial analogy outlined in the previous 

chapter by extending it to versioning and recycling in archival creation: it demonstrates 

how Buddhist programs interact with each other in order to create different and 

subsequent iterations of Buddhism, and how designations of the acceptable and the 

successful relate to cultural processes that yield legitimate archival data. Principles 

associated with CREATION IS RECYCLING are specifically demonstrated here, along with 

persistence of those “legacy” concepts associated with CULTURE IS SOFTWARE (i.e., 

bricolage and mimetic survival) as they pertain to creative restriction, archival access, 

and the relation between legitimacy and authenticity. The final part of the chapter closely 

considers Osamu Tezuka’s Buddha manga series as a versioned textual iteration 

characterized by adaptation and transmediation in order to demonstrate how notions of 

what is legitimated as authentic uniquely pertain to issues surrounding canonicity as well. 

Archiving Buddhism 

 The appropriative cycle of implementation, contextualization, and legitimation 

Navas locates within the “feedback loop” of culture specifically assists in framing how 

Buddhist programs – and the raw data they are accessing – become part of broader 

Buddhist systems as legitimated and alternative iterations. Thus, when certain Buddhist 

data is legitimated as authentically Buddhist, it becomes part of official Buddhist 
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repositories and is cycled back through that archival space as particular data that can be 

sampled or built upon by future developments. The varying Buddhisms around the globe, 

then, whose practices and worldviews might differ either subtly or substantially, can be 

thought of as cultural constructs that operationalize concepts and perspectives occupying 

a metaphorical space of archival data, which can be continuously accessed, sampled, and 

remixed in unique ways over time through different iterations. Traditional forms of 

Buddhism, with their reliance upon teachings like the Four Noble Truths, are thus 

accessing the Buddhism 1.0 operating and archival space, remixing its features in unique 

contextual settings. Batchelor’s sequential tasks and secularly reimagined concepts and 

translations comprise the Buddhism 2.0 space – the new database for which he is arguing 

– which can also be accessed and remixed accordingly. The content of these databases – 

which consists of not only raw elements and features, but individual programs that have 

been culturally legitimated as well – serves as the hub of Buddhist thought, practice, and 

conceptual evolution. Whether or not this or that iteration of Buddhism demonstrates its 

compatibility or conformity to the material in these databases would seemingly determine 

its authenticity and acceptance among adherents as well. 

 These archives, however, do not need to be exhaustively represented in the 

various instances of Buddhism seen today. Indeed, the selectivity of archival material and 

how it is being mixed is what sets these schools apart from each other. Recalling 

Rinehart’s position in Chapter One, such collections of data need not present in their 

entirety, but exist as the primary source material from which they can be selectively 

engaged. Considering archives in this context as remixed collections of history, cultural 

heritage, and instruments of social and collective memory can help inform, for example, 
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the variations on schools of thought and practice among diverse iterations all commonly 

referred to as Buddhism, along with the overall drive to remix source material in new 

ways to create unique iterations of Buddhist thought and practice. These collections can 

be likened to conceptual databases housing a vast, ever-increasing and ever-shifting 

repository of remixable source material for programs to build upon in their establishment 

and development. As cultural constructs, religious traditions like Buddhism can be 

understood as signaling very specific cultural creations, with their variant schools and 

teachings pulling acceptable elements from these conceptual databases to be considered 

as such. They remain unique to a given context, while still maintaining a tie to historic 

lineage, as they conform to source material that determines what can be utilized in such 

iterations, and the background imperative to create a unique form of Buddhism is 

certainly one that is also dialogic in relation to other forms already in existence. 

 This pattern clearly demonstrates the metaphorical correspondence between 

recyclability and creation as well – signaling what Navas refers to as “a constant state of 

becoming”457 and what Gallagher calls “a constant state of flux”458 – which has made 

concepts like remix, and the correspondence between it and religiosity, all the more 

relevant in terms of considering how cultural repositories expand and evolve. Accessing 

archival material is simply how people engage with the past and previous work (which is 

especially more blatant in contemporary, digital contexts); it occupies an incredibly 

important space and functions as a necessary resource for creative and productive 
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endeavors. Such recyclability also strikingly parallels the way Batchelor has reconfigured 

“the four” into “an ongoing positive feedback loop” itself.459 Freeing the fourfold task 

from its “moralistic overtones” (i.e., a subtraction) by translating the qualifier sammā for 

the steps along the path as “complete” instead of “right,” since that “is what the term 

literally means,” he reasons that the integral parts of the path become “a model for a 

centered life, which is balanced, harmonious, and integrated instead of imbalanced, 

discordant, and fragmented” as it revolves around a notion of piety predicated on right or 

wrong sensibilities.460 Thus, he explains, 

fully knowing dukkha leads to the letting go of what arises, which leads to 
moments in which what arises ceases, which opens up a “complete view,” the first 
step of the eightfold path. Such a view then informs how we think and make 
choices (step 2), which lead to how we speak (step 3), act (step 4) and work (step 
5), which provide an ethical framework for applying oneself (step 6) to cultivate 
mindfulness (step 7) and concentration (step 8).461 
 

The mindfulness and concentration occupying the latter steps on this path point to an 

orientation towards life “as it presents itself in each moment, which is how one fully 

knows dukkha.” Thus, with a deeper “understanding and empathetic awareness,” one 

cycles back to the first of the tasks and begins the process anew.462 

 Navas draws on the historical and neo-avant-garde to illustrate how that more 

specialized, particular, and self-referential metalevel of production mentioned earlier 
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proceeds within a broader cultural feedback loop,463 but his example can be repurposed to 

demonstrate its relevance in religious traditions like Buddhism: particular schools of 

Buddhist thought function at this metalevel, in which already introduced material is yet 

again remixed and goes through various reintroductions and evaluations by teachers and 

students as it is further recycled and updated in order to develop and better inform 

material well within the established Buddhist discourse. As demonstrated in greater depth 

ahead, it is at this metalevel of production where Buddhist iterations develop and 

progress in a process akin to versioning in digital practices. 

Restrictive Remix 

 As noted earlier, legitimated archival data also means that innovation is limited to 

creation within defined parameters. There are restrictions in place, in other words, that 

guide what is actually able to be done, and this has been historically captured by the 

notion of bricolage, i.e., creation taking place within those parameters. This does not 

mean creativity or innovation necessarily suffers as a result in these circumstances. To 

make do with what is only at hand is certainly restrictive, but retrospective knowledge 

and ability, coupled with the ability and opportunity to actually create, can mean the 

opposite of this, in fact. Some “restrictive remix” artists even make a conscious effort to 

push back against the idea that “anything goes” in the creation of their work, and 

specifically follow certain constraints to tap into innovative techniques that might not 

otherwise have been realized. Richard L. Edwards notes that these types of remixes are 

historically linked to groups like the Oulipo in the 1960s and restricted poetic patterns 
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(like sonnets) and lipogrammatic forms of writing (where a certain letter or group of 

letters is consciously unused in the work). The Oulipo generally viewed inspiration or 

anything coming from the subconscious as being limited in terms of its resources. 

Mathematical logics and algorithmic processes held much more potential, then, since 

they do not depend on a limited range of creative impulses.464  

 A classic example of restrictively-defining creativity in music is the infamous 

Grey Album (2004) by DJ Danger Mouse, which mashes up (i.e., combines two or more 

sources) Jay-Z’s The Black Album (2003) and The Beatles’ so-called White Album 

(1968). Known more commonly today as an A-B mashup, Danger Mouse’s creation 

specifically took Jay-Z’s a cappella and combined it with The Beatle’s instrumental 

tracks, resulting in not just a creative masterpiece, but unique critical features as well. As 

Edwards points out in his description of Danger Mouse’s project, both Jay-Z’s and The 

Beatles’ albums contain “rich subtexts” revolving around “clever autobiographical 

wordplay” and “landmark pop music full of historical and extra textual resonance.” 

Edwards highlights “99 Problems” as an example to demonstrate this: the song (sharing 

the same title as the one on The Black Album), which, according to Jay-Z, “takes real 

events and reimagines them” with “a purposefully ambiguous ending,” is mashed up with 

“Helter Skelter,” a song that has taken on a cultural connection to the Manson family 

murders in 1969. According to Edwards, Danger Mouse’s remix – with Jay Z singing that 
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he has “99 problems, but a bitch ain’t one” over the refrain Manson filled with 

apocalyptic foreboding – 

generates new meanings and new questions from a recombinatorial confluence of 
real incidents, imagined stories, autobiographical allusions, and historical events. 
Such overlapping and competing meanings invite ironic and subversive readings 
of the new mash-up, as well as the original songs.465 
 

This example certainly demonstrates the creative possibilities and potential that exist 

amid and in spite of restriction – especially as they pertain to critical and subversive 

features of remix, which will be revisited in greater detail in the next chapter – and while 

it might be more obvious when pointing out the restrictive archival parameters pertaining 

to iterative moments in religious traditions, the structural limitations that exist at a 

personal level of experience and identity creation cannot be neglected either. 

 Mahan indicates that contemporary religious identity is often a product of 

selectivity among a wide array of practices, orientations, and beliefs. This might result in 

what he calls 1) “hyphenation,” i.e., “the linking of distinct traditions by a common 

factor” (e.g., Jewish-Buddhist, or JewBu), which could be just as easily termed 

“mashup,” since the two or more “families of origin” are both integrated as part of a 

singular identity, or in 2) “sampling,” i.e., when something is borrowed from another 

work and embedded in a different context, resulting in new or differing meanings based 

on how it has been juxtaposed with other elements. “Applied to religion,” he states, 

“sampling denotes how people appropriate images, objects, practices, and beliefs from 

religious traditions and use them in new ways without necessarily identifying themselves 
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as part of the tradition from which they sample.”466 This is often a much more 

“fragmentary” scenario than hyphenated or mashed-up instances of religious identity 

formation, and critics might point towards a sort of biased selectivity, i.e., only choosing 

to embrace the more attractive or positive qualities of a tradition and disregarding the 

others; recall the dove example in Chapter Two, and how symbols can function in this 

way as well. Nevertheless, Mahan notes that these types of processes simply align with 

how the current media culture operates and are “a part of the way religion continues to 

adapt and change in our day.”467 

 While Mahan highlights the selectivity involved with assembling contemporary 

religious identity by invoking a salient term like sampling and the sensibilities of mashup, 

as noted earlier, these instances are hardly ever situations where anything goes; 

restriction, structural limitation, and requirements are also entangled in these types of 

processes. Drawing on the concept of bricolage, Véronique Altglas indicates that it can 

be implemented to think about the world’s diverse contemporary religious practices when 

features of it that have been seemingly lost are reclaimed, such as “the boundaries of 

available resources, the pre-constraints of these resources in relation to meaning, the 

sociocultural logics that organise bricolage, the role played by bricolage in uneven social 

relations and asymmetric wider cultural flows.”468 To demonstrate a return to that lost 

structural context and emphasis on organization and social factors, she specifically 
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examines three movements (Siddha Yoga, Sivananda Centres, and the Kabbalah Centre) 

coming out of their more mainline representations (Hinduism and Kabbalah) as case 

studies that illustrate how the personal qualities of bricolage have been overestimated in 

comparison to the sociocultural elements of it;469 i.e., the case studies demonstrate that 

even when mainline traditions are appropriated in new ways, or when new religious 

movements remix elements of others, there are broader social norms and structures in 

place that condition the creative and innovative imagination and process. Just as Lévi-

Strauss’ bricoleur was structurally limited by what was available, and aligning with the 

notion of “restrictive remix” previously outlined, there are structures in place here that 

limit what can be appropriated and to what extent in order for such movements to 

maintain explicit ties to their source material.470 As Altglas’ goal is to make better sense 

out of the processes individuals are engaged in when forming their own religious 

identities and affiliations, this insight certainly shifts understandings of the seemingly à 

la carte forms of religiosity among practitioners and groups since bricolage calls 

attention to those inherent structural limitations. Thus, she notes, “the social significance 

of individualism” can easily be neglected among the types of movements being 

analyzed:471 what is viewed as being individualistic in these contexts is actually in 

dialogue with those broader social norms, which “presupposes social constraints, 

coherence and homogeneity rather [than] eclecticism due to personal combinations.”472 
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 Following this, Altglas points out that bricolage is a patterned practice, guided by 

such variables as gender, class, ethnicity, perceptions of social standing, various power 

relations, and access and ability to even engage with certain traditions, all pertaining to 

what is appropriated (and why) and by whom.473 Moreover, such “religions à la carte are 

not eclectic, ephemeral and unique to each individual,” she claims, “for restless 

explorations of religious teachings are driven by a consistent quest of self-realisation 

which, as such, reflects wider norms and incentives of Euro-American societies”;474 an 

addition from these locales, in other words. Those “restless explorations” are not as 

unpredictable in their apparent eclectic mashing together of whimsical features, but 

illustrative of a “lifelong religious learning” that coincides with the social rewards in 

neoliberal contexts of personal responsibility for one’s well-being and the drive to pursue 

personal interests; self-realization becomes a “socially constructed incentive,” reflecting 

an “expressive and romantic commitment” to self-realization and “a perception of life as 

a process of self-improvement, the importance of autonomy and resilience, and a sense of 

individual responsibility and voluntarism in the process of self-improvement.”475 Altglas’ 

overall goal is to make better sense out of the processes individuals are engaged in when 

forming their own religious identities and affiliations, using bricolage in this instance to 

refer more to individual creativity and the custom assembly of identity via personal 

choices (“with indifference to genres, the celebration of eclectic code mixings, and 
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arbitrariness”476), rather than sociological changes at a macro level;477 in Lévi-Strauss’ 

case, bricolage “implied a quest for coherence as well as pre-constraints and rules that 

organise the combination of cultural and religious components,” specifically pertaining to 

an examination of what structures guide mythical thought.478 

 In some instances, she found in her case studies the denial of connections to 

practices in mainline traditions. She also found that some practitioners were self-

conscious about not being true adherents to these larger traditions and allowing their 

practices to remain on the margins and “other” just enough to avoid needing to confront 

their reluctance to convert.479 Certain negotiations take place in actors’ interpretations of 

their practices and affiliations, she found, that make these types of movements more 

universal or transcendent.480 When “teachings are appropriated as universal and 

primordial sources of wisdom, from which derive all religions and philosophies,” she 

indicates,” it “allows religious bricoleurs to disregard cultural and religious 

particularisms and offers them a return to the origins rather than an immersion in foreign 

traditions,”481 which should bring to mind Batchelor’s use of subtraction in the previous 

chapter. Of note, however, is that even these types of orientations – primordial, non-

Western, perennial – are themselves constructed as other, exotic, or universal and 
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“disseminated on the terms of those who appropriate them,” which can easily 

precondition their idealized status among contemporary Western bricoleurs (and those 

who market such practices or beliefs).482 

 The point here, however, is not to reconsider the rhetorical and critical value of a 

term already positioned as “legacy” and less representative and characteristic for a digital 

age, but to indicate how the creative whims of sampling, remix artists that emerged from 

such “legacy” coalesce with structural and restrictive parameters that are intimately 

connected to authenticated spaces of archival data. Innovation in an iterative Buddhist 

context, then, is guided just as much by the personal ambitions and variability of those 

heralding the creative shift as it is by what is accepted and legitimated by others in a 

shared, historical collective past. It is also guided by what is permitted to be done with 

such acceptable and legitimate source material as well. This fact leads to an 

understanding that the possibility exists for a religious assemblage that fails to adhere to 

archival parameters – one where authenticated material is distorted or ignored to the point 

of being unrecognizable or deviant from mainstream and defining perspectives. This, of 

course, also directly relates to the success or acceptance of new lineages, schools, and the 

like, and raises questions over which features need to be preserved in order to maintain 

authentic ties to tradition. 

Measuring Buddhism 

 An implicit assumption among Buddhist constructors is that there are certain 

features that need to be present (or absent) in order for something to count as a Buddhism 
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or not, which makes one thing recognizably Buddhist as such, instead of it being 

something else in content and form; i.e., they know it when they see it. In Chapter One, I 

noted that this is addressed by Balkin in the form of “memetic survival”: memes – those 

“building blocks” of cultural software, institutions and conventions, and cultural know-

how – cannot steer too far away from cultural source material if they are to preserve 

cultural information and ensure “memetic descent.” There has to be at least some 

continuity, with enough similar features present, amid the inherent transformations and 

differentiations that take place along memetic chains of replication so that identifying 

characteristics do not fade through transformation in toto and result in memetic 

destruction. As mentioned earlier, since perpetual differentiation and transformation are 

natural aspects of development over time and place, resistance can be not only pointless 

but counterproductive and damaging to a tradition’s longevity. There is a reason why 

someone like Batchelor is able to even suggest the notion of moving back in time to 

something more foundational and less adulterated: Buddhist traditions are not unique in 

participating in these processes among the world’s religions – both subtly and 

significantly repurposing archival material in the form of ritual, practice, belief, and 

orienting conceptualizations while still remaining uniquely Buddhist. Thus, since 

transformation and differentiation are simply facts of cultural transmission, my point here 

is to indicate that it is not only absurd to deny such processes, but that the parameters 

taking shape alongside their descent that guide how such transformations maintain 

cultural and institutional lineages – rather than becoming something new entirely – can 

be better understood via Remix+/- as being culturally defining and fundamental. 
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 Taken together, those cultural building blocks – fancily label them memomes or 

memeplexes – function as “complexes of memes” that, recalling Balkin’s claims, 

“converge on a central set of features” structuring the ways in which memetic descent 

successfully proceeds. Since something drastic in a short amount of time is generally 

much harder to negotiate, those that do receive cultural legitimation and are accepted as 

authentically adhering to tradition tend to take their time to manifest such seemingly 

different trajectories. The dialogic continuum between place and people cannot be 

neglected in these cases either; one might reflect on the vast amount of global traditions 

operating under the label “Buddhism” and consider the pathways that have led from a 

culture-jamming, brahminic critic to a wise teacher, revered and honored historical 

figure, beloved “spiritual” presence in one’s life, modular celestial being, and one who 

has become all but deified. It might be hard to imagine that each designation here exists 

as source material in Buddhist archival space, but to echo my remarks from earlier, 

memetic descent is also predicated upon archival acceptability in terms of what is 

permitted, how it is used, and the reflexivity of such use. Limitations and parameters, 

then, balance the creativity, context-specific applicability, and, often, the corrective 

motives characterizing unique assemblages of archival data. 

 Batchelor does not exactly provide a master list of every single Buddhism 1.0 

concept, practice, assumption, or understanding that could be used as a source material 

reference guide for Buddhist sampling (i.e., the Buddhist memome or memeplex), and 

that is not exactly a shortcoming of his project either. Assessing what specifically 

comprises the Buddhism 1.0 database is not his main concern. Rather than attempting to 

discern which elements might remain suitable for a Buddhism 2.0 program, however – 
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though Batchelor does provide certain secularized interpretations of concepts like karma, 

rebirth, and the five aggregates – he maps out the foundation upon which Buddhist 2.0 

programs would need to rest, which is largely based on his methods of textual analysis 

noted earlier and those correlative “four P’s.” Such programs would generally “be able to 

offer a coherent interpretation of key practices, doctrines and ethical precepts,” while 

providing “a sufficiently rich and integrated theoretical model of the dharma to serve as 

the basis for a flourishing human existence.”483 Further expounded, Buddhism 2.0 

programs, then, would be founded upon: 

An understanding of conditionality as the context for a fourfold task: to 
comprehend suffering, to let go of the arising of reactivity, to beheld the ceasing 
of reactivity, and to cultivate an eightfold path that is grounded in the perspective 
of mindful awareness and leads one to become self-reliant in the practice of the 
dharma.484 
 

That dharma, in this case, is summed up in the rendering of dharmic source code for the 

operative status of Buddhism 2.0. 

 That said, a definitive answer to this type of question is not always as clear as it 

might appear to be, and it can often lead to further questions rather than authoritative 

conclusions. At what point, for instance, does something that simply includes Buddhist 

1.0 “truths” cross that boundary into something utterly different with a mere vestige of 

Buddhist influence? How do hyphenated or mashed up identities and traditions retain 

enough of their disparate forms to not unrecognizably blur into one or the other, or 

become completely incongruent as integral parts? How fine is that line between data 
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being remixed within the threshold that keeps it Buddhist and remixed to the point of 

becoming something new entirely? There is also a question in these types of 

considerations, Navas notes, between the essential and the original “in juxtaposition to 

what may be truly new,” which can be largely culture-specific and seemingly relative in 

its measurability.485 This gets even tricker, too, however, when reflecting upon the raw 

data comprising cultural archival spaces: the constituent parts are also themselves 

remixed components, as they too are all the result of preexisting elements involved in 

perpetual recombination, recycling, repurposing, and cultural incursion that is inherently 

nodular and context-specific in use and dialectic looping. In other words, the 

manifestation of data at a given moment in time and place necessarily influences the way 

that data can or will be utilized in subsequent iterative moments when such data is 

accessed in future instances. If data is accepted and legitimated, new schools of thought 

or conceptual orientations predicated on that data would proceed as authentic; if rejected, 

not only might such a repurposed bit of archival data proceed as something entirely 

different (i.e., not Buddhist) or fail to even materialize, but such possible outcomes play a 

profound role in archival evolution as well. Authenticated data becomes part of the 

intimate details, qualities, features, and history bound to its archival source material, 

which can then be accessed and remain open to the possibility of future repurposing 

within subsequent movements or iterations. The obverse is also true, however: remixed 

data that has been rejected also becomes a defining and guiding feature of the parameters 
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structuring what can and cannot be implicated or associated with the respective source 

material. Buddhist 1.0 programs, for example, cannot approach the “four” in the way 

Batchelor argues for Buddhism 2.0; this is what distinguishes the two operating systems 

from each other. However, they are both still arguably Buddhist, as the dharmic source 

code remains a common denominator, albeit their point of departure as well. 

 Buddhist traditions can be understood as pulling acceptable elements from 

conceptual databases to be considered as such by those involved in their manufacturing. 

They remain unique to a given context while still maintaining a tie to historic lineage as 

they conform to source material that determines what can be utilized in such iterations. 

The background imperative to create a unique form of Buddhism is certainly one that is 

also dialogic in relation to other forms already in existence. As noted in the previous 

chapter, this can lead to the historical tendency for some Buddhist traditions to believe 

they have the truer dharmic interpretation and that other schools have gotten some part of 

it wrong, so a different version might be framed as better, or more suitable for a given 

context, than what is already being peddled among other groups of varying adherents. 

This is the goal of Batchelor’s project, too: “to bring the dharma into closer alignment 

with the needs and concerns of people living in modernity” and “to formulate an 

understanding of the dharma that is consistent with both core Buddhist teaching and the 

worldview of modernity.”486 

 The selectivity involved in sourcing material from a space of archival data is 

inherently characterized by a +/- dynamic: every decision concerning what to add is 
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complemented by a decision concerning what to leave out. Such decisions among their 

constructors relate to how well their particular constructions are received among would-

be adherents, too, and how likely their status as authoritative figures remains intact. In 

Batchelor’s case, that selectivity also bears a striking resemblance to the sort of generic 

form of Protestant Christianity in which he claims Buddhism, as the Buddha taught it, 

plays no part: the presence of key practices, doctrines, ethical precepts, and a model for a 

“flourishing human existence” is less disruptive of “traditional” forms of religiosity, i.e., 

soteriological instantiations of Buddhism, than it is representative of what one would 

expect of a religious system in the contemporary Western world. 

Acceptance and Success 

 Navas’ designation of reflexive remixes and regressive mashups in musical 

contexts help situate the acceptability of Buddhist development within this rhetoric. In 

this context, both cultural happenings in general and Buddhist developments in particular 

rely “on the recognition of pre-existing recordings” for their creative power and 

effectiveness487 – which presses for the consideration of the extension from acceptable to 

successful. Buddhist operating systems, in their unique utilization of the dharmic source 

code (e.g., as the Noble Truths or Fourfold Task), might be metaphorically framed as 

reflexive remixes as they carry the name of their source (Buddhism) amid any additions, 

deletions, or challenges to source material in their claim to autonomy. Navas indicates 

that “original tracks are largely left intact to be recognizable” in these types of remixes, 
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and that such remixed works are both dependent upon their initial sources (even carrying 

their names, perhaps) while still claiming their own autonomy from them (i.e., they are 

more than just the same song, slight adjusted). They challenge the “spectacular aura” of 

the source, Navas states, rendering the uniquely created work both authoritatively new 

and only culturally validated via the noticeable source material being referenced.488 

Buddhist programs, regardless of such variation that might exist among them, all signify 

their operating systems. They uniquely develop from their remixed dharmic source code 

while always referring back to that underlying operating system, which is why Batchelor 

argues for such a total operative shift. Navas’ regressive mashups capture this perpetual 

signaling: as a type of reflexive remix, “a regressive mashup is designed to remind the 

listener of the songs used for the remix (the listener regresses – or goes back to remember 

the original songs).”489 Following the understanding that those “spectacular auras” need to 

be preserved in order for them to “find cultural acceptance,” and recalling the work of DJ 

Danger Mouse noted earlier (his Grey Album is a clear example of this sort of mashup), 

listeners are pressed to “reflect on the meaning of the work and its sources – even when 

knowing the origin may not be possible.”490 Buddhist programs are built upon the 

dharmic source code underlying their operating systems and must adhere to an 

established, recognizable chain of conception that outlines how archival material can be 
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sampled and spun as they creatively riff on the unique parameters of their respective 

“four.” 

 This all pertains to acceptability, of course, but just because something is accepted 

and authenticated does not necessarily mean it is successful, and this is also largely where 

corrective notions and motivations become most relevant. Daniels specifically addresses 

this point in his analysis of renewalism in Quakerism. Similarly drawing on a 

metaphorical extension of remix, and noticeably echoing Navas’ categorical 

qualifications, he indicates, 

In the context of a remix within a faith tradition, it is essential to consider what a 
successful remix consists of. Not all remixes are equal. Within remix culture, a 
successful remix is one in which a reference to the old track or original artwork is 
still recognizable, and the new work derives or leverages reference to the original 
in a new way.491 
 

For Daniels, success hinges upon participatory consensus revolving around the 

convergence of historic theology and practice with what is manifested in newer contexts 

– between conservativeness and emergence – with the renewal of the old into the new 

(i.e., remixed) positioned as the outcome.492 These are often situations involving some 

sort of conceptual or interpretational conflict or challenge: 

the apprentices of a tradition must be able to find resolutions to the problems and 
explain why the problems existed and accept the provisional nature of their newly 
formulated community through a provisional process that can once again start 
over again if new conflicts arise. The renewed community will demonstrate its 
shared belief and practice with its predecessors in ways that have both the right 
intention and the right practice.493 
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For Daniels, renewal is also framed as a process responding to perceived crisis in a 

tradition; though, curiously, he does not exactly locate the seventeenth-century 

emergence of Quakerism as an alternative and radical Christian community as itself being 

formed in response to some sort of perceived chaos within Christianity. The rhetoric here, 

however, might be adapted to religious developments in general: change is always a 

response to what might otherwise be (or become) crisis or chaos. Indeed, recalling 

Geertz’s understanding of religiosity noted in Chapter Two, such symbol systems and 

orientations towards the world are often structured in a way that keeps chaotic 

circumstances at bay. Renewal intimately exists, then, alongside theological justifications 

and modeling, with the rhetorical conflation between development and renewal lending 

yet an additional lens through which the metaphorical framing of remix processes 

becomes better understood. 

 While the scope of Daniels’ project differs from mine – he is more narrowly 

concerned with renewal movements within established traditions (in particular, 

Quakerism) and their revitalizing potential, rather than more broadly developing a model 

that assists in better understanding overall religious development and evolution – his use 

of remix as a conceptual metaphorical device to frame his argument illustrates similar 

considerations pertaining to authenticity and why certain remixed data might have a 

better chance at being legitimated than other remixed data. His research demonstrates that 

authenticity is often directly linked to factors surrounding convergence: the subjectively 

more meaningful and contextually more relevant tend to point towards more authentic 

forms of practice and belief. Drawing on Alasdair MacIntyre, he indicates that measuring 

“success” of a crisis resolution can be summed up with three criteria: “(a) resolution of 
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the previous problems, (b) explanation of what went wrong, and (c) continuity of some 

shared beliefs and practices with the tradition of enquiry.”494 A successful theological 

renewal remains, “synthetic,” he states: it preserves the importance of heritage, borrows 

outside resources in its reformative measures, embraces dialogic and participatory 

features, and highlights the value of praxis in terms of discerning insight in action and 

content.495 Those participatory features are vital to successful convergence and renewal, 

and they will be more specifically examined in the next chapter on authority. 

 Related to participatory features, however, is the anticipated reception of the 

renewed or remixed material being introduced by those initiating it. Recalling Church’s 

analysis of the rhetorical dimensions of contemporary remix practice and their correlation 

to the ancient world – with Girl Talk serving as his main example – he similarly assesses 

the ways in which the successful presentation of content and material generally proceeds 

in such contexts. Ancient rhetoricians relied on a shifting dynamic between amplificatio 

and diminutio, i.e., emphasizing “certain parts of the speech while making the speech as a 

whole appear even more powerful” or stressing “the urgency of a topic by framing it in a 

lively and vivid manner,”496 and de-emphasis by means of minimizing the scope of a 

rhetorical utterance, respectively.497 The relationship between amplificatio and diminutio 
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also recalls the inherent processes of both the principles guiding selectivity and the 

highlighting and downplaying found in conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) and Remix+/- 

as emphasizing certain things over others indicates importance amid all other data (along 

with an indication of what is not as important), giving select topics a specific “presence” 

in listeners’ minds. “The speaker’s rhetorical act of emphasis, then,” Church indicates, “is 

tremendously persuasive not only because it directs the attention of the audience to 

certain issues, but because it directs its attention away from others.”498 Thus, and 

particularly relevant to the current project, “rhetorical amplification becomes more than 

just drawing one’s attention to something; it also functions as a package that distributes 

an ideological worldview to the listener.”499 Indeed, this is one of the critical components 

of what I am building upon with Remix+/-. 

 Amplification, however, does not only pertain to how loud one is; both the means 

of delivery and what is “cut short” (e.g., syllables in a speech or notes in music) matter 

alongside the actual message. It is also often the case that the familiarity of samples in 

newly remixed works is what catches peoples’ attention most as part of this amplifying 

process, and this understanding is largely implicated in the choices being made by those 

doing the remixing: remixed material needs to cater to the audience just as much as – if 

not more than – the remixer so that the former remains interested in the newly produced 

work.500 Church notes how Girl Talk refines a particular mashup sequence and perfects it 
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– “which samples are most appropriate to use and mash up, and which amount of 

emphasis (or de-emphasis) is required to transform those respective samples”501 – based 

on audience reception at lives shows before it becomes part of a new studio album; the 

presumption that listeners will enjoy it is based on his experience of what successfully 

pleases his audiences and what does not. This dynamic between amplificatio and 

diminutio is not only coloring every remix practice with a dose of classical rhetoric, 

Church contends, but it also remains one of “the most valuable resources” for creators as 

they strategically decide on their sampled source material and how such selectivity will 

be repurposed to succeed among their given audiences.502 

 The developments among religious traditions and the splintering off of new 

schools of thought or lineages follows this classical pattern of selectivity amid notions of 

renewal or corrective reformation: the reception of potential adherents or current 

members needs to be weighed or confidently presumed, otherwise the remixed iteration 

will not succeed. Consider the multitudinous schools and movements within some of the 

world’s major religious traditions, for instance, that remain globally marginal or 

seemingly dissident. The history of Buddhism, like many others, is filled with such 

examples. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar’s Navayana Buddhism, which was highly critical of 

the Four Noble Truths, nibbāna, and the relationship between anattā, kamma, and rebirth, 

is one such example. One might also point to the Thai Forest Tradition, which 

emphasizes a similar sort of return to originating, pre-sectarian contexts that Batchelor 
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calls for in his work (his secularized Buddhism is an example here as well!). However, 

alongside the familiar emphasis-exclusion dynamic remains the dialogic connection 

remixed iterations maintain to their source material. As Gallagher points out, “meaning is 

communicated and perceived differently in remixed content in comparison to non-

remixed work,”503 which is to say that meaning also changes through recontextualization 

and manipulation while it remains in that dialogue (a necessity for the iterations within 

religious traditions). A new message is communicated, in other words, through remix 

processes, and this has clear relevance for thinking through religious developments in 

general and the dialogic relationships maintained between multiple traditions and 

versions within the same traditions. There is a semiotic component to much of 

Gallagher’s work, however, as it specifically pertains to remix videos, but his rhetoric 

and analytical observations can be analogically extended to reflect the ways in which 

cultural traditions like religions repurpose, recycle, and establish new meanings: remixes 

contain the previous meanings of their former context as they transfer those meanings 

into newer contexts, which has the effect of “producing complex intertextual 

relationships” between sampled source material that might alter the meanings of the 

former context as much as ground the shift in meaning upon which the newer context is 

predicated.504 The visual, segmented nature of sourcing and sampling in remixed videos 

makes the sampling and reproduction of material more explicitly apparent, but it points 

towards the same principle that ultimately connects the process to that looping cultural 
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framework and archival space of authenticated data: “The meaning of the remixed clip is 

in a constant state of flux, as future iterations of the same sign will impact on the meaning 

of the one in the remix, thus adding to the pool of potential meaning for that particular 

sign.”505 Concepts, practices, beliefs, orientations, and the like are in a constant state of 

fluctuation and are perpetually updating as they cycle through emergent iterations and 

manifestations – much in the way computer software is versioned and subsequently 

developed. 

Versioning Buddhism 

 The sampling of archival material and how it is being remixed is what sets 

Buddhist programs apart from each other. Similar to the compiling and editing of 

computer software, the success or acceptance of different versions simply depends on the 

creative decisions of what changes are to be made, or what to keep or omit, in order to 

create a corrective, fulfilling, or productive work. Buddhist traditions, like all other 

cultural traditions, are unquestionably dependent upon context and circumstances that are 

unique to time and place, with each being “contingent upon the wide array of particular 

and unique circumstances out of which it arose.”506 According to Batchelor, “The history 

of Buddhism is the history of its own ongoing interpretation and representation of 

itself.”507 Traditions, then, are the remixed results based on when and where they are 

temporally and geographically situated, how they may have interacted with or 
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506 Batchelor, “A Secular Buddhism,” 90. 
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accommodated any preexisting indigenous systems or alternative ideologies as they 

evolved, and how they have uniquely memetically descended. 

 Such memetic descent and the relationship Buddhist programs have to each other 

can be framed as a versioning dialogic process of deciding how to build upon what came 

before, either to the point of retaining a similar association, such as how Rinzai and Sōtō 

are both recognizably traditions of Zen Buddhism, or in establishing a much different 

trajectory altogether, like at the point of departure or inauguration in a particular lineage. 

Mahāyāna Buddhism might be thought of, then, as a particular environment for 

Buddhism 1.0, with something like Yogācāra functioning as an early Indian program that 

Chan Buddhism mashed up with Taoist philosophy in China to suit its own context and 

circumstances, which was later remixed into Zen Buddhism in Japan (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Versioning Buddhism 
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That is, of course, a fairly simplified version of an intricate and lengthy process that is not 

so clearly structured or defined. Traditions, texts, teachers, and students have interacted 

with each other in all sorts of ways, emphasizing, deemphasizing, and innovating 

Buddhism 1.0 data that continues to be mashed up and remixed amid further interaction. 

For example, in something like the Sōtō variant of Zen, there is a strong emphasis on the 

importance of meditative technique alongside an equally strong de-emphasis on the 

importance of sacred texts that sets it apart from other programs. These types of 

dynamics exist across the array of all Buddhist programs. 

 Remix theory holds that “everything is built from preexisting elements.”508 

Anything composite can be taken apart, which leads to both the negation of the object 

itself – its essential “nothingness” measured by its disparate parts – and an explicit 

recognition of the constituent pieces necessary for its existence. Recalling the discussion 

of śūnyatā in the previous chapter, the principles guiding remix processes demonstrate 

that there is not some sort of key ingredient underlying all objects. Their cultural value 

and meaning are determined by the relationships they form as aggregates.509 Linking 

together the concepts of anicca and anattā, everything is interdependent (captured by 

paṭiccasamuppāda, as noted in the previous chapter); everything is caused, joined 

together, or taken apart through inherent interactional and momentary relational 

processes. Thus, “the value or meaning of the object comes about through interaction of 

elements and their relation within a specific context, which keeps changing,” and thus, 

 
508 Eduardo Navas, “The Originality of Copies: Cover Versions and Versioning in Remix Practice,” Journal 
of Asia-Pacific Pop Culture 3, no. 2 (2018): 183. 
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“meaning emerges from the relation of things”510 – not upon an erroneous assumption of 

singular formation, influence, and impact. Versioning explicitly highlights these 

processes by demonstrating that cultural constructs build upon what preceded them, and 

that this procession is not just about endless change and fluctuation, but also the 

interaction that makes this possible to begin with. This is not to say that observing such 

interaction is impossible without a metaphorical correspondence like “versioning,” but 

the pertinence of such a correspondence makes these processes far more obvious and 

apparent when traditions take on characteristics that inherently distinguish them as 

iterative, not different. 

Buddha as Remix Artist 

 Recalling Lindtner’s notion of a “reformed Brahmanism” from the previous 

chapter,” the Buddha himself might be framed as a remix artist, repurposing brahminical 

source material in a sequence of versioned concepts and practices. In The Origin of 

Buddhist Meditation (2007), Alexander Wynne examines the Buddha’s engagement with 

Vedic texts and meditative techniques as his own teachings were developed. Wynne pays 

particular attention to the intermingling of brahminical and Buddhist ideas during the 

centuries that followed the Buddha’s death, and the Buddha’s own meditation teachers 

mentioned in the Ariyapariyesana Sutta: Āḷāra Kālāma and Uddaka Rāmaputta, fifth-

century BCE leaders in northern India who taught early brahminical yoga meditative 

practices. These practices, Wynne notes, centered on achieving a nondual state that 

dissolved any sort of subject-object division – a goal they termed “nothingness” 

 
510 Navas, “The Originality of Copies,” 184. 
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(ākiñcañña) and “neither perception nor non-perception” (nevasaññānāsaññā). Wynne 

claims that the Buddha rejected their notion of liberation – something only to be achieved 

at death, “when there is no longer any possibility of cognizing an object” – and thus 

awakened to a different insight pertaining to the attainment of jhāna (i.e., a powerful 

liberative, concentrative, meditative state). “If the early biographies have any relevance to 

historical events,” Wynne indicates, “it means that the new path and goal discovered by 

the Buddha consisted of the adaptation of the old yogic techniques to the practice of 

mindfulness and attainment of insight.” Such “radically transformed” yogic practices 

displaced the notion of an attainable nonduality linked to Upaniṣadic ideology revolving 

around Brahman as they were “adapted towards the inculcation of mindful awareness 

(sati).”511 

 Wynne’s project demonstrates how versioning not only progresses in a 

reformative manner, but reacts to previous conceptualizations and constructs as well – 

especially during formative periods in a tradition’s history. The Buddha’s insight and 

teachings were predicated upon firsthand knowledge of Upaniṣadic philosophy and the 

particular conceptualizations and soteriological leanings to which he was responding. 

Project’s like Wynne’s allow scholars to better understand the ways in which the Buddha 

responded to interlocutors in canonical texts (in this particular case, conversations with 

Upasīva, Udaya, and Posāla in the Pārāyanavagga), how he formulated his uniquely 

Buddhist teachings and practices – i.e., in response to brahminic teachings and practices – 

and how he built upon Indian cosmological orientations during the fifth century BCE. 

 
511 Alexander Wynne, The Origin of Buddhist Meditation (New York, NY: Routledge, 2007), 108. 
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Particular concepts and symbols reflect the addition and subtraction of elements 

concomitant with Remix+/-, especially as they develop and evolve based on specific 

contextual circumstances. The five aggregates that comprise sentient life and the 

metaphors of flame, burning, and fire are particularly illustrative of this process. 

 As alluded to above regarding śūnyatā, in Buddhist philosophy, the notion of 

anattā (in response to the Upaniṣadic ātman) leads to an explanatory qualification for 

what people call an individual or singular being when an “I” does not signal something 

essential or unchanging. Beings are comprised of “ever-changing physical and mental 

forces or energies” divided into five aggregates or bundles intimately connected to 

dukkha:512 physical form or matter (rūpa); sensations or feelings (vedanā); perceptions 

(saññā); mental formations or volition (saṅkhāra); and consciousness (viññāṇa).513 “What 

we call a ‘being,’ or an ‘individual,’ or ‘I,’ is only a convenient name or a label given to 

the combination of these five groups,” Walpola Rahula states. “They are all 

impermanent, all constantly changing…They are in a flux of momentary arising and 

disappearing.”514 These aggregate parts follow the same conditional pattern in Buddhist 

philosophy of interdependent cause and effect, and the normative notion of a self or soul 

is merely shorthand for this grouping if not a false mental formation itself. At the moment 

of biological death, these aggregates disperse and reform into different groupings based 

upon the conditions prior to that instance. This characterizes the cycle of death and 

 
512 Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, 2nd ed. (New York, NY: Grove Press, 1974), 20. 
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514 Rahula, 25. 
 



 

 240 

rebirth (saṃsāra) in Buddhist thought as well (or, as Thich Nhat Hanh refers to it, 

“continuation,” since death and re-birth imply the cessation or emergence of a singular 

entity).515 Indeed, the whole of Buddhist philosophy could be thus framed as a cycling, 

remixing loop of continued existence with subsequent instances necessarily connected to 

and building upon the conditions leading up to them, i.e., the karmic waves generated by 

individuals throughout their lives. Even when that loop comes to conceptualized halt, i.e., 

nibbāna, waves of influence continue to condition other living things with which an 

individual inter-existed, just was they did prior to that moment. 

 Noritoshi Aramaki explains how these aggregates or bundles – also commonly 

referred to as the five skandhas (in Pāli, khandhas) – emerged out of an older Indian past 

into Buddhist philosophy. According to Aramaki, they follow a discernible pattern 

among Buddhist concepts, wherein different “strata” or “layers” can be found in the Pāli 

Canon, demonstrating “how Vedic ideas eventually developed and changed in the 

Canon.”516 Lindtner notes that in the Rig Veda (10.81.4), it is asked, “Which forest was it, 

which tree was it, from which they carved out heaven and earth?” A response is provided 

in Taittirīya-Brāhmaṇa II. 8.9.6: “Brahman was the forest, Brahman was the tree.”517 

Brahman, Lindtner claims, can be identified as “the Cosmic Tree” and connected to the 

term skandha as well; the latter can mean “the trunk, stem or branching of a tree,”518 and 

 
515 See part five of his commentary on The Heart Sutra (422–7) in Awakening of the Heart: Essential 
Buddhist Sutras and Commentaries (2012). 
 
516 Christian Lindtner, “The Problem of Precanonical Buddhism,” Buddhist Studies Review 14, no. 2 
(1997): 111. 
 
517 Lindtner, “From Brahmanism to Buddhism,” 18. 
 
518 Lindtner, “From Brahmanism to Buddhism,” 18. 
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more specifically, the trunk “of any plant which sprouts at the beginning and persists 

stubbornly until the withering.”519 He points out that in the Vedas, skandhas occurs in 

reference to “the branching top or crown of a tree,” so duḥkhaskandha likely refers to 

“the branching that is duḥkham” instead of something like “mass of suffering” or “net 

outcome of causality.” Since those terms share “the same denotation in the oldest 

Buddhist sources,” Lindtner reports, the Buddha – who, as noted earlier, was certainly 

well aware of brahminic textual material and teachings – arguably knew this Cosmic Tree 

imagery as the five skandhas developed in conjunction with dukkha.520 

 Those aggregates, Lindtner indicates, specifically have “a long and complex 

prehistory that can ultimately be traced back to much more primitive and unsophisticated 

notions associated with the figure of Yājñavalkya.”521 Aramaki notes that in the early 

gāthā tradition of Indian verse (which he locates in the Upaniṣads and possibly early), the 

saṃsāric life-cycle of sentient existence is illustrated by a vegetable life-cycle, with 

personal succession “stubbornly persisting” as a “trunk.”522 In particular, this vegetable 

illustration can be found in Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad 3.9.28 when Yājñavalkya presents 

an arboreal analogy to the human body: “the hairs are analogous to the leaves, the skin to 

the bark, the blood to the sap, the flesh to the wood, the sinew to the bast, the bones to the 
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core and the marrow to the pith.”523 A correlation is made to a creeper rather than a tree in 

Isibhāsiyāiṃ 15.1–4 as well, in terms of the philosophical connection textually 

developing between karma and saṃsāra: “[Just as] the creeper grows up, undoubtedly, in 

so far as the bulb keeps its vital essence and the sprout becomes full-grown, in so far as 

the seed is active in its growing activities, [so] the suffering is produced undoubtedly, in 

so far as the bad karman keeps its [karmic] essence.”524 He claims that 

there existed at least one line of the ascetic traditions which transmitted and 
developed the [sic] Yājñavalkya’s philosophical insight to illustrate the saṃsāric 
life-cycles by the vegetable life-cycles and for which the word skandha(s) came to 
illustrate or even mean the stubbornly persisting “trunk” of the accumurated [sic] 
karman of our saṃsāric existence.525 
 

“Early Buddhists,” he continues, “seem to have been in close contact with that line of the 

ascetic tradition which developed the vegetable illustration of our saṃsāric existence and 

produced the concept skandha(s) as (an illustration of) the karmic ‘trunk.’”526 Some 

Buddhist verses even appear to be very reminiscent of Yājñavalkya (such as 

Dhammapada 338). In Dhammapada 374, Aramaki notes, “the word skandhas is in fact 

indeterminate concerning its vegetable meaning, but cannot be regarded as referring to 

the later Buddhist theory of the pañacaskandhas [sic], but rather to the earlier ascetic 

karmic ‘trunk.’”527 Demonstrating the intricate conceptual and semantic versioning of this 

piece of Buddhist philosophy, Aramaki thus arrives at the conclusion that 
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the older ascetic concept “skandhas as the vegetable trunk illustrating the karmic 
trunk of our saṃsāric existence” has developed into the Buddhist concept 
“skandhas as the stubbornly persisting trunk of the personal succession of our 
saṃsāric existence” with some remniscences [sic] of the original vegetable 
trunk.528 
 

 The fire metaphor in the Ādittapariyāya Sutta is another example of symbolic 

versioning: everything is ablaze with the fires of passion, hatred, and delusion, the 

Buddha tells his disciples. Gombrich indicates that the number of “fires” in this serves as 

an allusion to the three fires that brahmin householders kept alight and tended on a daily 

basis. The origin of the metaphor, however, has been largely forgotten, he states, as later 

Buddhist generations “had no reason to be interested in Vedic brahmins or in the 

Buddha’s debate with them.”529 Gombrich actually links the aggregates noted above to the 

fire metaphor as well. They are often cumulatively referred to as upādāna-kkhandhā, 

which draws on the abstract meaning of the first term in the compound: grasping, or 

attachment. Concretely, however, Gombrich notes that upādāna denotes what fuels such 

grasping; the Pāli Text Society’s Pāli-English Dictionary defines it as “fuel, supply, 

provision,” and “that (material) substratum by means of which an active process is kept 

alive or going.” While upādāna-kkhandhā is often reasonably translated to “the 

aggregates of grasping,” it has also lost that earlier, metaphorical connection. In the 

Bhāra Sutta (Saṃyutta Nikāya 22:22), the Buddha explains “the burden,” how it is 

carried, taken up, and cast off; this “burden” is those “five clinging-aggregates.”530 
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Gombrich indicates that when these are each specifically addressed, they are referred to 

as an upādāna-kkhandhā: a metaphorical “bundle of fuel,” i.e., firewood.531 Gombrich 

explains that when these five aggregates are comparatively understood as “bundles of 

firewood” that “feed the fires of passion, hatred and delusion,” more sense can be 

gathered from an older term for nibbāna: sa-upādi-sesa, attaining nibbāna in one’s 

lifetime. However, doing so during one’s life “does not mean that one still has a residue 

of grasping…If we follow the metaphor, we understand that at the moment when we 

extinguish the fires of passion, hatred and delusion,” Gombrich reasons, “we still have 

the five khandha, that which experiences, so we still have a residue (sesa) of fuel 

(upādi)” even though “it is no longer burning.”532 “When the five khandha cease to exist,” 

he adds, “i.e., when we die Enlightened, we have no more potential for experience; we 

have run out of fuel.”533 The point here is that even the most seemingly foundational and 

fundamental concepts and teachings are part of a networked series and spread of iterative 

and influenced developments. 

Osamu Tezuka’s Buddha 

 As these examples indicate, lineages and concepts undergo their own unique 

developments akin to versioning in explicitly digital applications, but sacred texts in 

cultural traditions are also clear examples of how these types of processes work and how 

intimately tied to power and social structures they can be. The sacred stories of religious 

traditions have drawn an inquisitive eye among those in a number of different disciplines. 

 
531 Gombrich, How Buddhism Began, 67. 
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Amid their doctrinal importance, they also have the capacity to reveal crucial originating 

details of a civilization, culture, and people through narratives that matter most and 

ground their identity. These narrative developments can also be understood as sampling 

processes in which acceptable elements are sourced from official archival databases in 

the creation of unique, and correspondingly true, iterations. Their success also hinges 

upon reception among adherents. Contemporary narrative repositories of religious 

traditions are often the ambiguous product of dialogic oral transmissions that occurred 

over many years, undergoing variation based on audience, context, or ideological 

purpose. Variations in translation muddy up the trajectories from earliest form to the 

latest versions as well. As noted in Chapter Three, the Buddha’s first sermon, in 

particular, exists in almost twenty different versions across different languages. The 

larger scriptural repository of Buddhist teachings is similarly vast in terms of variation 

and translation – and thus, interpretation. While it is fairly obvious to point out that these 

variations are accepted as authentic narratives of the Buddha’s life and teachings within 

their corresponding versions of Buddhism, the liberties taken in less official contexts 

present related questions concerning authenticity and acceptance. Osamu Tezuka, the 

famous Japanese manga artist – the so-called “father of manga” – created his own version 

of the Buddha’s life and teachings in his serialized Buddha manga from 1972 to 1983 – 

and it is far from a mere pictorial depiction of canonical source material: 

Tezuka Osamu’s manga Buddha, goes back 2500 years to trace the footsteps of 
Śākyamuni Buddha based on research of the legends of Buddha’s life integrated 
with Tezuka’s own original interpretation, to unfold a grandeur and imaginative 
world of the chronicles of Buddha.534 

 
534 Tokyo National Museum, Forward to Buddha: The Story in Manga and Art, ed. Tokyo National 
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Taking Buddha as its main example, the remainder of this chapter considers how the 

existence of multiple – and specifically, alternative – narrative iterations within religious 

traditions necessarily confronts the question of authenticity introduced earlier – especially 

in terms of the features corresponding to Remix+/-. 

 While immensely successful in the global market (it won Eisner and Harvey 

Awards in 2004 and 2005 for Best U.S. Edition of International Material and Best 

American Edition of Foreign Material, respectively535, and has had more than twenty 

million copies sold since being published536), Buddha is not an official scriptural account, 

and is a drama interlaced with Tezuka’s own ideological leanings, interpretations, and 

narrative liberties. Tezuka’s account might be most succinctly understood, then, as a sort 

of remixed vinaya of the Pāli Canon, chronicling the life of the Buddha and detailing the 

monastic order’s history and discipline. Reviewing it in the early 2000s, Paul L. Swanson 

notes that Tezuka’s version of classic Buddhist moments in history and teaching is a 

work that noticeably expresses Tezuka’s own “worldview, moral concerns, and 

humanistic ideals,” with Buddha being more than just a “lively drama…centered on the 

Buddha and his life.”537 Themes like interconnection, biocentric equality, and 
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impermanence are emphasized throughout each volume (a total of eight in the English 

translation), as are heavy criticisms of both the Indian caste system and harsh ordeals and 

trials of ascetics. It is not that these themes are absent in more traditional canonical 

accounts; aside from the facetious use of anachronism and the introduction of fictional 

characters and scenarios to convey his points, Tezuka’s version does not introduce new 

thematic or doctrinal material into the general canonical narrative per se. Rather, it 

participates in that process of emphasizing/de-emphasizing and highlighting/downplaying 

characteristics in both metaphorical use and selectivity underlying remix practices. 

Quoting Tezuka, Swanson reports that the Buddha’s portrayal in the story “is not an 

accurate illustrated adaptation of the Buddhist scriptures…There are many different 

versions of Śākyamuni’s life, and much of it is ambiguous.”538 Qualifying the different 

accounts of the Buddha’s life as being ambiguous in general is an important point to 

make about the placement of his own narrative finding its place in the archive of 

Buddhist narratives. He engaged in a conscious retelling that was different from 

canonical accounts, in other words, and yet the implication in him doing so is that it 

should be considered a valid account, given the inherent ambiguity of all other official 

accounts that have sampled material from the same archival space of data. 

 How does the story fit into the archive of Buddhist narratives in light of this, then, 

and is it just as acceptable as canonical material as it is within that global market 

regardless of its officiality? To reiterate, Buddhist versioning is predicated upon the 

sampling of archival data in order to remix legitimated material into something unique 
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for a given tradition, which is itself then cycled back into the archival space as additional 

acceptable material from which to sample again, for either other schools or itself for 

internal repurposing (i.e., Navas’ meta-level looping). This is how authentic iterations of 

Buddhism manifest and evolve amid a scriptural repository of narratives that is both 

ambiguous in origin and vast in terms of variation and translation of the Buddha’s life 

and teachings. The larger question, however, is how the authenticity of sacred narratives 

is measured or determined in religious traditions – especially within those that 

demonstrate characteristic flexibility between accepted legitimacy and designated 

legitimacy, i.e., those with more open canonical categorizations. There is an intersection, 

then, between the successful, acceptable, and official, as it pertains to canonicity, that a 

narrative like Tezuka’s Buddha both engages as remixed media through its sampling and 

supplementing of archival material, and challenges as it highlights the culturally 

legitimating processes emerging from it. Moreover, recounting or retelling a story is 

necessarily a two-part process of sampling and remixing the details surrounding and 

comprising it, and storytelling is driven by medium just as much as it is informed by 

creativity and cultural trends. As a popular cultural account that differs from what is 

found in canonical literature in both medium and form, the example here also raises the 

question of authority and control – a topic explored in more depth in the next chapter – 

over what can officially occupy a tradition’s cultural reservoir, and who is allowed (or 

should be allowed) to tell certain stories, how, and in what ways. Tezuka was a manga 

artist and cartoonist; he was neither a Buddhism scholar nor monastic in a functionary 

role. This fact further contributes to an even broader concern and consideration over what 

might be lost at the exclusion of other narrative voices, i.e., those without the power held 
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by hierarchical, centralized authoritative constructs in religious traditions operating from 

scriptural foundations. In other words, the question might not be whether or not he is 

qualified to contribute to Buddhist narrative archival space – his identity and status as an 

artist would seem to grant at least some cultural authority here – but rather, how that 

archival space is contributed to and sampled from in general, with Buddha serving as a 

way to critically engage it. Modern remix practices engaging popular cultural forms 

voiced by those outside corresponding institutions might be rightly understood, then, as 

equal variables in such processes rather than outliers. 

 The dialogic intermingling of religious traditions can also be discerned through 

the ways in which oral and textual traditions developed throughout antiquity. As 

Buddhist teachings spread outside of India, they became adapted and contextualized in 

ways that fit their audiences and their worldviews. Stephen R. Bokenkamp demonstrates 

this pattern in regard to indigenous Chinese traditions and their encounter with Buddhist 

teachings, and how such intermingling shaped both of them in a Chinese context. While 

focusing on “the Taoist appropriation” of the advancement to Buddhahood among 

bodhisattvas, and its (re)articulation “in Buddhist apocryphal scripture,” he indicates, 

This dialectic involves not “pure” Taoism and “pure” Buddhism, for such 
creatures never existed – nor even “apocryphal” Buddhism and “apocryphal” 
Taoism – but the creative interplay between basic Buddhist tenets and ingrained 
Chinese worldviews as reiterated in Taoist scripture.539 
 

Apocryphal and canonical qualifications and categorizations – addressed in greater depth 

below – are also not as neat as they might seem within traditions that have official 
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collections of textual material. A single, universal canon representative of all Buddhist 

traditions does not exist, echoing Tezuka’s own justification for his account. Speaking of 

the Buddhist canon in general, then, is both misleading and categorically confusing. 

According to Paul Harrison, this situation pertaining to “canon” and “canonicity” is 

“especially problematic in Buddhism, given the wide geographical spread and great 

historical variety of the religion, together with the absence of any central authority.”540 

The Buddhist case is demonstrative of the fact that each school more or less developed its 

own canonical tradition as it evolved, and those in East Asian contexts tended to be more 

“open” than others. Tezuka’s account, being Japanese in origin, aligns with those more 

“open” canonical approaches; it is also an adaptation from a textual tradition across a 

new medium (manga). However, amid such an open tradition, and in full recognition that 

there is no universal canonical reference point, a question remains: what, then, is 

Tezuka’s story an adaptation of exactly? 

Tezuka as Remix Artist 

 Adaptations of various stories throughout history are great demonstrations of 

remix principles at work in diverse contexts. Simply put, adaptation is “a process 

whereby stories are lifted from one medium and replanted in another.”541 Since different 

media have different “creative requirements,” this process is never just an instance of 
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taking a narrative from one medium and identically transplanting it to the next;542 changes 

are made, based on either the variables accompanying the shift in medium location, the 

creative whims of the creators responsible for the adapting (the ingenuity involved in the 

creative act; see Smith ahead), or a mix of both. Linda Hutcheon points to such creative 

processes underlying adaptation as involving “(re-)interpretation” and “(re-)creation.”543 

She notes that, as an appropriative act, adaptation can be understood as “taking 

possession of another’s story, and filtering it, in a sense, through one’s own sensibility, 

interests, and talents.”544 This is certainly the case with Tezuka’s Buddha and the 

ideological emphasis in the adapted work on what matters most to him. The extension of 

the narrative outside of traditional canonical details suggests Hutcheon’s notion of an 

“ontological shift” as well.545 She notes that transpositions of works might involve a 

change in medium, genre, frame, or context, but they might also involve “a shift in 

ontology”: “from the real to the fictional, from a historical account or biography to a 

fictionalized narrative or drama.”546 Such an ontological shift can be understood as filling 

in the gaps in canonical stories, like those surrounding Siddhartha Gautama, answering 

questions about his early life and associates that are not addressed in canonical material. 

 As indicated earlier, Tezuka’s presentation is not just fiction. Swanson notes, 
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The portrayal of the basic experiences and highlights of Siddhartha’s life – his 
miraculous conception and birth, regal upbringing, abrupt departure from home, 
eight years of ascetic practices, various temptations and eventual enlightenment 
under the Bodhi tree, preaching of the Dharma, and death (parinirvana) – is 
remarkably faithful to the tradition.547 
 

Although, several characters, such as Chapra, Tatta, Budai, Bandaka, Migaila, Naradatta, 

Dhepa, and Ahimsa, are completely fabricated for the purpose of the story, making it 

more interesting for modern readers and providing the space to uniquely engage 

important concepts; Tatta and Bandaka, for instance, serve crucial narrative and symbolic 

roles concerning hubris and the depiction of taṇhā (desire/thirst/craving). Likewise, 

alternative accounts of important moments in Buddhist history are presented as well, 

including the Four Sights, the Buddha’s first encounter with the Five Ascetics (and the 

alternative identity of one of them), the origin of the concept of “ahimsa,” the audience to 

the Buddha’s first sermon (a gathering of deer, with one of them serving as a translator), 

and the giving of the so-called “Fire Sermon” of the Ādittapariyāya Sutta, among many 

others. Swanson explains that these additions and adjustments serve a particular narrative 

function: 

Tezuka interweaves these figures and plots with the story of the Buddha to 
present a complicated and exciting drama, a fascinating tale of human intrigue 
and love-hate relationships, with no “happy” endings. As in real life, characters 
often experience unexpected and cruel fates, with many meaningless deaths, while 
others carry on with what seem unbearable burdens. There is much heartbreak and 
tragedy in this tale, with no simplistic pandering to wishful thinking or easy 
answers, and yet it is suffused with a humanistic hope.548 
 

 
547 Swanson, review of Buda (Spanish version) and Buddha (English version), 235. 
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Indeed, this hope does not just pertain to characters charged with taking control of their 

own destinies for the betterment of themselves and the world around them – as witnessed 

through most of the entire series with Tatta, and during Ānanda’s constant testing and 

training – but a hope that humans can further grasp the foundational feature of Buddhist 

thought Tezuka specifically focuses on throughout: interconnection and the compassion it 

breeds. It is not that doctrines like the Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path, and the 

Three Jewels go unmentioned; they are simply noticeably downplayed in comparison to 

the emphasis on the intimate connection existing between all life and the push to 

recognize it. 

 The humanistic hope expressed in Buddha also reflects Tezuka’s own personal 

outlook on life. Compared to Western specificities regarding affiliation, Japanese culture 

is rather fluid in terms of religiosity. According to Frederik L. Schodt, in his book-length 

treatment of Tezuka’s life’s work, “most Japanese families are affiliated in some form or 

other with both Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines, but many individuals would call 

themselves agnostic or apathetic about religion.”549 Tezuka’s own circumstances reflect 

this as well. Having reworked the life and times of Siddhartha Gautama into a 

multivolume manga series, one would assume there was an important reason or drive for 

him to do so. As Schodt indicates, “His family was associated with a Zen Buddhist sect, 

and Tezuka is buried in a Tokyo Buddhist cemetery, but his views on religion were 

actually quite agnostic and as flexible as his views on politics.”550 The account, then, 
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serves more so as a familiar cultural vessel to convey his thoughts on life, its sanctity, and 

the interconnection this sanctity presupposed between all of its forms – 

emphasizing/highlighting and de-emphasizing/downplaying those aspects of the 

Buddha’s life and teachings noted earlier along the way – rather than an attempt to win 

over Buddhist converts. Osamu Takeuchi, a professor at Doshisha University, explains 

that Buddha demonstrates how “Tezuka integrates his own attitudes toward life and the 

universe into his depictions of the life of Buddha Shakyamuni,” resulting in, not “a 

factual biography,” but “an invented tale that was the product of the artist’s uninhibited 

imagination.”551 Tezuka’s presence in the actual story further demonstrates this as well, 

breaking the so-called “fourth wall” between characters, the author, and those reading it 

to subtly remind his audience that his is the determinant voice of the narrative – a creative 

feature that conflates his ascribed authority as a famed artist and storyteller with his 

assumed authority in telling this story. When Sāriputta introduces Ānanda to Sañjaya 

Belaṭṭhiputta and briefly summarizes the Buddha’s message to his first teacher, Sañjaya 

aggressively responds by addressing Tezuka in the frames that follow – both textually 

and visually, with the disgruntled artist being stirred from his desk – to indicate that he 

does not “believe a word of this stupid manga,” and suggesting that Tezuka is “a rotten 

pumpkin.”552 In a more complementary tone during a later scene, Tatta thanks Tezuka for 

giving him the ability to promptly steal a horse: “Tezuka knows how to take care of his 
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characters.”553 Tezuka even humorously criticizes himself in response to certain narrative 

choices: “What kind of biography is this?!” he pops up through a field of flowers to ask 

as Assaji whacks Siddhartha on the head to teach him how to stop thinking.554 The point is 

that Tezuka’s self-conscious and explicit role as both narrator and author are clearly not 

facts he expects to remain hidden. 

 Tezuka’s emphasis on the Buddha’s humanity also places the story in a sort of 

synchrony with the aims of both modernist Buddhist trends in general and Batchelor’s 

work in particular. According to Swanson, “Tezuka’s Buddha is very human. Indeed, 

some may think him too human. To some degree, this portrayal reflects the late-

nineteenth and early twentieth century concern for ‘the quest for the historical 

Buddha.’”555 This is not to say, however, that supernatural or miraculous elements are 

completely absent in Tezuka’s account. Indeed, the story is fairly rife with these sorts of 

features: Tatta is given the ability to possess other animals (at least in his youth), the Five 

Ascetics and the Kassapa brothers have unique gifts, the demon Marā is encountered in 

various scenes and in various forms, Brahma as deity is a regular and important figure 

throughout the story (including being both the Buddha’s guide through the Four Sights 
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and spiritual guide throughout life thereafter),556 along with the existence of a persistent 

“soul” – pertaining to humans and other animals – with which Siddhartha is given the 

unique ability to interact.557 This latter inclusion is certainly ironic as well. Given that the 

notion of impermanence (anicca), one of the foundational concepts of much Buddhist 

thought, is preserved in the series alongside interconnection,558 the idea of a permanent 

soul existing independently from the body, surviving its biological death, and persisting 

in a continuum with other souls in another realm seems a bit curious. Granted, the 

Eastern traditions Tezuka is most certainly influenced by in his composition and 

rendering do contain features that play with the boundary between permanence and 

impermanence, as well as different realms of existence (e.g., Pure Land Buddhism); the 

trajectory shaping Tezuka’s own understanding of Buddhist thought and practice as it 

materializes in Buddha is certainly multifarious (see Figure 2). His incorporation of the 

“soul” shares a strong affinity with the ātman-Brahman relationship found in Upaniṣadic 

philosophy, running counter to notions of anātman/anattā (that there is no unchanging, 

permanent self/soul) in most forms of Buddhism. 

 
556 After this character is first introduced on page 210 in the fourth volume, he is referred to as Brahman in 
subsequent volumes, which can carry some confusing implications. However, on page 81 in How Buddhism 
Began, Gombrich indicates that in Upaniṣadic literature, “brahman (neuter)…may be personified as 
Brahmā (masculine)”; in such instances, “it is the ātman which is being personified, and as the word is 
already masculine no change of gender is required.” It would appear as though Tezuka just presented 
Brahma and Brahman, then, as interchangeable male character names representing the same personified 
Upaniṣadic Brahman. 
 
557 Tezuka, Buddha, 4:203; Tezuka, Buddha, 8:264–76. 
 
558 Tezuka, Buddha, 7:247–9; Tezuka, Buddha, 8:142. 
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Figure 2: Tezuka’s Textual Influences 

 These elements aside, however, the “very human” Buddha does go through 

“many stages of doubt, suffering, and further enlightenment even after his ‘great 

enlightenment’ under the Bodhi tree.”559 Being particularly concerned with “the 

complexity of human nature,” Schodt notes, Tezuka’s works often focus on the fact that 

“good people are easily capable of turning bad, especially if they are in positions of 

power…But the converse is true too. Bad people can also turn good and achieve some 

sort of redemption (although they may lapse again later).”560 This part of Tezuka’s 

“drama” is cyclically illustrated among various royal courts over the course of the series, 

along with the falls and redemptions among characters like Tatta, Migaila, and Ānanda. 

These cumulative aspects – the alternative accounts, the introduction of new characters 
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and situations, the preserved and introduced supernatural elements, and the humanistic 

portrayals – all demonstrate how Tezuka has extended mainstream iterations and 

renderings of the life of the Buddha in order to further engage the teachings and narrative 

details in ways that allow for the contemplation of different perspectives and 

understandings from what is found in more mainstream and traditional thinking. The 

dynamic between adaptive works and their sources, recalling Hutcheon’s remarks, allows 

for new modes of thinking to develop, and that relationship can certainly be discerned 

here amid Tezuka’s processes of highlighting and downplaying. 

Buddha as Transmediation 

 The practice of extending narrative elements in different media is also one of the 

main components of transmedia storytelling, i.e., telling a story “across multiple media 

platforms, with each new text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the 

whole.”561 Henry Jenkins, who is generally linked to the theoretical conception of 

transmediation, distinguishes the process of extending those narrative elements from just 

a retelling in a new medium: extensions add to existing stories as they move across 

media. While adaptation and transmediation are distinct, there remains a noticeable 

fluidity between them. As noted earlier, adaptation is never as simple as a mere identical 

transposition. According to Jenkins, 

Any adaptation represents an interpretation of the work in question and not simply 
a reproduction, so all adaptions to some degree add to the range of meanings 
attached to a story…It might be better to think of adaptation and extension as part 

 
561 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York, NY: New York 
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of a continuum in which both poles are only theoretical possibilities and most of 
the action takes place somewhere in the middle.562 
 

With this view in mind, it would appear as though Tezuka is doing a little bit of both: 

Buddha does retell the story in another medium, but it also supplements that story with 

new material (characters, events, alternative accounts from what is more 

traditional/canonical). It provides readers with a richer backstory, an expansion and 

mapping of the world in which the Buddha was teaching and traversing, offering more 

colorful dialogue among those interacting with the Buddha, and inherently calling upon 

further audience engagement – through both the medium’s form and the presence of 

anachronistic elements that would connect rather than distance modern readers. All of 

these, Jenkins points out, are functions often associated with transmedia content, too.563 

The explicit transmedia extension in this case, however, exists within the adaptation; it 

does not define the adaptation as such. In other words, in the case of Buddha, it is an 

instance of an adapted narrative that demonstrates a degree of transmediation via the 

extension of traditional narrative features with the introduction of new characters, 

settings, and remixed elements (such as sermons and teachings) that reflect Tezuka’s own 

views through processes that both highlight and emphasize and downplay and de-

emphasize. 

 Reworking fundamental societal narratives and defining cultural stories is not a 

recent phenomenon; neither is retelling stories in different or new media. William Proctor 

 
562 Henry Jenkins, “Transmedia 202: Further Reflections,” Confessions of an Aca-Fan, July 31, 2011, 
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notes that such a practice has been “a key driver in the production – and indeed 

reproduction – of cultural forms and texts for centuries.”564 One need only look to the 

modern popular cultural iterations of some of these formative stories to observe that the 

“long tradition of mythological adaptations and transformations continues into modern 

times as canonized narratives”565 – from James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) and Neil Gaiman’s 

more recent (2017) mashup of disparate Norse mythological strands into something more 

palatable for modern audiences looking for coherence and cogency in their narrative 

structures, to films like O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000), Troy (2004), Noah (2014), 

and Exodus: Gods and Kings (2014), the Anglo-American West is no stranger to this sort 

of pattern, whereby varied iterations of narratives reflect certain conditions associated 

with their specific contextual circumstances. One of the larger questions, however, is how 

similar the trajectories remain between them. In terms of Buddha, this question can be 

considered in light of the Mahāyāna traditions with which it is in dialogue. Those 

traditions have tended to historically follow an “if it gets you to the other side of the 

shore” sort of approach. As lineages and teachings spread throughout South and East 

Asia and beyond, indigenous practices and worldviews were often assimilated (as in the 

case with Taoism noted above) into Buddhist teachings rather than replaced. Such 

assimilation, whether or not it is recognized or acknowledged by adherents, is noticeably 

apparent among most cultural traditions in general – especially as they expand and grow 

in new areas, and even more so when such areas are conquered. Thus, Tezuka’s Buddha 
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exists as a remixed account of the Buddha’s life, teachings, and development of a 

historical and perpetual saṅgha, prompting the critical reader to consider whether or not 

its functional aims are what matter more than adherence to traditional canonical 

portrayals – and if the creative elements that Tezuka does introduce are all that different 

from other scribal and hermeneutical practices as it crosses the reader to the other side of 

the proverbial shore. 

 The extension of Buddhist narrative elements into another medium is also not a 

unique instance in the realm of religious engagement. Indeed, religious content has often 

been historically experienced in transmedial ways, evoking and engaging more than one 

bodily sense. This can be observed, Jenkins cites as a clear example in the West, via the 

story of Jesus in Christian traditions throughout the Middle Ages: 

Unless you were literate, Jesus was not rooted in a book but was something you 
encountered at multiple levels in your culture. Each presentation (a stained-glass 
window, a tapestry, a psalm, a sermon, a live performance) assumed that you 
already knew the character and his story from someplace else.566 
 

Smells, sounds, and imagery are historic ritual elements in all sorts of traditions 

understood today as “religious,” and their manifestation across a broad engagement in 

“writing, painting, sculpture, songs, dance, music, singing, and architecture” supports the 

fact that “religions have always used a variety of support structures to convey their ideals 

and share their beliefs.”567 Tezuka’s account, then, is not unique in this regard, in terms of 

the difference in medium for conveying the story of the Buddha and his teachings; it just 
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happens to function particularly well as an example in this context. Marie-Eve Carignan 

argues that “industrial developments have allowed religions to assume a strategic 

transmedia approach in a way that allows them to make use of new and different media 

so to develop a more complex and complete message.”568 This can be extended in the 

realm of digital technology and applications as well. While still a newer form compared 

to historic textual and visual iterations of religious narratives, Tezuka’s account, 

however, is obviously not informed by the digital age it preceded. Its current engagement, 

nevertheless, and especially in light of the metaphorical framing being emphasized 

throughout this analysis, is predicated on a digital context, which uniquely allows 

Tezuka’s account to enter into the critical exchange between adaptation, transmediation, 

and remix in ways specifically relevant to the current cultural milieu. 

 Visual source material can also be a remarkable conversation piece in discussion 

surrounding the ambiguities of narrative details in traditions with ancient origins. This 

very fact was behind the creation of an exhibit at the Tokyo National Museum in 2011 

titled, “Buddha: The Story in Manga and Art,” which juxtaposed artwork from Buddha 

with premodern Buddhist sculptural works “from second-century Pakistani stone reliefs 

to medieval Japanese statuary.”569 According to the curator, Matsumoto Nobuyuki, 

The hero of Tezuka’s manga is obviously the historical figure of the Buddha, so I 
thought if we brought it together with Buddhist statuary, one could see the manga 
in a historical context, and we could get fans of anime and manga interested in 
traditional culture. And since most of our usual visitors are interested in 
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traditional culture or history, I thought with this exhibition we could also show 
them the merits of manga and anime. That was the origin of the idea.570 
 

This cultural mashup of architectural forms and drawings uniquely telling the story of the 

Buddha’s life kept to three-dimensional iterations outside Tezuka’s work, too; “reliefs 

and statuary” are stronger visual depictions of the Buddha, according to Nobuyuki, 

allowing viewers to “picture him” in ways additional two-dimensional artwork does not 

as easily encourage.571 

 In the accompanying catalog for the exhibit, Nobuyuki elucidates the general 

presentation of the two different mediums in a way that better presents Tezuka’s manga 

as a participant in an interpretative tradition in which textual and visual artifacts have 

long been interacting: 

Tezuka based Buddha on the stories of Buddha’s life recorded in sutras texts, 
which he supplemented with additional fictional characters, reflecting his own 
sense of humanity and personal views on nature. His account is not pure fantasy, 
but rather contains elements that resonate deeply with Buddha’s teachings and 
reveals Tezuka’s sympathies toward Buddhism. Moreover, the juxtaposition of 
his images with Buddhist sculptures makes it clear that each of these reflects a 
particular understanding of Buddha in its own distinct way. In this sense, Buddha 
could also be seen as the expression of a new view on Buddha that appeared in 
modern times.572 
 

Tezuka’s version, in other words, is framed as something that aligns with the varying 

ways sculptures and reliefs reflect particular interpretations of a scene in the Buddha’s 

life or an aspect of his personality. Creative and interpretive liberties are taken with those 

types of visual works, which places Tezuka’s work in the same space as those artists; his 
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work is only unique as a narrative retelling in that regard because it is a modern art form 

(i.e., manga rather than stone). Thus, the point to keep in mind here is that regardless of 

the fact that liberties were taken by Tezuka in the visual retelling of the life and times of 

Siddhartha Gautama, it is not exactly unique in merging cultural sensibilities with textual 

legacies. Sculptural works participated in this tradition of artist rendering and 

composition, which is one of the main reasons for juxtaposing the two forms together in 

the exhibit, and any sort of translative or adaptive work necessarily carries with it the 

perspectives and outlooks of those crafting them. As noted in Chapter One, combinatorial 

creative processes can be discerned as both technical processes of previous media and 

among the ideas and sensibilities underlying and informing them. Hutcheon also 

compares adaptations to translations, in that neither are literal and both are openly 

announced as reworkings of texts, framing the former as “translations in the form of 

intersemiotic transpositions from one sign system (for example, words) to another (for 

example, images).”573 Considered in this way, another dimension is added to Tezuka’s 

visual reworking as well: not only is his account a remixed narrative in a different media 

form based on textual canonical material of no particular, single source, which was also 

presumably oral prior to being written down, but the English version of his Japanese 

manga being read by most in the West – myself included – is also an additional step 

further removed in its iterative progression. 

 At its most basic level, Buddha is a creative, both serious and facetious, popular 

cultural rendition of a sacred narrative, reflecting the ambitions and perspective of its 
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creator and uniquely featuring what Gallagher locates as “intertextual clusters”;574 

specifically, remix, remake, reboot, adaptation, and parody. When narrative origins are 

ambiguous, however, interpretation coincides with not just translative endeavors, but in 

the sensibilities and nuanced features of passages, scenes, and events as well. Main 

events and experiences found in more traditional Buddhist scriptures are preserved in 

Buddha; the finer details might be altered to reflect a different sort of message, but the 

overall trajectory remains. In terms of translation and hermeneutic methods, this is not all 

that unique of a process. As for the Buddha’s teachings, more specifically, recall 

Forrest’s indication earlier, that the more metaphysical elements in his teachings are not 

even upon what they hinge. As long as Buddhist narratives and teachings empirically and 

verifiably guide one on a path towards peace and wellbeing, free of unhealthy clinging 

and insatiable thirsts, then one can reach the other side of the shore. Tezuka’s Buddha is a 

raft among many, perhaps, and a popular one at that. In terms of cultural legitimation, it 

seems to have garnered quite a bit of acceptance as not just a representative formula for 

modern manga, but as a narrative expressively succeeding in conveying its subject 

matter. As Buddhist traditions continue to version and traverse alternative instructional 

paths, there is no reason why his version of the story cannot take its place as a version 

more relevant for this age alongside the more traditionally recognized canonical 

iterations. 
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Canonicity and Apocrypha 

 The ambiguous narrative legacy with which Buddha is necessarily in dialogue 

also directly relates to notions of canonicity and the manner in which certain texts take on 

a legitimated and authentic status as archival material. In historic Buddhist contexts 

outside of India, the developmental pattern of canonical works often involved translating 

Indian texts in non-Indian locales; such texts held a more highly esteemed status in areas 

where Buddhist teachings traveled, given the rhetorical proximity to the historical 

Buddha and his saṅgha, and the assumed authority of such texts as a result. However, a 

translated text was not always what it appeared to be. Robert E. Buswell, Jr. notes that 

despite data that seems to indicate otherwise (e.g., canons with translator names, places 

where and dates when the translations were made from Sanskrit or Middle Indic into 

indigenous languages, and so on), “It now appears that many Buddhist scriptures were 

not ‘translations’ at all, but were composed within the indigenous cultures of Asia and in 

the native languages of those regions.”575 This is generally how distinctions are made 

between “canon” and “apocrypha” in Buddhist studies as well. Kyoko Tokuno more 

specifically notes that in Western scholarship, the latter term refers to “Buddhist literature 

that developed in various parts of Asia in imitation of received texts from the Buddhist 

homeland of India,” which gave it a certain legitimacy and authoritative status through its 

claimed “Indian Buddhist pedigree or affiliation.”576 As can be imagined, context was a 
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major factor in how textual traditions might be remixed in this regard: the composition of 

indigenous texts meant to be passed off as actual Indian texts was rooted in both the 

preceding scribal practice of actually translating Indian texts and in the communication of 

ideas that were “inevitably informed by indigenous social, political, philosophical, and 

religious beliefs.”577 Not every indigenous Buddhist text should be understood as 

apocryphal, however, as not every indigenous Buddhist text “claimed or implied Indian 

attribution and authorship.”578 As noted above, this distinction is still not always entirely 

clear either. “While a translator – or team of translators – might introduce indigenous 

philosophical and religious terms into their rendering of an Indian Buddhist text as a way 

of making the text more intelligible,” Buswell indicates, “indigenous sūtras were, in a 

sense, wholesale rewrites of Buddhist ideas.”579 Such texts often reflected their authors’ 

own interests and concerns, providing insight into how Buddhist traditions developed 

outside of India.580 Tezuka’s account, with an emphasis on his own interests and concerns, 

can easily be understood as functioning in this regard as well. 

 Much of this textual development pertained to function and purpose in different 

settings. Indian material, Tokuno notes, was adapted to already existing indigenous 

contexts in order to help bridge “the conceptual gulf that otherwise might have rendered 

the assimilation of Buddhism more difficult, if not impossible.”581 In other cases, it could 

 
577 Buswell, 13. 
 
578 Tokuno, 25. 
 
579 Buswell, 13. 
 
580 Buswell, 1. 
 
581 Tokuno, 25. 



 

 268 

mean a more blatant ideological shaping of those adaptations. For example, Chih-i, the 

sixth-century founder of the T’ien-t’ai school of Buddhism in China, often and 

indiscriminately drew upon both canonical and apocryphal texts as he selectively sourced 

material to support his claims. Swanson notes that Chih-i summarized and reworded this 

source material more often than quoting, and without an indication that it was happening. 

The differences, then, between source material and what was quoted or summarized 

reflects his use of that material to support his unique claims, “indicating that the 

differences between the source and his quote are more likely due to a conscious or 

unconscious manipulation, wishful remembering, or creative reinterpretation…rather 

than due to copyist errors or variant texts”; his reinterpretations “creatively extract the 

‘implicit’ meaning of the scripture,” conveying the fact that such deviations from source 

material reflect his reliance upon meaning and insight gained from a text rather than the 

“letter” or literal interpretation of it.582 

 Thus, a comparison can be made between what Tezuka is doing, stylistically and 

interpretively, and Chih-i’s use of canonical and apocryphal texts as a historic example to 

demonstrate that a non-mainstream narrative of the Buddha’s life could be considered 

authentic and true in meaning if Tezuka can be understood to have been doing something 

similar in his reinterpretations – especially in terms of the meaning versus the letter. 

“Insofar as we may generalize from the foregoing,” Swanson states, “it may be said that 
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Chih-i is not preoccupied with the distinction between ‘canonical’ and ‘apocryphal’ 

texts…Far more important for him than the origin of a text was its content.”583 In this 

case, the “word of the Buddha” (buddhavacana) appears to pertain more so to the 

meaning of his teachings, which “shifts the focus of authority for canonization from 

historical origins to that of content and meaning, and opens the door not only for 

justifying the canonization of new texts, but also for the decanonization of texts that have 

lost relevance or meaning, or even the re-canonization of texts once dismissed or lost, and 

then rediscovered.”584 This is not to say that Tezuka’s work should be considered “canon” 

or become canonized; it is difficult to even unpack what that would even mean, given the 

more “open” nature of East Asian canonical systems anyway. This is also not to say that 

Tezuka’s Buddha should be recast as participating in a non-Indian apocryphal tradition; 

he never presents his account as Indian in origin or canonical in status. His is really just 

an extended adaptation to a different medium and with supplemented material to suit the 

manner of the narrative retelling. It could, perhaps, be considered an “apocryphal remix,” 

i.e., not “apocrypha” in terms of sampling the form, but in terms of sampling the stylistic 

features guiding function. Thus, even though Tezuka’s Buddha is not apocrypha per se, it 

is certainly in dialogue with apocryphal traditions in terms of its purpose. Such traditions 

“occupy a crucial place in the history of Buddhism as a vehicle of innovation and 

adaptation,” Tokuno notes, “which bridged the differences between the imported texts of 

the received Buddhist tradition and indigenous religion, society and culture.”585 As a 
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result, they remain critical components in broader comparative studies of not just 

canonicity and authenticity, but of cross-cultural studies engaging the inherent dialogic 

and fluidic nature of conceptual development among and between various traditions. 

Measuring Authenticity 

 While there is no universal rubric or rule for determining what is authentic or 

inauthentic amid Buddhist traditions, since much of those determinations are generally 

specific to each iteration of Buddhism, the functional dimensions of apocrypha also 

intersect with some of the ways in which Buddhist teachings have been historically 

measured. The notion of direct lineage via oral transmission traced back to the Buddha 

himself, and eventually textual transmission of such tutelage, is often the stamp of 

authenticity embraced and pronounced among traditions, however. Following the 

Buddha’s death, José Ignacio Cabezón indicates, a council was held among five hundred 

of his disciples. Those who had heard the teachings directly from the Buddha reportedly 

recited everything from memory alone. The monks were then tasked with continuing the 

transmission of teachings to their students. “According to traditional historical accounts,” 

Cabezón states, “this is the way in which Buddhist scripture was preserved in the earliest 

period.”586 There is evidence that oral transmission from master to student did occur 

among Buddhist monks in India, so rather than questioning whether or not this account is 

historically accurate, or “an attempt on the part of the tradition to legitimize the 

authenticity of its scriptures by tracing them back to the original source in an unbroken 
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lineage,” it might be better to consider it as an embellishment of a more historic pattern 

among teachers and their students.587 

 J.W. de Jong notes, “For many centuries the Buddhist texts were not only 

transmitted orally but translated from their original wording in Māgadhī and related 

dialects into Pāli, a process of which the details are obscure,” indicating that those old, 

scriptural collections preserved in Pāli do not even reflect the language of the Buddha at 

the time of their earliest transmission.588 In fact, the language of the Buddha is not as 

easily pinpointed as it might appear. de Jong states that “It is generally assumed that the 

Buddha spoke the local language, i.e., in Magadha Māgadhī and in other countries the 

dialect of that country.”589 This probably included Old Māgadhī and Ardha-Māgadhī 

(found in the Jain canon) as well, among several others.590 “However, nothing remains of 

the original wording of the sermons of the Buddha,” de Jong continues. 

His sermons have been transmitted to us in Pāli, a language which was developed 
later as the literary language of the Buddhist scriptures belonging to one of the 
Buddhist schools, the school of the Elders, the Theravādins, which is followed at 
present by Buddhists in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia.591 
 

Pāli became a sort of stand-in name for the language of the Theravāda canon, but the 

Middle Indo-Aryan dialect is never actually mentioned in the canon as the name for the 

language contained therein; this is likely related to an early translation error, Anderson 
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reports, that improperly presented pāli as the name of the language rather than a term for 

“canon or text.” All this to say, Anderson claims, “there is no original language of 

Buddhism or the Buddha”; his followers recited verse and prose in Middle Indo-Aryan 

dialects that eventually became known as Pāli.592 

 Later Ceylonese chronicles locate the transmission of these Pāli texts and their 

commentaries to Ceylon during the third century BCE, with them being written down 

during the first century BCE. However, the oldest Pāli manuscripts only date to the 

fifteenth century CE. Thus, regardless of this indication of transmission, there is no 

reason to assume that present-day Pāli texts accurately reflect what was written down 

during the first century BCE. However, de Jong reasons, the Pāli texts in their current 

form were probably similar enough to the form they were in when the famous 

commentator Buddhaghosa was engaging them during the fifth century CE. Thus, de 

Jong’s point is that Pāli canonical texts can really only be traced to the fifth century CE, 

which was several hundred years after the Buddha taught, and after his followers began 

orally disseminating those teachings in the wake of his death.593 Drawing on Norman, 

Anderson extends this even closer to present day, taking the Sanskritization of Middle 

Indo-Aryan texts (i.e., Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit) and the elimination of some of their 

“archaic” grammatical features into consideration as pretext: while the canon did become 

“linguistically fixed” when it took written form, additional grammatical rules were 

further introduced during the later Sinhalese medieval period, suggesting that the 
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Theravāda canon in existence today is directly related to the particular Pāli text of the 

twelfth century CE – most certainly not to what was reportedly written down during the 

first century BCE.594 

 Another point to keep in mind here, however, is that such a pattern of 

transmission prioritizes the subjective over the objective in terms of what is being 

recorded by the one listening and how it is subsequently being reported to others, which 

locates even the most basic of teachings as necessarily being the result of someone’s 

recording and conveying of events in a subjective sense. Anderson notes that 

the events recounted in the “Sutta on the Turning of the Dhamma-Wheel” 
probably do not describe how the Buddha actually became enlightened. The 
stories of how the Buddha became enlightened describe how the redactors of the 
Theravāda canon remembered the Buddha and his teachings, and they should be 
read as such.595 
 

Adding to this, it is important to remember that memory is also guided by the principles 

of selectivity; the preservation and retelling of stories should be understood as subjective 

processes with certain details sampled from a personal archival space and presented in a 

particular way for a particular reason and audience. An additional variable here, however, 

in trying to locate some sort of unbroken chain of transmission, is that there were 

multiple oral traditions existing concurrently in Buddhist history. As de Jong indicates, if 

a text is divided into noticeable parts A, B, and C, and a different version of it only 

appears to include parts A and B, then, “It is not possible to draw the conclusion that part 

C has been added later.”596 Within those multiple oral traditions, some might mention one 
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thing taught by the Buddha and others might mention something else. Thus, choosing 

which of these best reflects “the historical reality” would be an arbitrary decision further 

adding to concerns over measuring authenticity.597 

 Harrison points out a couple other ways used to measure the authentically of 

purported buddhavacana. The “four great authorities” (mahāpadeśa) provided one of the 

main guidelines: it granted authenticity to teachings if they had been heard from either 1) 

the Buddha directly, 2) elders in a saṅgha, 3) a group of, or 4) an individual, elder 

monk(s) specialized in the transmission of the teachings – in particular, the sūtras, 

vinaya, or material that eventually became the abhidharma;598 this is all, of course, 

predicated upon a recognition of the scriptural tradition. Another main guideline, and of 

particular relevance here, was that provided by “the four refuges or reliances” 

(pratiśaraṇ︎a): 

relying on the dharma taught in preference to the person teaching it, the meaning 
(or spirit) of it rather than the letter, sūtras of definitive or explicit meaning 
(nītārtha) rather than implicit meaning requiring interpretation (neyā ︎rtha), and 
direct understanding (jñā ︎na) rather than discursive knowledge (vijñā ︎na).599 
 

If the meaning of a text is used to measure authenticity, then its recognition as such is 

obviously extended and opened in ways unacceptable to other methods. One could ask in 

this case, then, if an account like Tezuka’s means the same thing as a more traditional 

canonical account, just as it was considered above in terms of its place among common 
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narrative trajectories. Even though there is an importance placed on tradition and its 

acceptance, Harrison states, the content of the text is often held in higher regard than the 

words themselves, thus further sustaining the functional dimensions of canonicity: 

If a teaching is meaningful, if it is in line with the dharma, and if it tends to 
eliminate the defilements and lead to liberation, then any product of inspiration 
(pratibhā ︎na) may be accepted as the word of the Buddha. Under such conditions, 
innovations inevitably crept in, some of them rejected as not being the true word 
of the Buddha, but some of them finding acceptance, especially if they accorded 
in spirit with existing belief.600 
 

 In a classificatory scheme proceeding from “list” and the more organized 

“catalog,” Smith formally distinguishes “canon” from the latter via its most defining 

feature: being closed.601 However, Smith notes that the closed-off requirement of 

canonical works “generates a corollary” situation for its existence: “Where there is a 

canon, it is possible to predict the necessary occurrence of a hermeneute, of an interpreter 

whose task it is continually to extend the domain of the closed canon over everything that 

is known or everything that exists without altering the canon in the process.”602 Such a 

task requires a certain sort of ingenuity and creativity of the interpreter “to develop 

exegetical procedures that will allow the canon to be applied without alteration or, at 

least, without admitting to alteration.”603 As a result of the closed-off, limiting qualities of 

canon, and echoing the nuances of restrictive remix practices, an interpreter would need 
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to develop strategies to render canonical systems of texts both original and uniquely 

interesting and important. Cabezón echoes this understanding in his analysis of the 

“determinants of authenticity” in Mahāyāna texts – in particular, the Vyākhyāyukti, “the 

earliest full account of the question of the authenticity of the Mahāyāna scriptures.”604 He 

acknowledges that “interpretation is the vehicle for the influx of creativity in a tradition 

with a well-established canonical corpus,”605 but he extends this by stating that 

“interpretation is itself an essential part of the process of establishing the canonical status 

of disputed texts.”606 In sum, the canon’s “essential structure of limitation and closure 

along with exegetical ingenuity remains constant,” so canon “is best seen as one form of 

a basic cultural process of limitation and of overcoming that limitation through 

ingenuity.”607 Smith’s perspective presses one to consider the extent to which a canonical 

work remains within the bounds of being canonical while still being innovative and 

creatively pushed to the limits of that classification by its interpreter. Tezuka can be 

understood as creatively operating in a similar, ingenious way: as that interpreter of the 

Buddhist canonical tradition, extending “the domain of the closed canon” in unique and 

interesting ways without altering or exceeding established meaning. 

 
604 José Ignacio Cabezón, “Vasubandhu’s Vyākhyāyukti on the Authenticity of the Mahāyāna Sūtras,” in 
Texts in Context: Traditional Hermeneutics in South Asia, ed. Jeffrey R. Timm (Albany, NY: State 
University of New York Press, 1992), 222–3. 
 
605 Cabezón, “Vasubandhu’s Vyākhyāyukti,” 222–3. 
 
606 Cabezón, “Vasubandhu’s Vyākhyāyukti,” 223. 
 
607 Smith, “Sacred Persistence,” 52. 



 

 277 

Conclusion 

Buddha confronts and engages with traditional notions of the canonical and 

apocryphal in a way that facilitates a critical consideration of authenticity. The story 

prompts readers to reconsider what counts as authentic for a tradition, how that is 

determined, and under what conditions that is maintained – and at what expense. As a 

highly popular account, Buddha pushes critical readers to think more analytically about 

the types of questions raised by these concerns. It also exists within a milieu that has 

approached popular cultural artifacts and narratives with a much higher esteem than the 

previous century: from celebrity societal authority to growing trends in public-facing 

scholarship and the media through which it becomes manifest, a manga iteration of a 

story held sacred in many different contexts now stands only to be more reasonably 

accepted as an authentic narrative of the Buddha’s life instead of disparaged as a child’s 

medium or insincere platform. A certain sort of salience uniquely links notions of 

recombinatoriality and anicca in the particular application of remix theory to Buddhist 

philosophy as well, in that – to repeat Navas’ and Gallagher’s assertions yet again – 

everything is in constant becoming and flux, conceptually and naturally – even narrative 

traditions. 

 While the critical consideration of how concepts and trends in Buddhist traditions 

develop has been the focus of this chapter – especially in terms of the recycling and 

versioning that takes place amid archival cultural spaces – Tezuka’s series was chosen as 

a particular example to uniquely engage with adaptive, translative, and transmedial 

processes in narrative development. Indeed, it as an exemplar in this regard – especially 

since the scriptural context from which it emerges is both more “open” and fluid in terms 
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of canonicity. Remix+/- presents a shift in understanding how such formative stories and 

correlative doctrinal elements are created within an inherently dialogic continuum across 

time and place. Buddha might indeed be a “raft” among many in this example, but it also 

exists as a cultural reference point signaling a much larger message concerning how and 

why such “rafts” come into existence, and what their unique circumstances might 

indicate about the particular contexts in which they emerge: Tezuka chose which 

elements from canonical literature were represented in his account, which ones were 

downplayed or omitted entirely, and how both of those processes of selective sourcing 

were actually executed. In this way, Tezuka positioned himself – with an already 

glorified status as a famed artist – as an authority on the Buddha’s life and his teachings, 

constructing a very particular iteration of Buddhism that leveraged his role as “romantic 

Author” – and articulated his own views as well. 

By metaphorically framing ideas, practices, beliefs, orientations, and the stories 

demonstrating them as data within respective archival spaces of authenticity (i.e., what 

has been legitimated by adherents), the ways in which such data is sampled and 

repurposed in particular contexts also better illustrates how the new arises from the old, 

and how changes in circumstance that guide such iterative motions reflect the fluctuations 

that characterize cultures at large and how differences simply depict how common data 

has been selectively sampled. Tezuka’s text, while initially created in Japanese, became a 

global export, which is unsurprising, given his authoritative status as the “father of 

manga” outside of Japan. While his own views influenced the humanistic nature of the 

narrative rendering, it could be argued that the elements throughout the series were meant 

for a Western audience in North America or Europe as well. This is more specifically 
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addressed in the next chapter, too: the embodied nature of such Buddhist constructs in 

their relation to authoritative figures and systems, and how the related practices imported 

to Western contexts diverge from and continue to signal both historic forms of Buddhism 

and manufactured systems of engagement. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: AUTHORITY 
 
 In an interview with Mindful in 2016, Jon Kabat-Zinn indicated, in terms of his 

mindfulness-based stress reduction program (MBSR), that: 

It wasn’t just about thinking that meditation had a modest contribution to make to 
Western medicine. MBSR was built on the conviction that the insights, wisdom, 
and compassion of the meditative traditions were equal in import and magnitude 
to the great discoveries about human life we’ve made in the West. If there’s an 
instruction manual for being human, then Western science and medicine have 
supplied one part of it, and the contemplative traditions have supplied another, the 
part that has to do with discovering and cultivating our deep interior resources.608 
 

He cares very little that its foundation is rooted in Buddhist meditation practices too. In 

fact, he reportedly believes “that to insist mindfulness meditation is Buddhist is like 

saying gravity is English because it was identified by Sir Isaac Newton.”609 It is far less 

reasonable that one would provide something like “gravity” with an ethnicity or 

geographic center simply based on who made it famous than it is to remove a millennia-

old ritual practice from its source tradition. Mindfulness meditation is Buddhist; Kabat-

Zinn can try all he wants to separate the two, but the aims associated with the practice are 

Buddhist aims. As an embodied practice, however, and while noted in terms of its 

therapeutic qualities in passing in Chapter Three, the physical side of Buddhist practice – 

its ritual dimensions – has not been thoroughly addressed up to this point, which is where 

this chapter begins as it turns towards an analysis of authority. This also entails charting
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 the historical legacy of critical remix practices found among those like the French 

Situationists, which is complemented by an extension of Batchelor’s initial analogy to 

include “hacking” in application to critical modes of participation and “do-it-yourself” 

culture (DIY). Tezuka’s Buddha is also revisited in light of the applicability it provides 

for reconsidering challenges to canonicity and the authoritative dimensions surrounding 

its establishment. 

Buddhism as Embodied Practice 
 
 Batchelor goes through a great amount of effort to establish his “tasks” as things 

to do rather than believe, but specific ritual behavior is noticeably absent from his work. 

Buddhist traditions are not disembodied, and embodiment is just as important alongside 

its textuality – especially as it concerns roles of authority, how they are established, and 

what they do while presuming to do otherwise. When someone like Kabat-Zinn subtracts 

anything that explicitly bears resemblance to Buddhism in order frame his program as 

scientific and simply related to what religious traditions also do, but without the need to 

directly incorporate their teachings, he takes something like Batchelor’s “secularizing” 

agenda to much different place of practice. In that same interview noted above, Kabat-

Zinn states: 

My hope was that by starting a stress-reduction clinic based on relatively 
intensive training in mindfulness meditation and yoga—and their applications in 
everyday living—we could document how these practices might have a profound 
effect on the health and well-being of individuals. The larger purpose was to 
effect a kind of public-health intervention that would ultimately move the bell 
curve of the entire society.610 
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By subtracting those foundations on which his stress-reduction program is based, he has 

much less created a therapeutic program that is not Buddhist than he has crafted Buddhist 

practice to fit a Western mind-body approach to healing and wellbeing. Moreover, by 

doing so, he has also positioned himself in a similar fashion as others mentioned earlier to 

be an authoritative voice and figure in how Buddhism represents and manifests in a much 

more acceptable way for his selected audience. As addressed in greater depth below 

regarding critical remix and its predecessors, such constructors of Buddhist thought and 

practice might aim to position their innovations in a way that challenges the foundations 

from which they emerge, but they can just as easily perpetuate the subject of their critique 

as well. In Kabat-Zinn’s case, he is not exactly absolving mindfulness meditation, in 

other words; he is appropriating it in a way that still maintains a close enough connection 

to Buddhist traditions that he feels a social imperative to regularly comment on the fact 

that it should not.

Critical Remix 

 According to Gallagher, dominant ideologies can be understood as sets of ideas, 

values, and beliefs of those in a particular group that establish “a foundation for how they 

believe reality naturally operates and directly influences their decision-making processes, 

actions and behaviors.”611 He notes that although dominant societal ideologies might take 

hold in a number of different ways, when people feel like they are free to choose what to 

believe, there are often messages, cues, and the like within cultural forms maintained by 
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those in power that point them into particular directions of their choosing.612 Resistance 

and revolution against hegemonic orders are key components to resolving this condition, 

and critical remix practices may function in terms of presenting and advocating 

alternative ideologies to those that are dominant. In a lineage of resistance and reform 

dating back to the French Situationists and their methods of détournement, through the 

“culture jamming” of the latter part of the twentieth century with groups like Adbusters 

and the Billboard Liberation Front turning corporate media messages against themselves, 

critical remix practices can be understood as the incarnation of such methods in the 

digital age – especially since digital media have fundamentally shifted the level of access 

and control to those seeking to utilize its forms, alongside a broadening of available tools 

and techniques that might be used to resist and reform hegemonic structures. 

 Gallagher considers détournement, “the reuse of preexisting artistic elements in a 

new ensemble,” as “a direct precursor to critical remix” and highlights the parallels 

between the use of corporate media messages against themselves.613 Gallagher further 

unpacks détournement in a contemporary, remix context as: 

the artistic practice of sampling and remixing messages from the mass media and 
subverting or détourning their predetermined meanings so that new, antithetical 
messages can emerge and divert the delivery of commercial propaganda that was 
originally intended for a targeted audience.614 
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This did not, and does not, always happen, however. Some remixes might reproduce 

power relations if radical ideas are coopted, commodified, or incorporated into 

mainstream ideas – when détourned material is recuperated by corporate powers – 

thereby blunting their impact. The Situationist International (1957–72) are certainly an 

important link in the chain of critical remix practice, however, providing insight into 

analog forms of media disruption that remain highly informative in digital contexts. In 

brief, they were a mixed group of French political and cultural revolutionaries disgruntled 

with a perceived inauthentic societal and individual existence shaped by capitalistic 

ideals and industries, but united by a common vision for a better future with the collapse 

of what they called “the spectacle”: the world as everyone knows it, i.e., one that is 

synonymous with capitalistic, performative representations of reality, driven by the 

increased passive consumption of commodities. Though generally regarded as being 

leaderless, Guy Debord quickly became one of the movement’s leading voices in the 

middle of the twentieth century. His publication of The Society of the Spectacle in 1967 – 

a collection of two hundred and twenty-one analytical theses that were critical of the 

spectacle – served as a guiding text for the movement. Debord began his text with the 

following maxim, framing the remainder of the text’s engagement of the spectacle and its 

ancillary components: “In societies where modern conditions of production prevail, life is 

presented as an immense accumulation of spectacles. Everything that was directly lived 

has receded into a representation.”615 He went on to indicate that the spectacle “presents 
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itself as a vast inaccessible reality that can never be questioned…The passive acceptance 

it demands is already effectively imposed by its monopoly of appearances, its manner of 

appearing without allowing any reply.”616 Adrienne Russell has noted that the modern-day 

spectacle and mass media are essentially inseparable, with films and advertising – and all 

of the images and soundscapes they entail – serving as some of the most noticeable 

mediums for the spectacular.617 These varying manifestations of mass media inevitably 

entail the perpetuation of a spectacular vision of the ideal life – a life filled with 

representations of reality that are indistinguishable from the (mis)representations the 

Situationists took them to be: 

In all of its particular manifestations – news, propaganda, advertising, 
entertainment – the spectacle is the model of the prevailing way of life. It is the 
omnipresent affirmation of the choices that have already been made in the sphere 
of production and in the consumption implied by that production.618 
 

 The only way out of this spectacular mess, the Situationists discerned, was to 

disrupt and dismantle this (mis)representative reality and foster a more authentic, 

passionate existence. Thus, and hence their name, they sought to construct situations, or, 

“momentary ambiances of life and their transformation into a superior passional quality,” 

that did just this, and détournement was the primary means for doing so. Indeed, this was 

– and is – often heralded as “the signature” maneuver of the movement itself.619 The 
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Situationists, for instance, would suggest the importance of looking at why and how a 

particular version of Buddhism emerges in relation to its context and moment, and one of 

the main criticisms to be leveled at Batchelor, of course, is that he is constructing 

“Buddhism” apart from embodiment. There are others within the North American context 

who similarly take a disembodied approach to Buddhism, even as they also advocate 

embodied practices borrowed from Buddhism while, similar to Batchelor, distancing 

themselves from a historical Buddhism. As noted earlier, Kabat-Zinn provides a great 

example of this sort of borrowed and appropriated embodied practice. 

 Détournement embodied the “revolutionary” and appropriate sort of action the 

Situationists felt was needed: “First of all we think the world must be changed. We want 

the most liberating change of the society and life in which we find ourselves confined. 

We know that this change is possible through appropriate actions.”620 Since the spectacle 

is so pervasive – it is reality as people know it – one cannot simply use products and 

artifacts as-is from within to poke holes in the canopy enveloping the present milieu. That 

is, individuals cannot merely draw upon previous objects to dismantle the spectacular 

world surrounding them. People like Batchelor make this mistake in their projects too: re-

constructing when the ambition is to tear apart. They must build upon those previous 

works by both manipulating the spectacular message characterizing and underlying them, 

and by applying them in a revolutionary way.621 Anything could be used in this endeavor, 
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the Situationists maintained, to produce new combinations out of the old.622 However, 

with this guiding principle in place, the Situationists did have some recommended and 

highly suggested routes one might use for détourning. 

 René Viénet, another famous Situationist, outlined four common forms of 

détournement in “The Situationists and the New Forms of Action Against Politics and 

Art” (1967). The first called for the détourning of photo-comics, which consisted of 

adding speech bubbles to individuals depicted, indicating what the viewer either 

imagined the subjects were actually thinking, or what they should be thinking. Subway 

billboards and pornographic photographs were common targets.623 The second method 

involved “guerrilla tactics” in mass media. This entailed the “jamming” of broadcasts and 

the hijacking of signals or stations to use for one’s own purposes (what culture 

“jamming” rhetorically picks up on during the latter part of the century).624 A third 

strategy involved the creation of Situationist comics strips, which Viénet classified as 

“the only truly popular literature of our century.”625 The fourth form emphasized the 

production of Situationist films. Both Viénet and Debord were filmmakers, so the 

emphasis may be somewhat biased, but Viénet’s rationale did make sense, given the time 

period and emergent technologies of the context in which they were writing and reacting: 
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the cinema “is the newest and undoubtedly most utilizable means of expression of our 

time.”626 Viénet stressed its importance as a medium so much, recognizing that it allowed 

for the expression of literally anything, that he recommended the creation of a film to be 

a skill all Situationists should master alongside their writing.627 The contemporary 

manifestation of this in Gallagher’s work with critical remix videos carries this 

understanding as well, in terms of recontextualization and manipulation: “the meaning of 

a specific sign, that is, a shot or sequence from a moving image text,” Gallagher notes, “is 

understood differently in its remixed context when compared to its original context, 

because the meaning has been intentionally changed.”628 A new message is 

communicated, in other words, as the originating source material is subverted. Critical 

remix videos have the potential for “jamming” up culture in a way similar to the 

production of “anti-ads,” or “subvertising” – of which the Canadian magazine Adbusters 

remains the most recognizable example – and so-called billboard banditry, of which a 

group like the Billboard Liberation Front, reminiscent of subway-poster-scribbling 

Situationists, is most representative. Critical artist Saint Hoax’s work is uniquely 

demonstrative of similar subversive tactics. Of note is his use of digitally-altered 

depictions of Disney characters to call attention to circumstances involving domestic 

abuse, anorexia, the fur industry, and rape, among others.629 Many campaigns produced 
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by the People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) repurpose cultural symbols, 

tropes, and corporate logos as well. Their McCruelty campaign, for instance, depicts an 

altered version of the McDonald’s logo, company name, and tagline (“i’m hatin’ it”); 

PETA also utilizes Situationist-style comic strips in the campaign to highlight the 

company’s cruel slaughter methods.630 Of course, remixes might also fail to subvert their 

targeted media or traditions, as the case studies in this dissertation demonstrate: while 

seemingly subverting tradition, they also uniquely reproduce colonial relations. 

 One of the main and most beneficial features of contemporary digital media, 

however, is that they are so much more easily accessible than pre-digital age mass media, 

which makes it easier and far more open for remix artists to manipulate. This more 

democratic element of such media historically reflects one of Debord’s guiding 

perspectives as well: 

Revolution is not “showing” life to people, but making them live. A revolutionary 
organization must always remember that its objective is not getting its adherents 
to listen to convincing talks by expert leaders, but getting them to speak for 
themselves, in order to achieve, or at least strive toward, an equal degree of 
participation.631 
 

Indeed, accessibility to the means of participation in creative disruption widens the scope 

of subversion in contemporary culture in unprecedented ways. Digital media have 

fundamentally shifted the level of access and control to those seeking to utilize its forms 
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and have the means to do so, alongside a broadening of available tools and techniques 

that might be used to resist and reform hegemonic structures. Gallagher notes: 

Access to a growing pool of content, the tools, and techniques to manipulate that 
content, as well as distribution platforms that can reach large audiences, mean 
[sic] that remix has become a powerful weapon of protest for resisting and 
potentially countering the dominant ideology.632 
 

This is not to say, of course, that all remixes are inherently emancipatory, since they do 

carry some of their prior iterative data with them; whether it is emphasized or 

downplayed, it is still present, even if its apparent absence is what signals that fact. 

Nevertheless, these critical features tend to coincide with remix practices and principles 

on many different levels, whether or not pointed resistance and cultural revolution are 

explicit or blatant goals behind particular acts or processes; subversive tendencies, in 

other words, accompany almost all forms of repurposing and reworking previously 

established creative work. 

 Such features are shared by several contemporary remix theorists as well, who 

seem to be very optimistic about the possibilities for Remix without necessarily grappling 

with the +/- in the way being suggested in this project; this allows for looking at the 

reproduction of power in a more nuanced way, too. Church notes how remixing “is a 

calculated and deliberately subversive strategy that seeks, by way of the juxtaposition of 

diverse elements, to produce conceptual frictions and illegitimate fusions that are 

simultaneously unexpected and insightful.”633 “Remix culture flattens authorities and 
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multiplies absolutes,” he further indicates.634 Indeed, according to Rachel O’Dwyer, 

mashed up or remixed material might be best understood, then, as affronts to “the cultural 

authority and administrative perspectives of professionalized cultural practitioners” – 

especially when these types of works are explicitly critical.635 According to Navas, remix 

culture itself “is a culture of resistance – almost by default because the very act of taking 

preexisting, most likely copyright protected, material challenges the way creativity is 

defined by corporations.”636 Mark Nunes, specifically writing on parody, highlights how 

the often exaggerative features of this form of imitative work also typically function 

critically when “meaning and intent” is destabilized, effectively undermining the 

authority of the cultural artifact as “new discursive possibilities” are made clear.637 

 With destabilization in mind, Gunkel likens critical remix practices to Jacques 

Derrida’s notion of “deconstruction.” Breaking down the complex term, Gunkel indicates 

that “the de- of deconstruction signifies not the demolition of what is constructing itself, 

but rather what remains to be thought beyond the constructionist or deconstructionist 

schema.”638 This particularly applies to the way in which the world is usually understood: 

through binary, oppositional concepts (e.g., good/bad, male/female, mind/body, etc.), 
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with one of the opposites always holding more power in those binary relationships. 

Deconstruction creates an inversion for this dynamic by emphasizing the lesser. The 

duality is overturned, Gunkel notes, in a critical way so that “existing ways of organizing 

reality and formulating alternative possibilities for thinking” can be challenged.639 

However, Derrida’s point is that the inversion still maintains a duality and a framework 

for conceptual opposition. Deconstruction points to the “irruptive emergence,” i.e., to 

“the interval between inversion,” that is responsible for the switch; it is “a concept that 

can no longer be, and never could be, included in the previous regime.”640 Gunkel further 

illustrates this: 

“Deconstruction,” which is fabricated by combining the “de” of “deconstruction” 
and attaching it to the opposite term “construction,” is a neologism that does not 
quite fit in the existing order of things...This new term, despite first appearances, 
is not the mere polar opposite of construction but exceeds the conceptual order 
instituted and regulated by the terminological opposition situated between 
construction and destruction...It comprises both the inversion of a classic 
metaphysical opposition and the irruptive emergence of a new concept that 
exceeds the grasp of the existing system and puts all elements of the established 
order into question.641 
 

Gunkel locates deconstruction as remix in the critical tendencies and processes of 

remixing: more than just recombination or reassembly as something new, remix is a way 

one might challenge or subvert existing authorities and conceptual orders – especially in 

terms of the notion of original compositions addressed in Chapter Three and their 

authority, being threatened and overturned. Indeed, Gunkel’s focus on disruption and the 
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disruptive element of critical remix undergirds the driving force behind this project in 

terms of both the conceptual shift being proposed and what that challenges; for instance, 

without an original, how can conceptions surrounding authority and authenticity not be 

inherently challenged? This irruptive shift might also be likened to the shifting of levers 

on a mix board – when the shift occurs from something being emphasized and something 

else being de-emphasized to an alternative arrangement – to illustrate the addition and 

subtraction dynamic of Remix+/-. Just as the Situationists sought to disrupt the spectacle, 

this project similarly aims to be disruptive as it applies remix theory and the specific 

principles associated with Remix+/- in its challenge to these concepts. In other words, 

elements of resistance and challenges to authoritative structures can be seen to underlie 

much of the broader features of versioning in religious traditions. The question remains, 

though: which authoritative structures are being resisted, and from which sources of 

alternative authority? 

Challenges to Authority 

 Certain iterations of Buddhism might function as subversive developments as they 

remain in dialogue with both other programs in their shared operating systems and the 

foundation of the systems themselves – especially when their newfound existence as 

alternative traditions and schools implies something reactive, corrective, and 

transformative in their motives. Buddhism’s secularization is considered by Batchelor to 

be “a sign of the waning power of the orthodoxies that have held sway for the past two 

thousand or so years,”642 and he is fairly explicit about the criticism being launched at 
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Buddhism 1.0: version 2.0 is subverting its predecessor’s very foundation as an operating 

system and the control its institutional structures might exercise over respective cultures 

and adherents. According to Navas, remix culture is characterized by operative layers that 

push for “ongoing critical reflection” and provide “the potential to create new 

possibilities for culture’s creative drive.”643 Buddhism 2.0 demonstrates this as it pushes 

back against notions of a religious elite that can attain enlightenment while holding a 

certain authority over a less powerful laity relegated underneath in its aim to provide a 

reformed Buddhist orientation to the contemporary world. 

 The explicit subversive elements found in Tezuka’s Buddha, coupled with the 

implicit challenges his narrative presents for authoritative structures crafting and guiding 

sacred and authentic narration, also allows for broader critical analysis amid the 

challenges it presents for conceptions of canonicity – especially those canons that remain 

closed-off, or rather, inaccessible in terms of critical engagement among laity. Buddha 

facilitates questions pertaining to the necessary ingenuity mentioned in the previous 

chapter and the addition-subtraction dynamic of Remix+/-: how much can be added to 

canonical narratives while still keeping them closed, what is within the boundaries when 

adding, deleting, or altering (i.e., remixing) material in such accounts, and though the 

path might end up being a little different as a result, does the trajectory remain the same? 

Viewing Tezuka’s Buddha through a critical remix perspective certainly raises those 

types of questions, along with specific considerations pertaining to authority and 

authenticity in this context – not just whether or not his story is an authentic account and 
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iteration, but whether it is authoritative as an interpretation as well. Tezuka’s account – 

and apocryphal texts, addressed in the previous chapter, more generally – recall the 

“unauthorized, unofficial, or unlicensed” markings of “bootleg” recordings in musical 

contexts.644 The uncertain and unclear guidelines for definitively weighing such texts, 

along with the ambiguity surrounding their importance or disparagement pertaining to 

status in varying contexts, leaves room for a reclassification of traditionally-recognized 

apocrypha and accounts like Tezuka’s. In other words, “apocrypha,” and the conceptual 

assumptions that accompany it, may no longer sufficiently capture – if it ever did – the 

nuances of these texts, their appeal, function, or purpose. Such texts might instead be 

considered Buddhist bootlegs – especially in their confrontation with the power structures 

guiding the status of the authorized, official, and licensed textual material, and the 

“subversive efforts” of those who have “appropriated and repurposed” such textual 

traditions for “other interests, investments, and objectives.”645 

 Tezuka’s account also helps in problematizing canonicity as both a conceptual 

category and formative process. How is a canon determined or decided upon? How must 

it be sustained? What limits need to be maintained when it enters new contexts? Tezuka’s 

remix thus facilitates a critical consideration of how canons are established and what gets 

counted as such – and by whom and for what purposes. Its function becomes twofold, 

then: it might get one to the other side of the proverbial shore in a similar way as both 

traditional canonical texts and apocryphal material, but by inherently encouraging a 

 
644 Gunkel, Of Remixology, 9. 
 
645 Gunkel, Of Remixology, 10. 



 

 296 

critical assessment of “canon,” it also allows for a disruption of the normative power 

dynamics underlying the often taken-for-granted processes that establish canonicity. 

Narrative elements within the story itself push for this disruption of hierarchies and 

modes of control as well: Tezuka’s main characters constantly push back against the 

caste system, status determined through bloodline, and the authoritative position in 

society of brahmins. Indeed, even the emphasis on biocentric equality throughout the 

story could be considered a subversion of typical biological hierarchies in modern 

societies. 

 Canonicity is thus largely inseparable from power dynamics and modes of 

control. Jonathan A. Silk notes that since canonicity “revolves around authority, and 

therefore around power and the exercise of power,” then assertions of it are “ipso facto 

attempts at assertion of power.”646 With this understanding in mind, he emphasizes the 

fact that it is important to remain aware of who the authority is asserting this power, and 

those who are meant to be adhering to such an assertion.647 Closing off scriptural material, 

i.e., the “written, foundational texts of a religious tradition,”648 as “canonical” is a process, 

then, that both legitimates and establishes authority, as well as sustains it. This is 

precisely how Steven Collins frames his understanding of the Pāli Canon and its 

relationship to Theravāda Buddhism: instead of thinking of this “closed list of scriptures 

with a special and specific authority as the avowed historical record of the Buddha’s 
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teaching,” the Pāli Canon should be viewed “as a product of that school, as part of a 

strategy of legitimation by the monks of the Mahāvihāra lineage in Ceylon in the early 

centuries of the first millennium A.D.”649 Some even shift terminological qualifications of 

“canon” to better capture these types of perspectives, too. Meerten ter Borg defines it as 

“an objectified standard rule” that “governs behaviour and belief.”650 He then breaks this 

down by examining “standard rule” and “objectified” separately. The former is defined as 

“a rule (norm, value) that may serve as a check to any relevant behaviour or belief...It 

defines the core of a system of meaning or a culture or subculture or a religion. Whoever 

violates this rule, rules himself out of this meaning-system, culture or religion.”651 The 

latter is used to qualify the fact that “a canon exists independent from the individual 

consciousness of those who adhere to it.”652 That act of closing a canon, then, “also means 

limiting the freedom of those who adhere to it,” which “is always an act of power.”653 

 The relationship between governing bodies and administrations reflects these acts 

of power as well: establishing, leveraging, and sustaining authority are processes 

intimately connected to decisions about what is considered canonical in state religious 

systems. Patronage and sponsorship of canons was common in East Asian contexts, Jiang 
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Wu notes, as were prefaces therein containing indications of rulers’ involvement in the 

process of their formation and preservation. Particularly common were statements 

expressing the belief that the canon “could bless their nation and secure peace in the 

world,” that they conveyed “moral instructions that could help their subjects and 

commoners to rectify their behaviors,” which would lessen tendencies towards rebellion 

or anything else that might harm society, and perhaps most importantly, statements that 

they viewed themselves as “dharma protectors” who were qualified curators and 

compilers wanting to “maintain the purity and accuracy of the content through careful 

selection and textual collations.”654 Social status could be proportionally weighed against 

one’s patronage or sponsorship of canonical texts as well, and monasteries held a much 

higher status if they possessed a canon; the text’s production, distribution, and 

maintenance also “became an indispensable component of monastic life.”655 Catalogers of 

texts, particularly in the Chinese canonical context, weighed things such as style, content, 

authorship, and the location of the text’s origin in determining either authenticity or, in 

the case of apocryphal works, their exclusion and barring from future circulation.656 Such 

catalogers, in determining the status of the works comprising the textual repositories of 

scriptures, “exercised great bibliographical control over the received Buddhist texts,” and 
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thus an extreme amount of power, control, and authority over the teachings contained 

therein.657 When rulers sponsored canon production (i.e., copying or compiling) and 

printing, it was not only a dramatic public display of their devotion; it also served as an 

indication of “the extension of state power into the religious realm.”658 Between the 

patronage of these processes and the relationship they had to cataloging the vast array of 

material, the decisions guiding what would be included in canonical collections was 

effectively “subject to state approval”; those that were considered subversive to the state 

would most definitely be excluded. Thus, determinations of what was canon and what 

was apocrypha were directly aligned with matters of the state.659 

Secular[ized] Buddhism 

 In the backdrop of this part of the analysis, however, is the evolving sociocultural 

landscape pertaining to religious authority and shifts within socio-political circumstances 

that have rendered such authorities less important than they may have previously been. 

Indeed, their apparent dwindling of importance within society is the underlying question 

pursued by secularization theorists in a decades-old conversation on these social, 

economic, legal, and political shifts. While contemporary secularization theorists – such 

as Mark Chaves, Jose Casanova, and Charles Taylor – still engage with the processes 

characterizing the general decline of religious authority across society and in spheres 

where it once maintained control, Berger’s classic definition of secularization still 
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remains one of the most cogent renderings: “the process by which sectors of society and 

culture are removed from the domination of religious institutions and symbols.”660 This 

historic process and evaluation is, of course, very much attached to Anglo-American 

Western contexts – and in particular, Christian contexts – often understood as a decline in 

public religious authority among mainstream institutions, and is a more observable trend 

within areas that have a history of state-religious systems, such as Western Europe. 

However, while the secularization of society and its institutions historically “manifests 

itself in the evacuation by the Christian churches of areas previously under their control 

or influence,”661 these processes can be more generally applied to the intermingling of 

religious traditions with social ordering and maintenance at large. The inclusion of 

“culture” and “symbols” in Berger’s explication also signals the broader dimensions of 

secularization processes outside of social structures: “It affects the totality of cultural life 

and of ideation, and may be observed in the decline of religious contents in the arts, in 

philosophy, in literature and, most important of all, in the rise of science as an 

autonomous, thoroughly secular perspective on the world.”662 Without fear of pushback 

from institutions – institutions with an influence, if not outright grip, on matters 

concerning public life – irreverence also becomes a much safer mode of expression, 

allowing individuals and groups to critique institutional manifestations of religiosity in 

ways that would have drawn scorn and possible punishment in previous eras. 
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 Although Buddhism does not have a centralized authoritative body, per se, the 

established teachings, doctrines, and monastic communities have become the 

authoritative models for the legitimacy upon which subsequent developments depend.663 

As outlined in Chapter Three, Buddhism 1.0 is predicated upon the conveyance and 

acceptance of certain claims to truth, and claims to truth can also function as claims to 

power. In a 2015 interview with Tricycle: The Buddhist Review, Batchelor further 

elaborated on this feature: 

If I claim that my teacher has access to ultimate truth in a direct, nonconceptual 
way, then that is not just a neutral description of that person’s knowledge. It’s also 
what gives that person authority over others…In other words, a critique of certain 
orthodox ideas is implicitly a critique of certain structures of power.664 
 

Batchelor is implicitly claiming a position of power, then, from which he can critique 

older sources; he is subtracting “certain structures of power,” but he is also adding a 

claim that one can critique these structures and substitute better ones that, in his case, go 

unexamined, especially as they reproduce colonial relations. Buddhism 1.0 programs do 

maintain established chains of lineage and tutelage that create closed-off structures of 

power within their systems that are at odds with some of the sentiments found in texts 

like the Kalama Sutta, along with one of the most prominent themes noted in Chapter 

Three that Fronsdal points out in the Aṭṭhakavagga: letting go of views, i.e., “the 

importance of not clinging to any opinions, philosophies, doctrines, or religious 

teachings.”665 The sort of critique being leveled at Buddhism 1.0 in this regard, however, 
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aligns with some of the trends accompanying modernization and processes of 

detraditionalization also noted in Chapter Three – in particular, the shift in emphasis and 

orientation from external to internal points of authority and “the associated reorientation 

from institutional to privatized religion.”666 

 Drawing on Max Weber’s notion of “rational-legal” forms of authority, Lynn 

Schofield Clark discerns a “consensus-based interpretive authority” that further captures 

the presence of authoritative voices in contemporary Western culture outside of 

traditional religious institutions.667 The latter are not entirely negated, per se, but they are 

heavily supplemented with interpreters – especially celebrities – outside traditional 

functionary roles. She points out that celebrity authority comes out of the rather uneasy 

relationship people have had with authority in general – when elites are in charge via 

their specialized training or relationships, or when extraordinary qualities or abilities 

signal attributes that make one worthy of vested leadership. Celebrities are ordinary 

people, and easily become the representative voices for the specific audiences drawn to 

them.668 Tezuka’s acquired authority on the life and times of Siddhartha Gautama that was 

noted in the previous chapter directly aligns with this as well: he most certainly attained a 

celebrity-level of recognition and status during his lifetime, while also lacking the typical 

formal qualifications one would be expected to have when telling a detailed story about 

the Buddha and early Buddhist thought. Moreover, and further addressed ahead, an 
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alternative authoritative positioning achieved in Tezuka’s work also represents an 

“amateur” challenge to a scholastic elite: Tezuka’s series challenges the power structures 

in place that would typically require him to have certain credentials, or have a certain 

societal or institutional status, in order to engage with the content characterizing his story. 

The relationship, Clark notes, between authoritative celebrity figures, however, closely 

aligns with a consumer culture that places such voices in the same sort of market of 

choice as any other commodity; i.e., if these voices are no longer perceived as speaking 

on behalf of their people then they might become old news rather quickly, too. The 

reason that those in this category tend to be appreciated is because they are only 

seemingly tangentially authoritative on matters like religion or politics. They are first and 

foremost presenting themselves as entertainers, which carries a different sort of allure. 

However, as an indirect position of authority, it is also one that could be lost rather easily 

without the need to be systematically challenged.669 

 According to Batchelor, Buddhism 1.0 programs 

seem primarily intent on preserving time-honored doctrines and practices by 
endlessly repeating past teachings and instructions. Although gifted individual 
teachers might seek to break out of this mold, they tend to be restrained by the 
forces of tradition, on which they are ultimately dependent for their authority and 
legitimacy.670 
 

A certain irony exists in this sort of pattern, which further marks his project as both a 

challenge to that historic authority through its subversion of originality, and a reclaiming 

of the authority of the dharma itself:671 foundational to Buddhist thought is the emphasis 
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on dissolving attachments and clinging, including towards established doctrines and 

teachings, as pointed out in the Alagaddupama Sutta; not that those established doctrines 

and teachings should be abandoned so dismissively, but one should always remain 

inquisitive and questioning for the sake of arriving at a personal understanding. The 

Kalama Sutta, as alluded to earlier, is famed for this emphasis, with its push for adherents 

to not simply “go by reports, by legends, by traditions, by scripture, by logical conjecture, 

by inference, by analogies,” and the like, in determining if something should be accepted 

or abandoned, or if it will lead to welfare or suffering.672 Teachings and practices should 

always be tried and tested before commitment – never blindly clung to – and this should 

remain an active process. 

Hacking the Dharma 

 In Batchelor’s analogy, the reclaiming of experiential knowledge associated with 

Buddhism 2.0 might also best be understood as a sort of participatory “hacking” of the 

Buddhist 1.0 operating system, wherein the institutional authority established by elite 

monastic or priestly classes as proprietary coders and debuggers for their respective 

programs is challenged by rising classes of amateur programmers and lay hackers in a 

new, reformative environment. Buddhism 2.0 coders would not be among the elite class 

found in Buddhism 1.0; they would be the nonhierarchical disrupters of traditional modes 

of authority found in that other operating system – much like how Batchelor attempts to 

position himself amid the way his own assumed authority manifested in his own life, i.e., 
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claiming his 2.0 is the next, main iteration with everything preceding his work being 

merely 1.0. In hacker culture, the term “hacker” itself refers to a “person who enjoys 

exploring the details of programmable systems and how to stretch their capabilities.”673 A 

hacker is as much an artist and enthusiast as a problem solver and tinkerer.674 An ethic is 

attached to this persona as well, as such individuals aim to generally “solve problems and 

build things, and they believe in freedom and voluntary mutual help”:675 “The belief that 

information sharing is a powerful positive good, and that it is an ethical duty of hackers 

to share their expertise by writing free software and facilitating access to information and 

to computing resources wherever possible.”676 The hacker sensibility is also both 

inherently anti-authoritarian and something that can be (and often is) extended outside of 

a computational context into culture at large (i.e., CULTURE IS SOFTWARE). In terms of the 

former, Eric S. Raymond notes, “Anyone who can give you orders can stop you from 

solving whatever problem you’re being fascinated by…So the authoritarian attitude has 

to be fought wherever you find it, lest it smother you and other hackers.”677 He adds, 

however, in terms of the latter point, that the “hacker mind-set” is not confined to 

software-hacker culture: 
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There are people who apply the hacker attitude to other things, like electronics or 
music – actually, you can find it at the highest levels of any science or art. 
Software hackers recognize these kindred spirits elsewhere and may call them 
“hackers” too – and some claim that the hacker nature is really independent of the 
particular medium the hacker works in.678 
 

Of course, when software is metaphorically linked in correspondence to contemporary 

culture, most of these types of comparisons require less of a strict distinction. 

 In technological contexts, hackers demonstrate not just a strong familiarity with 

computational systems, but a profound understanding of how these systems are 

structured, communicate, and express the aims of their coding. The zeal for the language 

underlying their projects similarly reflects the semantic elements behind Batchelor’s 

project and reforms as well: a fluency of the canonical texts, i.e., a critical and 

philological mastery of how they are structured and syntactically implemented. Batchelor 

might be considered a Buddhist hacker, developing his own translations and creating 

more accessible and relevant versions of dense poetry and prose through commentary or 

analytical paraphrasing, embodying the effort to expand and spread access to and 

knowledge of the coding behind the programs themselves so that others can equally 

understand and build upon them in Buddhist 2.0 iterations. According to Peter Ludlow, 

“hacking,” in a way that conflates it with activist sensibilities, “is fundamentally about 

refusing to be intimidated or cowed into submission by any technology, about 

understanding the technology and acquiring the power to repurpose it to our individual 

needs, and for the good of the many.”679 Considering the subversion of Buddhism 1.0 as a 
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sort of hacking of the system among Buddhist 2.0 programmers, Batchelor’s project can 

itself be considered here as its own unique form of hacktivism – pointedly hacking for 

social causes or changes – geared towards more communal, egalitarian, and nongendered 

forms of power and structure that guide the dharma among adherents.680 Echoing 

Raymond’s remarks, Ludlow indicates that “a true hacktivist doesn’t favor new 

technology over old – what is critical is that the technologies be in our hands rather than 

out of our control.” He continues: “This ideal, theoretically, should extend to beyond 

computer use, to technologies for food production, shelter and clothing, and of course, to 

all the means we use to communicate with one another,” and overall access to knowledge 

in general.681 

 It is hardly a stretch to correlate, then, the active process of critically remixing 

content to the hacking of such content, i.e., tweaking the source material to do something 

else for oneself or others, which might include finding vulnerabilities in the code and 

seeking correction or reformation. To hack a religious tradition, then, and as noted in the 

previous chapter in terms of the corrective nature of versioning processes, might be to 

remix it into something perceivably better. Part of being able to hack or remix any source 

material, however, is the ability to have access to it for any such tinkering to even take 

place. Indeed, a significant part of the philosophy guiding the Free and Open Source 

Software movement (F/OSS) is that restricting access to knowledge “results in less 
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freedom and slower innovation,”682 and that open access is crucial for furthering one’s 

knowledge and developing self-expression and self-cultivation.683 Buddhism 2.0 might be 

framed, then, as a sort of “open source” challenge among hackers to the proprietary 

systems of elite teachers in Buddhism 1.0, where remixing the underlying code and 

operative parameters in the latter is encouraged less (or remains inaccessibly impossible) 

than the acceptance of what is already in place. The challenge, in other words, is that the 

laity can and should version programs in ways that make sense to them and facilitate the 

perceived positive manifestation of their values and orientations in alignment with the 

underlying source code of their traditions. Something like the General Public License 

(GPL) of the Free Software Foundation (FSF) might be remixed, then, to distinguish a 

Buddhism 2.0 licensing agreement from the proprietary, hierarchical models found in 

Buddhism 1.0 programs: 

When we speak of free teachings, we are referring to freedom, not price. 
Buddhism 2.0 programs are designed to make sure that you have the freedom to 
access and circulate copies of the teachings (and charge for them if you wish), 
that you have a critical understanding of the language and meaning found in 
scriptural texts or can be provided with a means to master it if you wish, that you 
can build upon the text or use pieces of it in new Buddhist programs, and that you 
know you can do these things.684 
 

 Such freedom, of course, inherently challenges positions of power and legitimated 

societal structures as it effectively opens up the possibility to hack the proprietary code 
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established and institutionally maintained by designated custodians and functionaries. 

Institutionalization and legitimation, in the context of religious systems and their 

functional dynamic in society, is often linked to “keeping chaos at bay,” i.e., preventing 

the precarious nature of social reality from slipping through the legitimating processes 

meant to obscure them and the “possibility of anomic terror.”685 At times, this might 

involve responses to alternative perspectives and definitions of reality that challenge the 

system(s) already in place, requiring official groups of figures to repress and legitimate 

such challenges in order to both maintain what has already been established and squash 

any future heretical affronts to it.686 Berger and Luckmann use Christian theology as their 

main example to indicate how the interplay between challenges and responses to those 

challenges result in new legitimated developments within traditions: Church councils 

were formed in response to heretical challenges, and as a result of the conceptual 

maintenance and theorizing that took place, “new theoretical implications within the 

tradition itself” manifested – such as the conception of the Trinity, which was absent in 

early Christian communities – and the tradition was “pushed beyond its original form in 

new conceptualizations.” “As these formulations were elaborated,” they note, “the 

tradition was maintained and expanded at the same time…legitimated but also modified 

by the conceptual machineries constructed to ward off the challenge of heretical groups 

within a society”;687 the role power structures play in these types of contexts, which was 

noted earlier, should not be neglected here either. 
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 Andrea L. Stanton demonstrates how such challenges, at the participatory level 

highlighted here, can often clash with hierarchical traditions and their established, 

historic forms of centralized authority. She specifically analyzes emoticon use (i.e., 

“emotion icon”) among Muslims and how it confronts issues concerning representative 

artwork in Islamic traditions. These remixed emoticons – often altered by adding a hijab, 

cap, or beard – engage in their own level of criticism anyway, e.g., pushing back against 

marginalization through equal modes of representation and the accommodation of racial 

identity and individualization, but they also directly challenge communicative and 

expressive parameters in place and maintained by an elite and authoritative system. The 

use of emoticons can help “supplement or compensate for the flatness and ambiguity of 

textual communication,” she indicates, but they also “offer a distinctive, supra-textual 

demonstration of users’ commitment to a Muslim identity and personal piety” and 

“reinforce users’ sense of community,” especially since Arabic fluency is rather rare at a 

global level.688 

 The sort of freedom required to engage challenges to elite classes of proprietary 

coders, however, is not always as free to everyone in society as might be assumed. While 

participatory cultural levels of engagement and the subversion of more traditional 

hierarchical models aligns well with the general strains running through critical remix 

practices, an important point that can easily get lost amid both assessments of movements 

and the strategic involvement of those directly implicated is that not everyone might be 
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able to participate. Amid the sort of shift in accessibility and control to media forms and 

their manipulation Gallagher highlights, there remains the fact that even in such a more 

democratic digital landscape, not everyone inherently enjoys that access or technical 

ability. Akane Kanai highlights the “open to everyone” misconception of DIY culture, in 

that access to the resources, cultural capital, or knowledge of the methods and means of 

techniques and technologies that would enable or allow participation can often be more 

restricted than critical, participatory sensibilities might inherently appear to 

accommodate. Such “sophistication of amateur production in itself,” she notes, “may 

indicate unequal distributions in who may be able to participate,” because there are 

“hierarchies of power within consumer communities” that need to be kept in mind so that 

simplistic dichotomies between producers and consumers – those in power and those 

disempowered – are not perpetuated; skills and opportunities are not always evenly 

distributed among everyone, or “open to all,” so care needs to be taken to not make 

overarching assumptions or simplistic distinctions.689 Nevertheless, the possibility for 

social conflict is a common trend when experts, functionaries, and elite classes arise as 

specific groups that are in charge of societal maintenance and cultural legitimation. 

“What is likely to be particularly galling” in instances that might arise out of these 

circumstances, Berger and Luckmann state, “is the experts’ claim to know the ultimate 

significance of the practitioners’ activity better than the practitioners themselves. Such 

 
689 Akane Kanai, “DIY Culture,” in Keywords in Remix Studies, ed. Eduardo Navas, Owen Gallagher, and 
xtine burrough (New York, NY: Routledge, 2017), 128. 
 



 

 312 

rebellions on the part of ‘laymen’ may lead to the emergence of rival new experts in 

charge of the new definitions.”690 

Drink Up, Me Buddhists, Yo Ho! 

 Rebellions are not always as serious, however, as might be assumed. Challenges 

to established systems of power and control often entail a certain sort of tendency 

towards irreverence, too. The humorous elements in many scenes throughout Buddha 

demonstrate such ironic and irreverent sensibilities as well. Hutcheon notes that an 

important feature of translations and adaptations is that they can provide “an engagement 

with the original text that makes us see that text in different ways.”691 They can “disrupt 

elements like priority and authority,” she adds, and “can also destabilize both formal and 

cultural identity and thereby shift power relations.”692 Such potential subversive qualities 

might even be part of their appeal, she ponders, for both the adapters and their audiences. 

This is not entirely unique to Tezuka’s masterpiece, however: humor is also present 

throughout traditional canonical literature. In The Buddha Smiles: Humor in the Pali 

Canon, Geoffrey DeGraff (Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu) notes that the presence of humor in 

canonical texts, which was often dry, subtle, and deadpan, was meant to assist in 

developing discernment.693 Distance or detachment was one aspect of this, since “a wise 

sense of humor can be a useful tool in promoting it” and “separating yourself from an old 
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attachment is easier when you can see, in a good-humored way, how foolish the 

attachment is.”694 Palace life, sensuality, psychic powers, human weakness, opposition to 

the teachings, and non-human beings are all topics of such humor in canonical literature – 

just as they are in Tezuka’s work – and engaged in ironic or satirical ways so that people 

can view what they tend to take too seriously with “healthy detachment.”695 The other 

aspect of discernment DeGraff notes is linked to the sort of humor that makes Buddhist 

teachings seem more appealing and provides the motivation “to do something that you 

know will lead to good results”; advantages and strategies of Buddhist practice, along 

with stories that provoke “a wise or a warm smile,” are relevant here, often in the form of 

simile, parable, and analogy.696 While the presence of humor alone does not distinguish 

Tezuka’s Buddha from more traditional Buddhist texts, its anachronistic features and the 

medium itself uniquely separate it from its predecessors. The visual form, specifically, is 

perhaps more adept in presenting the kind of subversive playfulness to which Hutcheon 

points, as it sensually constructs textual scenes and renders them tangible in a much 

different – often more explicit – way. David J. Cooper highlights The Brick Testament – 

the famed recreation of biblical stories with LEGOs – as a great example of an adaptation 

specifically critiquing certain religious messages; in this case, it is through a juxtaposition 

of some of the most violent, albeit glossed over, scenes in the biblical text with “the 

cuteness of the children’s toys.” The contrast “creates an ironic dissonance that calls into 
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question, among other things, the notion that children learn good lessons from the 

Bible.”697 Amid its disparaging aims, however, it has been used as a way to encourage 

critical thought regarding biblical stories and stir interest among new – or younger – 

adherents, and thus, holds noticeable potential to function in an emancipatory way.698 

 Buddha is also comparable to The Awkward Moments Children’s Bible in this 

regard: both it and The Brick Testament demonstrate visual emphasizing and de-

emphasizing processes in their depictions of canonical material. The three-volume series 

of the former (2013–8) presents some of the lesser known or referenced passages from 

the Old and New Testaments with illustrations of the scenes being cited. One of the 

illustrations in volume one, for example, quotes Mark 5:1–17, titled “Delicious Demons,” 

and depicts a herd of demon-possessed pigs plummeting off a cliff to their deaths. 

Another in the same volume, from Genesis 38:6–10, “Unfinished Business,” displays the 

deity’s wrath when a man’s “seed” is wasted.699 The author of the series, an ex-minister 

under the pseudonym Horus Gilgamesh, uses passages like these to humorously critique 

the taken-for-granted nature of textual traditions like Judaism and Christianity, reminding 

readers and adherents of the more embarrassing, uncomfortable, and ridiculous – if not 

largely unexplainable – textual foundations in order to encourage critical thought and 

reflection. Unlike The Brick Testament, however, the children’s book format can become 
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a bit more susceptible to a collapse of context and meaning; i.e., though not inherently 

targeting children or adolescent readers (indeed, the playfulness of the critiques might 

find greater salience with more experienced and informed readers), these demographics 

are generally more vulnerable and might get the wrong impression. In other words, it is 

not that texts deemed sacred by a tradition should be free from critique, but questions 

need to be raised regarding how they can be productively critiqued while understanding 

the risks involved with doing so; misunderstandings of what is going on can move the 

criticism from irreverence to irrelevance if such care is not taken. 

 Contemporary critical remix artists, in a similar vein as the Situationists before 

them, also regularly engage in satire and irony. Hackers are notorious for doing so as 

well. E. Gabriella Coleman goes as far as to indicate that humor is a characterizing 

feature of hackers’ work and interaction – from basic jokes and the directed misuse of 

things for comic relief, to expressing the pleasure and entertainment such works brings to 

them. Hackers, she continues, simply “have playfully defiant attitudes, which they apply 

to almost any system in order to repurpose it.”700 Jenkins and his colleagues highlight the 

fact that humor does not just entertain either; “it also challenges our perceptions, inviting 

us to reconsider our assumptions, bringing about cognitive dissonance” and “does so 

without necessarily incurring our resistance, but rather clandestinely encouraging us to 

laugh at ourselves in the company of others.”701 Humor thus allows for the scrutiny and 
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defamiliarization of what is typically taken for granted.702 The presence of irony in many 

different forms of radical response and activism found within critical remix practices 

attests to this as well, and some of the more prominent sensibilities align well with what 

has been taking place in contemporary pirate political movements. 

 Pirate politics generally focuses on addressing the inadequacies of copyright laws, 

the promotion of free speech, a bolstering of privacy and security (especially in digital 

contexts), the detrimental conditions of closed-off access to information, the prospect of a 

more robust democratic system alongside a decentralization of authority, egalitarian 

frameworks for sociopolitical engagement, and the benefits of being able to freely 

exchange data in order to remain informed and facilitate creativity. While the term 

“pirate” also signals historic seafaring swashbucklers, it has since taken on critical, 

hacktivist dimensions as it coalesces into an increasing media vanguard of citizen 

journalists and grassroots activists. According to Matt Mason, a former pirate radio DJ, in 

contexts more specifically pertaining to copyright and the free circulation of information, 

the term pirate has come to represent “anyone who broadcasts or copies someone else’s 

creative property without paying for it or obtaining permission.”703 Extended outside of 

those contexts, however, media pirates represent guardians of free speech in their 

promotion of “efficiency, innovation, and creativity,” and their actions often “transform 

society for the better.”704 Thus, its contemporary form has centered on digital-age 
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intellectual property reform and extends to related issues including government 

transparency, personal privacy, and access to information. Just as “hacking” was shown 

to reach beyond digital media, pirates across the globe have progressively bridged their 

technological concerns with broader, analog forms of protest and democratic 

participation as well. 

 Hacktivism and political, media piracy might be more noticeably connected to 

contemporary media contexts, but cultural innovators and societal transformers have 

demonstrated such sensibilities all throughout history. More recently, however, was the 

formal establishment of a movement specifically focused on addressing piratical 

concerns. As a hotbed for hacker culture, Sweden’s founding of a political Pirate Party 

(the Piratpartiet) in 2006 was fitting. Other countries – the United States included – 

shortly followed suit, building a federation of distinct pirate organizations engaging 

similar issues. While communication technology and the struggle to reform intellectual 

property law may have facilitated much of the early momentum in political piracy (the 

Piratpartiet emerged from a clash between the Anti-Piracy and Piracy Bureaus – 

Antipiratbyrån and Piratbyrån, respectively – in the early 2000s, along with the latter’s 

index of digital content, The Pirate Bay), as a platform, it addresses much larger societal 

and global concerns.705 At the core of pirate politics is an acknowledgement that 

democracy and civil liberties are deeply intertwined with information technology: it is 

impossible to completely separate society from its technology, however primitive or 

advanced it may be, as politics and technology necessarily share a reciprocal and 
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influential sort of relationship. The free exchange and transformation of cultural works is 

at increasing odds with various corporations and industries today, mostly because laws 

and policies in place are progressively becoming antiquated and ill-suited to match the 

current cultural climate and digitally-networked, global landscape. Rather than protecting 

such passé features, piracy encourages remix and transformation to push society ahead 

with wind in its sails. Retaining the rather pejorative term in its political platform might 

seem a bit strange and counterproductive, regardless of the movement’s origins and the 

selective historical connotations it recalls (e.g., Golden Age pirate ships demonstrating 

egalitarian systems and radical forms of democracy), but embracing the term allows 

political pirates to subvert and reclaim it as their own. Plus, a little attention-grabbing 

irony coloring one’s activism also has a unique way of being able to work to one’s 

advantage among various publics intrigued by the label. 

 Pirate politics is concerned, first and foremost, with empowerment – giving a 

voice to the subjugated to have a say in the way their governments choose to serve them. 

Sure, it can “create periods of chaos and anarchy,” Mason admits, but it can also 

“improve things for the rest of us by doing so” – whether it is music, software, clothing, 

scientific research, life-saving drugs, or the entire political apparatus, the transformations 

more often advance society and democratic ideals rather than impede them.706 Piracy, 

Martin Fredriksson and James Arvanitakis further contend, “is a phenomenon that 

actually teaches us something about contemporary society if we are prepared to learn 
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from it” – and communication technologies have become valuable aids in this process.707 

Recalling the notion of an Upaniṣadic Redux in Chapter Three, the Buddha as remix 

artist par excellence might also be framed, then, as a philosophical pirate, taking for 

creative repurposing the ideas and assumptions of those before him and completely 

transforming deeply-held beliefs and perspectives in Southeast Asia.708 

 The intersection between piracy and religiosity is also not a new insight. In 2010, 

Isak Gerson founded the Missionary Church of Kopimism in Sweden, which gained 

recognition by the state in 2012 as an official religion.709 Coming directly out of the 

Piratpartiet (Gerson was a member at the time of its founding), Kopimism shares in its 

focus on the importance of access to information and its spread. Indeed, the new religious 

movement was founded upon the understanding that information needs to be copied and 

shared because it is inherently sacred.710 While often denied as a mere instance of 

categorically co-opting “religion” to advance or mark out the assertions and ambitions of 

the movement as something wholly other, there is a clear conflation amid developments 

like this between politics and religiosity that is also not entirely unique throughout 

history. Such a conflation taps into certain societal power dynamics in playful, ironic 

ways as well. While there are certainly some societal benefits to state-recognized 
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religious systems – tax exemptions, permission to wear particular garments in various 

public contexts, the seriousness of those devoted, and a strengthening of identity – a 

categorical status change like this also lines up with the ways in which authority and 

legitimizing processes are implicated in cultural traditions, i.e., the use of the 

authoritative sensibilities that typically accompany other, more mainstream religious 

traditions.711 That use and co-opting is often done so at the level seen among hacktivists 

and burgeoning buccaneers alike, however. In other words, participatory politics, DIY 

culture, and amateur-level engagements tend to be where such grassroots stages of reform 

initiate – including contexts pertaining to cultural constructs like religion. 

Collaboration 

 Navas indicates that people “have been collaborating in one way or another since 

antiquity, and probably well before in pre-historical civilizations.”712 It is useful, however, 

to closely examine the term “collaborative” itself when considering the subversive shift 

in authoritative – and authorial – conception and its relation to such a characteristic past 

and creative context. The root, “labor,” Sinnreich indicates, carries the implication that 

creation is a form of work, with creative collaboration signaling a professional class of 

producers, i.e., professional artists, or workers.713 He traces this development – from 

practices simply being a part of everyday life to becoming a professional category – to 

the Italian Renaissance and the social changes taking place during this time (innovative 
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technologies, expanding markets, industrialization, a rising middle class, and other 

related societal trends). “The evolving philosophy of art wasn’t merely a reflection of 

these social organizational shifts,” he states, “but rather an instrument of them; the 

professionalization and commodification of creative expression served to naturalize the 

existence of industries and markets themselves, and the division of creative labor served 

as a map for the division of industrial labor.”714 The irony is that those who do not create 

art professionally are relegated to the sphere of less-talented “amateurs,” which is a 

sentiment noticeably reinforcing the capitalistic mentality thriving today – especially 

since the root needs to be modified (i.e., “co-“) in order to reflect shared labor and 

collective production, which “normalizes the premise of solo creation by treating it as the 

linguistic default.”715 As Sinnreich makes clear, and as indicated earlier, this has hardly 

been the default situation throughout history: “cultural production never happens in a 

vacuum, creation is never completely the work of a lone individual, and anyone who 

claims otherwise does so for economic reasons (or for reputational reasons with 

economic benefits).”716 

 “There is a whole industry behind authorship as a term privileging individual 

creativity or vision,” Navas states, “which, just like other things taken at face value 

during modernism, was questioned during postmodernism, when it began to be apparent 

that there is nothing original, that new things are actually reinterpretations and 
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recombinations of things and ideas as new forms.”717 This questioning, of course, relates 

to the growing critical recognition that individual creators effectively recycle source 

material through either processes of material sampling or cultural citation, which leads to 

the understanding that normative assumptions surrounding authorship are no longer able 

to reasonably conflate notions of the “original” with the “new” in a dismissal of those 

underlying processes – material sampling and cultural citation – inherently guiding 

creative production.718  The former, material sampling, has led most of the charge behind 

this recognition since the rise of mechanical, electronic, and digital reproductive practices 

during the latter part of the twentieth century helped explicitly expose, Navas notes, that 

pre-existing sources are being borrowed from in the creation of those “original” or “new” 

works. “Admitting this,” he adds, “is difficult for a culture that up to this point has been 

defined by the idea of originality, which is closely linked to the rise of the global 

capitalist market.”719 Since the originality of a sole author has been such an important 

cultural hallmark in industrial societies, Navas points out that recognizing the intersection 

between sampling and citation, in terms of recyclability and the underlying processes of 

creation, “in many ways questions the foundations of modernity itself” and is responsible 

for “the tension that is present in remix culture” with effects that extend “across other 

areas of culture and media.”720 
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 Navas indicates that the author as the “celebrated individual” commonly 

understood today did not appear until the nineteenth century.721 Sinnreich demonstrates 

that the term “collaboration” did not begin to appear in books with any prevalence until 

after 1850 – from one-millionth of a percentage to a hundredfold within the next fifty 

years.722 Both trends thus signal the bearing romantic notions of authorship had on 

changes in the law (i.e., discussions of labor needed to be modified to reflect collective 

effort rather than it being the characteristic feature of production) and how authority in 

such contexts would be conceived. While both conceptions – individual and collective – 

can be associated with authorship, the former is the one most often “unapologetically 

celebrated and privileged”;723 Navas notes that this is because the latter is generally 

defined against the conceived individuality and singularity of the former – one who 

“produces new things” and “provides motivation for people to strive to do their best,” 

versus a mere “means towards sharing” that implies compromising the esteemed values 

associated with individuality for the sake of creation.724 However, what can be 

increasingly witnessed today, and amid an unfortunate struggle within the parameters of 

copyright regimes guiding the presentation of one’s work and creativity, is captured by 

what Sinnreich calls “Configurable Collectivism”: an “emphasis on acknowledging 

sources, and on emphasizing the collective nature of cultural production…rejecting the 
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724 Navas, Art, Media Design, and Postproduction, 176. 
 



 

 324 

notion of creation ex nihilo that underpins the modern framework, and positing all 

cultural production as a collective enterprise.”725 This is an interesting development 

relative to the case studies of Batchelor, Tezuka, and Kabat-Zinn, in that each of these 

cases seems to build authority on a more traditional notion of the sole author who only 

minimally acknowledges the collective nature of the tradition of Buddhism, thus largely 

overlooking the many raced, classed, and geographically-located bodies who participated 

in constructing Buddhism in the past.  

Critical Participation 

 There is a tension, then, that emerges as these contemporary constructors of 

Buddhism position themselves relative to both a tradition that they interpret, and the 

many people who practice that tradition and do not understand themselves as experts or 

leaders. Any sort of technical elite or higher class can be effectively challenged through 

the proposed possibility of “social connection, creativity, and authenticity, for people 

who have historically constituted part of the masses, the end of the cycle of cultural 

consumption, rather than the originators of culture.”726 Kanai notes that this can be 

understood “as a way for the masses to speak back in a form of democratic cultural 

participation,” and this “DIY amateur umbrella” tends to characterize many forms of 

critical remix practices.727 This chapter has been extending the framing of the Buddha as 

remix artist to hacker and philosophical media pirate, and this initial framing and its 

 
725 Sinnreich, Mashed Up, 196. 
 
726 Kanai, 126. 
 
727 Kanai, 126. 
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extension here, of course, is predicated on the participatory level of engagement 

illustrated by DIY culture. As noted earlier, while the current project is unique in its 

conceptual metaphorical framing and goals, it is also not the first to bring remix into 

analyses of such participatory dimensions concerning religiosity and reform. In his 

analysis of Quaker renewal, Daniels develops a sort of participatory culture rubric 

comprised of six elements that can be useful in considering how resistance and 

challenges can form, sustain, and succeed at amateur levels: authentic resistance, remix, 

cultural producers, collective intelligence, decentralized or networked authority, and 

alternative social community. 

 Authentic resistance frames the ways in which people “dismantle and build a free 

space where meaning can be constructed outside the purview of authorized meanings and 

dominant culture.”728 The latter part of this term expresses how that new meaning is 

created, by pushing back at any obstacles in the way; the authenticity here captures the 

more personal nature of this sort of resistance, and how much more meaningful than “the 

dominant culture” the communities forming around this type of resistance are. In this 

regard, Daniels states, “authenticity is as much about assimilating cultural products in a 

meaningful way as it is about stripping back all contrivances, making way for the 

authentic ‘real’ self beyond society’s norms and expectations.”729 Remix, in this context, 

and following directly from authentic resistance, is specifically slanted towards its more 

explicit critical sensibilities in that the reworking of cultural material is done so “in a way 
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729 Daniels, 78. 
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that not only transgresses the text’s original intent and blends it with other popular or 

traditional ‘texts,’ but also brings an authentic, self-expression to that material.”730 

Daniels highlights the transformative qualities of remix in this regard as well, in a way 

reminiscent to the legal framing Lessig emphasizes in his work: “Remix allows the artist 

to take the already-established meaning of a particular cultural artifact and compress that 

meaning – through image, repeated chorus, or another well-known reference – to make a 

new ‘recontextualized’ creation even more meaningful.”731 This, of course, ties directly 

into the production of cultural material, i.e., the active side of convergence culture 

wherein a shift occurs between consumption and production, demonstrating the creativity 

and participation of expression in resistance to passivity.732 The last three elements pertain 

more directly to the ways in which participatory engagement correlates to the 

establishment of communal bonds and a collective level of resistance. Collective 

intelligence signals the fact that privileged expertise is no longer the prevailing model: 

“work is shared, participation is mutual, and authority is decentralized – no one, or better 

yet everyone, is an expert” and members of the community engage in a “pooling of 

knowledge” that allows it to both operate and thrive.733 Decentralized authority, of course, 

follows from this as it “cuts across and builds upon the participatory elements of 

authentic resistance, remix, production, and collectivity,”734 and alternative social 
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731 Daniels, 82. 
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community is the culmination of the preceding five: the vision put forth “of what is 

possible given different values and practices within a society” that remains “neither 

sectarian nor tolerant but weaves together resistance and creation, refusal and 

empowerment, offering an alternative vision to what is available.”735 

 These elements are useful in considering how centralized, hierarchical, and 

oppressive modes of authority and power can be resisted, challenged, and reformed. 

While the context in which Daniels has developed them concerning Quaker renewal is 

obviously not about Buddhist applications, specifically, it can be similarly ported in the 

way that I have proposed with my broader project as well; his work, while more narrowly 

keeping the metaphorical process of remix confined to participatory reform, in other 

words, intersects with the larger and more encompassing features of my project. This 

project, of course, is also less about reframing an understanding of developments within 

Buddhist thought and practice as it is about using Buddhist thought and practice as an 

example to demonstrate the project’s larger aims and arguments. Movements such as 

those concerning Quaker renewal or piratical religious sensibilities are conversation 

partners, in other words, in a larger body of theory and praxis that implicates remix 

practices and principles in a metaphorical reframing of cultural development and the 

subversion of those structures that impede or restrict its perceived progress among those 

in marginalized or subordinated positions. 
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Conclusion 

 This chapter has proceeded in a culmination of sorts amid both a contestation over 

discerning and pinpointing points of origin in cultural traditions and how authenticity is 

measured in light of the ways in which cultural development recycles and repurposes 

archival, remixable data. The chapter began by highlighting the work of Kabat-Zinn, who 

seemed to articulate a kind of Buddhist practice that came into being without Buddhism. 

Both Kabat-Zinn and Batchelor, this chapter has noted, have in effect created a 

disembodied tradition that then becomes re-embodied in the West with the erasure of the 

bodies from the East who practiced what the West terms “mindfulness,” but in relation to 

specific rituals and cultural contexts. The chapter then introduced the work of the 

Situationists as a reminder that cultural versioning, or remixing, always emerges in 

relation to a particular time and place – and that such cultural creations can be subversive 

and can challenge existing power relations. Contemporary critical remix practices – and 

the historical traditions from which they have emerged amid their own unique processes 

of accessing recycling data – demonstrate how remixing cultural forms and processes can 

be as liberating and reformative as they are creative and innovative. Access, ability, and 

the knowledge required to embark on such paths have been shown to coincide with 

participatory politics and DIY culture – two broadly defined areas of societal and cultural 

engagement that capture the amateur-level, grassroots origins of resistance and 

challenges to authority.  

 The chapter has also noted the ways that some parts of DIY culture that have 

focused explicitly on subverting and challenging traditional religions and elite systems of 

authority have done so through humor. The Buddha, tradition maintains, began his famed 
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life as a prince in one of India’s higher castes; he left this life in criticism of it and the 

system to which it belonged in open philosophical and societal revolt as a wandering 

ascetic, bearing mere robes and a bowl for begging as others listened to what he had to 

say and joined his cause – either from levels further down in the social order, or 

abandoning their own privileged positions in the life they were now challenging as well. 

 The Buddha was framed in Chapter Three as a remix artist. This chapter has 

extended that framing to both hacker and pirate in order to conceptualize those critical 

and reformative dimensions of Buddhist thought and practice embraced under his direct 

and indirect tutelage. However, as is characteristic of much of this project’s metaphorical 

framing and positioning, the point here is not to just play with terminology for the sake of 

swapping around labels and more catchy, alluring, or unique contemporary descriptions; 

it aligns with the push for a broader conceptual shift. In other words, referring to 

individuals like Siddhartha Gautama as a remix artist, hacker, or pirate does not just shift 

the ways in which such individuals are conceived; it shifts the ways those concepts are 

thought about and conceived of as well. Critically remixing, hacktivist sensibilities, and 

piratical motives are all deeply intertwined with cultural development and its longevity. 

All of them, however, have regularly confronted power structures and authoritative 

hierarchies in ways that are largely misunderstood and disparaged as a result of the 

misbalanced an uninformed perceptions surrounding the issues concerning those 

confrontations. Recalling the criticisms inherent in the conceptual metaphors guiding this 

project, a breakdown of those structures and hierarchies is needed in order to advance not 

just a more informed understanding of the processes and principles underlying cultural 

development, but to more sustainably allow for the creativity, innovation, and progress 
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that a healthy cultural climate demands as well. This often, and by necessity, takes place 

from the ground up, so to speak, and this chapter aimed to demonstrate how those 

processes can be applied under the guidance of Remix+/- and the metaphorical framing 

illustrated throughout this project. It highlighted, for example, the ways that Tezuka’s 

characters demonstrate resistance while also remixing elements of Buddhism and other 

cultural traditions, and the fact that both Batchelor and Kabat-Zinn seemed to want to 

claim a position akin to hackers or pirates while actually failing to acknowledge the 

collective aspects of Buddhist traditions or their own positions in relation to historical 

traditions of colonialism that have shaped their lived experiences with Buddhism as well 

as with cultural interpretation and remixing. 

 Tezuka’s work cannot be understood in quite the same way as Batchelor’s and 

Kabat-Zinn’s, as this chapter has also demonstrated. This is partially explained by the 

fact that he is positioned as an artist rather than an explicit constructor or manufacturer of 

tradition. As such, he seems to take a less authoritative approach to his own creation in a 

way that is consistent with an artist who speaks about society through art, rather than 

aiming to speak to society about spiritual or mindfulness practices, as Batchelor and 

Kabat-Zinn do. This position as artist is what creates the space for irony and humor in his 

work that is not present in Batchelor’s and Kabat-Zinn’s projects, which are more rooted 

in persuasion via text. The role of humor and subversion in relation to remix and 

authority is something that warrants further exploration. Does Tezuka’s effort retain the 

potential for subversion in a way that the other two do not, for instance? And subversion 

of what, and to what ends? Is the potential for subversion a “+” that also uniquely grows 

out of the context of manga as it has become a global popular cultural phenomenon? By 
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highlighting what is added and subtracted in these particular remixes of contemporary 

Buddhism as it appeals to a North American audience, this chapter has demonstrated that 

remixes are not inherently additive (or, solely generative), nor are they always as 

subversive, as they can be. In the next, concluding chapter, this discussion is extended 

further in light of the particular cultural moment in which such constructions have come 

to be circulated: more widely circulated, I argue, than perhaps ever before, which 

certainly warrants further attention.
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CONCLUSION 
 
 This dissertation aimed to place emergent theories of “remix” in conversation 

with scholarship exploring changes in the definitions and practices associated with the 

word “religion.” The particular case studies explored throughout demonstrated the ways 

that certain contemporary creators, writers, and influencers have emerged as constructors 

of contemporary Buddhism. In particular, it built upon the critiques of religion put forth 

by Jonathan Z. Smith, Brent Nongbri, and Russell T. McCutcheon, among others, in 

order to illustrate how attempts at subverting religion’s constructed and manufactured 

nature can just as easily perpetuate the very thing they are attempting to challenge. I 

specifically focused on individuals who are not part of the religious studies scholarly 

community and how they participate in the processes of constructing and contributing to 

changes in North American and European understandings of Buddhism: Stephen 

Batchelor, Osamu Tezuka, and Jon Kabat-Zinn. I argued throughout each chapter that the 

ways they make their claims are best understood in relation to patterned metaphorical 

assumptions about religion – i.e., RELIGION IS PROTESTANT CHRISTIANITY. This 

metaphorical correspondence, along with the one I have situated throughout this project 

as a challenge to it, RELIGIONS ARE REMIXES, was positioned as being encapsulated by the 

model (Remix+/-) I have presented for studying cultural constructs (like “religion,” or 

“Buddhism”), how they develop, and how they relate to misunderstood contemporary 

notions like originality, authenticity, and authority. I demonstrated the ways in which 
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these individuals have been able to leverage technologies, rhetorics, and techniques in 

order to lay their claim to these concepts as well – much of which has to do with the 

contemporary media landscape itself. Such emergent leaders may be understood as 

exemplars not only of changes to Buddhism that are occurring today, I argued, but of 

what is likely to happen in the future with increasing speed. My hope is that the 

dissertation has provided a road map for others who would like to utilize Remix+/- as a 

resource for critiquing the ways that religions change when they are at some distance 

from traditional religious authority. While my particular goal was to address religiosity 

and its developments, my broader ambition has been to have Remix+/- stand as a model 

upon which others might build or supplant as needed in future analyses of culture – 

especially since its inherent features, as pointed out throughout the preceding chapters 

under the framework Remix+/- provides, are also constantly shifting and evolving, which 

will most certainly necessitate the need for changes to be made at a theoretical level as 

well. 

 In the first two chapters, I indicated that Remix+/- is informed by two 

predominant metaphorical correspondences: CULTURE IS SOFTWARE and CREATION IS 

RECYCLING. In the first chapter, I demonstrated how the former captures the 

“computerization” of contemporary culture pointed out by Manovich by framing it in 

terms of those categories that have come to shape its reservoirs of metaphors – namely, 

software and electronic music. Remix, as a metaphor, is an extension that only makes 

sense in the contemporary media context, which does not just account for its 

metaphorical use today, but its lack of implementation during an earlier era as well. Its 

emergence as a conceptual metaphor is directly connected to the emergent networked 
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dimensions of culture, its digital-age configurability, and the engagement and access to 

its media that, while access and ability remain concerns and conditions, no longer 

necessitates a professional class of creators. 

 Discussing the latter correspondence (CREATION IS RECYCLING), I pointed out how 

it captures the nuanced processes of cultural creation that have been historically 

misrepresented, misunderstood, and detrimentally perpetuated. The “software” that is 

culture develops, versions, and spreads through mimetic and reactive processes that 

signal its recyclability and archival patterns of access to data and legitimation. Such 

characterizing features revolve around material sampling and cultural citation – the 

processes informing the principles of selectivity guiding remix practices. This further 

informs the increasing critical perspectives pointed out as being leveled at historic 

notions of authorship, ownership, and originality, and thus, understandings that these 

notions carry to the ways in which authenticity and authority are conceived. 

 My goal has been to draw attention to the ways in which those who aim to subvert 

religion’s constructed nature – with contemporary examples in Buddhist traditions 

serving as portable exemplars – end up perpetuating it through their own processes of 

addition and subtraction that position them as self-imposed authoritative voices and 

figures in these movements. Religious beliefs, practices, and developments have been 

increasingly analyzed in the context of digital culture, however, and this project has 

joined in that conversation by more specifically drawing upon contemporary metaphors 

to study such widespread and pervasive cultural constructs as religious traditions. As a 

result, I have discerned new questions with remix as a unique and critical vantage point 

for analyzing religiosity. 
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 My main criticism of the study of religion was shown to be twofold: 1) it is 

predominantly redescriptive, which is a criticism shared and facilitated by Nongbri (and 

Smith) in his assessment in Chapter Two; and 2) it can quite easily remain a 

manufactured concept (following McCutcheon’s criticism) even amid those movements 

that seek to absolve it as such. In many ways, the subversive strategies analyzed in 

Chapter Five contrast the ways in which the figures associated with this dissertation’s 

case studies proceed in their own projects. The metaphorical correspondence of religions 

and remix was introduced in an attempt to answer both Nongbri’s and McCutcheon’s 

calls for an interdisciplinary shift in methodology – one that pushes back against these 

types of manufactured assumptions, but that pays closer attention to what a homogenized 

conception of religion neglects, i.e., the perpetuation of imbalances of power, wealth, and 

privilege, and contextual features of personhood – while also illustrating how multiple 

terminological qualifications can assist in understanding processes that might have been 

downplayed or highlighted over other ones in a given cultural context. Remix+/- also 

assists in illustrating who is in those privileged positions to be able to successfully remix 

cultural artifacts when others cannot, and how this relates directly to the authoritative 

statuses they establish for themselves. Care was also taken to not let the reflexivity of 

remix studies avoid classifying the metaphorical extension of remix as a redescriptive 

practice; it is important to frame it as such, which is not always done by remix theorists, 

and doing so actually assists in getting away from sweeping categorizations of everything 

being a remix. 

 This dissertation has also demonstrated that the application of remix as a 

conceptual metaphorical framework is deeply connected to a digital milieu; digital 
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culture is, of course, shaped by the hybridity of its media, and its features are directly 

implemented in the ways people make the most sense out the culture within which they 

find themselves. Remix resonates with this digital age and allows those studying religion 

to highlight and explore different phenomena and practices that may have been 

overlooked due to the limitations of other conceptual frameworks within which religion 

has been studied. This sort of repositioning and perspective – one that bridges the study 

of religion with remix theory and digital culture – allows for the reconsideration of 

religious development in ways that uniquely invite new forms of both criticism and 

appreciation. Much of this rethinking is situated within the critical perspective remix has 

always carried with it in its historical manifestations and legacy. 

 The speed and direction of change in “religion” is due to the affordances of digital 

technologies that intensify existing relations of power and amplify the views of those 

positioned as Western leaders as those who can lay claim to certain linguistic, cultural, 

geographic, and technological resources as they participate in the construction of an 

emergent form of what they argue is Buddhism. Ideas spread much more easily now as a 

result of digital media than ever before – especially among English speakers. The speed 

at which networked connectivity takes place in the current milieu has been marked by 

what Mary Chayko characterizes as its “superconnectivity,” i.e., the merging of social 

media networking with mobile communication and wireless technologies, which has 

revolutionarily resulted in the spread of, and access to, data at levels never before seen.736 

 
736 See Mary Chayko, Superconnected: The Internet, Digital Media, and Techno-Social Life (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2017). 
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Mark Pesce refers to this superconnected milieu as the Age of Connection, characterized 

by hyperconnectivity (every feature of human communication in the past is now 

amplified to the point of ubiquity and instantaneity), hyperdistribution (anything can be 

shared or communicated with anyone and everyone instantaneously), hyperintelligence 

(the knowledge base that results from this level of connectivity and distribution), 

hypermimesis (when hyperconnected behaviors are copied and hyperdistributed), and 

hyperempowerment (the use of knowledge gained through hyperconnection and 

hyperdistribution in a focused way).737 He claims that these new media features are 

fundamentally shifting self-definition and the ways people relate and communicate, and 

is likely to continue to do so at the hyper level already present in contemporary culture.738 

Remix has been presented as a fitting metaphor for use in rethinking the ways people 

relate and communicate, resulting in unique conceptual reorientations. 

 The conceptual reorientations emerging from remix theory might also be 

understood as preceding a much larger cultural revolution – a revolution signaling the 

rise of that networked, DJ consciousness, which “recognizes the inequities of the modern 

framework, and attempts to rectify them through the democratization of cultural power,” 

and through the recognition of the existent cultural fluidity that allows one “to retrieve, 

reconfigure, and redistribute such information, and in so doing, to participate in the 

production of shared meaning.”739 Remix+/- has helped me see that there is the possibility 

 
737 Mark Pesce, “The New Media Toolkit,” in A Companion to New Media Dynamics, ed. John Hartley, 
Jean Burgess, and Axel Bruns (Malden, MA: John Wiley & Sons, 2015), 431–5. 
 
738 Pesce, 437. 
 
739 Sinnreich, Mashed Up, 204. 
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of a speeding up going on that is only possible because of this particular era and 

arrangement of power relations, and if this continues, then those interested in religions 

might want to catalog these subtractions and additions to look further into the notion of 

the speed of change, and thus beyond the fact of change, in how religion is undergoing 

construction in the contemporary era. The spread of Buddhist traditions across the globe 

– or any cultural traditions, really – cannot be separated from the changes in technology 

the world has also seen and the increased digital literacy within Western contexts that 

coincides with this. There are certain things possible now, for instance – e.g., the creation 

of a website about “Buddhism” in under an hour – that have not been possible prior to 

this point. The positioning of oneself as an authority on Buddhist thought and culture 

after receiving a Buddhist education in the West from Western teachers, for example, also 

carries with it the fact that an entire chain of transmission has breached traditional, 

historic circumstances. 

 While the internet and networked connectivity have led to extraordinary new 

means for communication and creation, those structures and people in position to exert 

their power to remain in power have led to a rather commodified state of media control 

and regulation, which remix artists might confront in their work, whether it is explicitly 

engaging copyright or subverting those structures under which their creative impulses 

have been meant to be relegated. As I argued earlier, their work might also be shaped by 

this context without them being aware of it either. This is something I argue Remix+/- 

has helped me explore – e.g., the additions and deletions and how those are shaped by 

this context of ownership and cultural power – in terms of who is positioned to define the 

Buddhist traditions I am studying: exaggerated and increased centralization and 
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ownership of media by a select few has unfortunately become a hallmark of the digital 

age – not an example of what it has unraveled. 

 Chapter Three focused on “originality” and Batchelor’s goal to locate an original 

Buddhism. The various additions and subtractions he has selectively played with in his 

remixed iteration of Buddhism were indicated throughout, such as removing the Four 

Noble Truths to correspond with the introduction of his fourfold task. Remix+/- helps 

demonstrate that pinpointing moments of origin becomes increasingly difficult, and 

noticeably misinformed, when those moments themselves are pointed out as part of a 

dialogic continuum, rather than existing as static instantiations. Buddhist texts, teachings, 

and practices were presented in this way, and one of the things remix theory uniquely 

allows for in this context is a clear indication that even revolutionary or reformative ideas 

are always responding to and building upon the targets of that revolt or reform; 

innovation does not happen in a vacuum, and it is itself a process inherently characterized 

by construction. 

 Chapter Four gave closer attention to the features associated with CREATION IS 

RECYCLING and CULTURE IS SOFTWARE in its demonstration – when BUDDHISM IS 

SOFTWARE is adopted as a metaphorical correspondence – that Buddhist programs 

interact with each other to create different and subsequent iterations of Buddhism. My 

extension of Batchelor’s analogy to include “versioning” depicted the recyclability 

associated with tapping into an archival space of data as a perpetual looping process of 

access and legitimation; success among practitioners or scholars was shown to be deeply 

connected to the unique moments in a tradition’s history and its anticipated acceptance 

among those engaging with that data. Textual authenticity was specifically addressed in 
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light of this – especially as it pertains to designations of canonicity, and thus, power and 

control. Adaptation and transmediation were two stylistic practices that helped frame 

Tezuka’s Buddha as a versioned textual iteration of the story surrounding Siddhartha 

Gautama’s life – one that facilitated a criticism of exclusive narrative authenticity and the 

determinations that play a significant role in establishing what is authentic and generally 

left unchallenged in a tradition. Just as Batchelor’s is marked by a +/- dynamic, so too is 

Tezuka’s: certain features of the Buddha’s canonical life were remixed – elements added 

or subtracted as he saw fit – in order to present a manufactured account from someone of 

world renown and status as an artist and storyteller. 

 Chapter Five picked up where Three and Four left off in terms of engaging with 

the embodied side of Buddhist construction. Kabat-Zinn’s mindfulness program was 

highlighted to indicate that addition and subtraction take place outside of textual projects 

as well, with his aim to remove Buddhism from the physical side of historic Buddhist 

practice. The chapter also revisited the critical features of remix noted at the beginning of 

the dissertation, making clear that the dismantling of dominant (mis)understandings of 

authorship and ownership pointed out in Chapter One directly informs the challenges 

remix theory levels against notions of originality and authenticity. When these two are 

subverted, as was demonstrated throughout Chapter Three and Chapter Four via those 

principles of selectivity, recycling, and recombinatoriality guiding remix processes, then 

a challenge to, and subversion of, dominant ideologies and hegemonic constructs 

predicated on such notions becomes the focus of both conceptual and practical revolt and 

reform – not unlike the sensibilities that lead to newer formations within traditions and 

intermingling cultural contexts either. One of the things I discovered through my case 
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studies and those particular constructions of Buddhism is that remix can help better 

reveal certain features – e.g., the heterogeneity of context and history shaping beliefs and 

practices, and issues pertaining to privilege and power – that have been downplayed or 

excluded in the midst of taken-for-granted terminological and metaphorical processes. 

“Hacking” was presented as one of the best ways to capture and consider this activity, as 

a further extension of Batchelor’s initial analogy and a lens through which challenges to 

canonicity might be better understood. 

 In reframing religiosity through the metaphorical correspondences of remix, I 

aimed to provide those studying religion with a way to look at its history and understand 

it differently – why something might be authenticated, for instance, and how it achieves 

that status – as well as a way to recognize the ways in which its constructed nature 

persists, and how neocolonial tropes and Western sensibilities continue to inform that 

persistence. With Remix+/-, I hoped to improve those understandings by making the 

processes associated with religiosity unfamiliar, i.e., shift what the predominant 

perspective and rhetoric has been for analyzing them since familiarity can be blinding; it 

is through the strangeness normally avoided that new perspectives and analytical paths 

emerge. 

 The specific lens and conceptual framework Remix+/- provides has been missing 

from previous work in religious studies; its application can yield new and different ways 

of thinking about religious phenomena and their development. When religiosity shifts to 

being more explicitly conceived as comprised of mediated processes revolving around 

data selection and the recombination of legitimated source material, it reasserts its own 

status as culturally constructed, dialogically composed, and constantly changing. The 



 

 342 

overall goal of this project, then, has been to position remix as a fitting, contemporary 

metaphorical framework for studying the ways in which cultural processes and artifacts 

are formed and sustained. My hope, again, has been to demonstrate that remix can assist 

in rethinking assumptions of originality and authority by displacing some of the aura of 

authenticity attached to various traditions, and the supposed static nature of a tradition 

against which new movements and developments might be compared or contrasted. 
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