
Deliberating Truth and Lies in the Lotus Sūtra:
Heidegger, Nietzsche, Derrida and the Parable of the Burning House

Donavan S. Muir
Graduate Student - Philosophy

San Diego State University



Muir

Introduction

It has been argued that the parable of the Burning House in chapter 3 of the Lotus Sūtra 

contains the unjustified use of a lie.1 Or, at minimum, this chapter has been accused of unjustly 

advocating the use of deliberate deception. This accusation, however, is constructed from a 

foundationalist epistemology. That is, “It is tantamount to belief in a permanent universal truth 

from which norms can be deduced and inferred. Views and actions not based on this 'foundation' 

are held to be simply erroneous and need to be corrected.”2 Thus, the argument that the Rich 

Father in the Burning House Parable committed a lie is composed of the following foundational 

assumptions:

1. Either the father can tell the truth or he can lie. In either case it is always better to tell the 
truth. 

2. Truth, as a rational category that exists necessarily, is independent from existence, and 
has meaning prior to or beyond contingent or existential conditions.

3. The Rich Father deliberately did not tell the truth in order to save his sons from certain 
death. 

4. Therefore, the father is a liar or, at least, is deliberately deceptive.

Clearly, premise two contains a suspicious foundational presuppostion that is in need of further 

investigation insofar as it presupposes that all beliefs are built upon a basic self-affirming truth 

accepted as necessarily true. Therefore, this essay will defend the Burning House Parable against 

the accusation by offering a critique of the epistemological strategy used in the accusation itself. 

That is, the accusation that the Lotus Sūtra unjustly advocates the use of deception and lies as a 

skillful means. I argue that this accusation has as its foundation a presupposed western 

epistemology (number 2 in the above argument) that is not applicable to the meaning and 
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intention of the parable. By exposing this presupposition and situating the meaning and intention 

of the parable in its rightful epistemé, this essay will circumvent the accusation that the Lotus  

Sūtra unjustly advocates the use of deception and lies. Rather, the seeming use of deception and 

lies in the Lotus Sūtra must be viewed within the trans-metaphysics and trans-epistemology of 

the Two-Fold Truth of The Middle Way. This essay will employ a comparative hermeneutics 

using the works of Martin Heidegger, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Jacques Derrida to understand: 1) 

the intention displayed by the Father in the Burning House parable; 2) the problems inherent in 

determining the distinction of truth and lie within a western epistemic context and; 3) the critique 

of the presupposition that deontological commitments supersede onto-existential commitments. 

To begin, I will briefly summarize the Burning House Parable, explicating the nature of the 

accusation that the upayic use of deception and lie is unjustified.  

The Burning House Parable

In chapter 3 of the Lotus Sūtra, the Buddha offers the parable of the Burning House to 

Shariputra as an example and clarification of how expedient means can be used as a way to 

obtaining anuttara-samyak-sambodhi (supreme wisdom). Buddha tells the story of a rich man 

who owned an old and decaying house, with only one gate to enter and exit that housed hundreds 

of people. Suddenly, a fire engulfs the house with up to thirty of his sons inside. The rich father 

escapes from the house through the single gate but his sons, engrossed in playing their favorite 

games, are unaware of the flames and remain inside. The father, fearing that his sons will suffer 

great pain, thought of ways to rescue them from the fire. The first attempt to get their attention 

was to command them through coercion and force. After this attempt failed and the sons 
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continued playing their games, the father decided to invent some expedient means to make it 

possible for the children to escape the burning house. Since the father understood what his 

children liked and how those objects would get their attention, he made them an offer they could 

hardly refuse, 

The kind of playthings you like are rare and hard to find. If you do not take them 
when you can, you will surely regret it later. For example, those things like goat-
carts, deer-carts, and ox-carts. They are outside the gate now where you can play 
with them. So you must come out of the burning house at once. Then whatever 
ones you want, I will give them all to you!3   

After hearing the father’s offer of the things they most desired, the sons immediately left the 

burning house one by one thorough the gate to meet their father out of harm’s way. The father 

was overjoyed by the fact that his sons escaped the fire unharmed. However, the sons demanded 

that their father give them the gifts that he had promised. Instead of the giving his sons those 

gifts, the rich father gave each of his sons tall and spacious carriages, adorned with jewels. 

Based on this scenario, the question has been asked whether or not the rich father 

deliberately deceived or lied to his sons concerning the promise of the carts. Shariputra, when 

asked by the Buddha whether or not the father was guilty of committing a falsehood, answered 

no since the father “made it possible for his sons to escape the peril of fire and preserved their 

lives.”4 Moreover, Shariputra claims that this does not commit a falsehood for two reasons: 1) the 

fact that their lives are preserved means that they have “obtained a plaything of sorts”5 and; 2) 

the use of an expedient means is itself immune from being false since “all [Buddha’s] teachings 

and practices should be understood as devices, as possible ways of helping people” and 

therefore, “should never be taken as final truths.”6 Hence, any accusation of falsehood that could 
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be applied to expedient means presupposes that there was an assertion of a truth-claim or that 

there is a foundational notion of truth that underlies the expedient means. Therefore, Shariputra 

goes as far to say that even if the father had not given his sons the carriages he would not have 

committed a falsehood since their lives were preserved through the use of expedient means.7 

While Shariputra's view seems to excuse the upayic use of a falsehood, there are those 

who think that a falsehood is a falsehood regardless of intent or consequence. This view is 

derived from the western philosophical tradition, particularly in deontological ethical theories 

such as Immanuel Kant's Categorical Imperative. However, one could argue that this view is part 

and parcel of a  larger but more concealed foundational sentiment derived from a rationalist 

epistemic strategy of  Either/Or logic. It not only is a dichotomous epistemic strategy operational 

in modernist philosophical theory and religious world-views but has historical roots in Plato and 

his heirs. It is a historically determined epistemology that the west has yet to suspend or re-

evaluate, whether philosophically, scientifically, or religiously. 

Either/Or logic is reflected in the disjunctive syllogism of formal logic which entails that 

the premises and conclusion of an argument are either true or false. Hence, this dichotomy 

necessarily asserts truth or falseness. However, if both of the premises contain the same 

proposition with the same properties and conditions, s disjunctive syllogism constitutes a 

tautology. That is, a tautology is a statement of propositional logic that can be inferred from any 

proposition whatsoever. Rhetorically, however, it amounts to redundancy such as “Either 

Lebowski is a bowler or Lebowski is a bowler.” It imparts no new information. However, if the 

propositions are different, then it can impart new information. What must be noted here is that, 

5



Muir

what composes the propositions, when they are different, is crucial to a disjunctive syllogism. 

That is, the difference between propositions is usually contingent on what we think are the 

properties and conditions of the constitutive items within the propositions themselves. In this 

sense, we can say “Either Lebowski is a bowler or Lebowski is a non-bowler.” Since the 

predicates within the propositions are different, we can say that Lebowski must be one or the 

other – he can’t be both. This presupposes a fixed and static notion of “Lebowski” and what it 

means to be a bowler and non-bowler. Clearly, this is a matter of fixed definitions – what it 

means to be a bowler or non-bowler – but, can it ever be said, ultimately, that Lebowski is one or 

the other? It depends upon how and what we think of the thing “Lebowski” and what it means to 

be a bowler or non-bowler since this determines the meanings and truth-values. These 

constitutive items in the proposition can not be said to be fixed entities since they are contingent 

upon definitions which, in most cases, are composed of degrees of attributes that comprise the 

definition. Thus, Lebowski can not be a fixed entity as a bowler or non-bowler in any actual or 

existential sense of the thing “Lebowski.” Therefore, since definition is contingent upon the 

constitutive properties in what we think is a bowler or non-bowler, the difference exists only in 

our heads. 

The same applies to truth and falsehood. The epistemic strategy of Either/Or logic 

necessarily entails a mutually exclusive dichotomy between truth and falsehood, between what 

can be said to be true versus what can be said to be false, and between what it means to tell the 

truth and what it means to tell a lie. Any Both/And relationship regarding truth and falsehood as 

a logic of contingency only confuses the issue. Thus, the Burning House Parable is problematic 
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in this regard for those whose epistemology is firmly grounded in Either/Or logic.

Mahāyāna Buddhism espouses a philosophy does not espouse a logic of the Either/Or 

form. Instead, the logical form of Both/And reflects the Buddhist trans-metaphysics and trans-

epistemology of the Two-Fold Truth, based on a logic of contingency. However, it is not as 

simple as the assertion that true and false are contingent or provisional. There is a definitive 

notion of what is true and false in Buddhism but it is not of the dichotomous Either/Or sort found 

in ordinary epistemological structures. To be clear, I will give a brief account of the Buddhist 

notion of the Two-Fold Truth.           

Two-Fold Truth

In the most basic sense, the Two-Fold Truths (Samvrti-satya and Paramartha-satya) are 

the two truths of: 1) worldly convention (dependent co-arising) and; 2) ultimate meaning 

(emptiness). D.T. Suzuki offers the following general account of the Two-Fold truth: “The Lanka 

[Lankavantara Sutra] is quite explicit in assuming two forms of knowledge: the one for grasping 

the absolute or entering into the realm of Mind-only, and the other for understanding existence in 

its dualistic aspect in which logic prevails and the Vijnanas are active. The latter is designated 

Discrimination (vikalpa) in the Lanka and the former transcendental wisdom or knowledge 

(prajna).”8

A fuller explanation of the Two-Fold Truth is given by James Garfield in his book The 

Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way. “There is a conventional world of dependently arisen 

objects with properties, of selves and their properties and relations.”9 In this world, there is 

conventional truth such as snow is white, the grass is green, or if one were to drive a car off the 
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cliffs of the Grand Canyon, he or she would most likely perish. Furthermore, within this 

conventional world, individuals exist as distinct entities from the ‘outside’ world in a subject-

object dichotomy. However, within and beyond the conventional world there is ultimate truth. 

Ultimate truth holds that the conventional world “is empty (of inherent existence). None of these 

objects or persons exists from its own side (independent of convention). From the ultimate point 

of view there are no individual objects or relations between them.”10

It must be noted that the two truths are themselves empty constructions. Nagarjuna 

understood that it was possible to develop an attachment to both 1) dependently-originated 

entities as reified things and 2) to emptiness as an absolute. He, therefore, developed a two-part 

strategy to prevent this, demonstrating that: 1) things are not independent but dependent upon 

other things for their existence while; 2) this dependence empties things of their falsely assumed 

inherent existence.11 Thus, the two-truths are “opposites” interdependently mediated and 

interpenetrated by emptiness. In relation to the points given above, Nagarjuna states:

1) A different thing depends on a different thing for its difference. Without a different 
thing, a different thing wouldn’t be different. MMK 14:512

2) Whatever is dependently co-arisen, that is explained to be emptiness. That, being a 
dependent designation, is itself the middle way. MMK 24:1813

Hence, Nagarjuna’s ‘Middle Path’ is the path between the two truths – between worldly 

convention and ultimate meaning – in which only emptiness can be affirmed.14  Therefore, 

Nagarjuna proclaims that, “if one does not know the distinction between the two truths, one 

cannot attain the true meaning of the Buddha doctrine.”15

Given all that has been said above, it seems that Nagarjuna utilizes, to a certain degree, 

8



Muir

reason and rationality to derive a position concerning the two truths. However, Nagarjuna makes 

a clear distinction between reason as ‘truly reasoned understanding’ and reason as ‘knowledge 

based upon criteria.’ Thus, for Nagarjuna, reason has a two-fold character. “Truly reasoned 

understanding is a critical examination of questions of being and non-being, arising and non-

arising, relative to the things that constitute the content of that reasoning. Beings are not able to 

stand up under the weight of such an examination by true reasoning, and unable to maintain their 

essence [and] are revealed without essence and empty. In contrast, ‘knowledge based on criteria’ 

is the affirmation of being to conventional things.”16  More precisely, ‘knowledge based on 

criteria’ is not just an empirical epistemology, it includes rational abstractions and sense 

experience woven into what Gadjin Nagao calls ‘sense-patterned knowing’. This type of 

knowing never sees reality, for in the realm of ultimate meaning, ‘nothing in the world,’ whether 

objects of vision, hearing, smell, or so forth, ‘can be validated by such criteria.’17 Therefore, 

while truly reasoned understanding has access to ultimate meaning, no knowledge based on 

criteria can ever reach the ultimately meaningful. Knowledge based on criteria, including Either/

Or Logic, is bound to the conventional world and gives rise to it.  It is the epistemic foundation 

of the conventional world’s deluded construction. Conversely, truly reasoned understanding is 

not grounded in phenomenological being since it focuses on an essence-free emptiness of beings. 

Therefore, true reasoned understanding is distinct from knowledge based on criteria since true 

reasoned understanding is epistemologically grounded in ultimate meaning, while knowledge 

based on criteria is grounded in the conventional world.

These two forms of rational knowledge are distinct, but they are not independent.18 They 
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do not contradict each other since truly reasoned understanding cannot negate knowledge based 

on criteria. Take, for example, the fact that green is green. This is knowledge of the ordinary 

world of experience which is upayic in nature insofar as it is one of the various mental processes 

that facilitate the pursuit of wisdom.19 In this sense, knowledge based on criteria is a practical 

means of leading one to the awareness of emptiness and is somewhat dependent (as a matter of 

dependent origination) upon it. However, knowledge based upon criteria cannot achieve this 

awareness in and of itself. Therefore, ultimate meaning cannot be considered in isolation from 

conventional wisdom. They are mutually interdependent.

Chapter 16 of the Lotus Sūtra entitled “The Life Span of the Thus Come One” provides 

an understanding of the two-fold truth that complements what is given by the Lankavantara Sutra 

and Nagarjuna. In this chapter, conventional truth and ultimate truth are signified as provisional 

truth and transcendent truth. They are used primarily in teaching others within the Sāha world of 

conventional truth about Universal Buddhahood, (insight into ultimate truth). The teachings of 

expedient means, by way of appealing to provisional truths, are meant to “point to” the 

transcendent truth known as the Seal of the Three Laws: 1) All things are impermanent; 2) 

Nothing has an ego, and; 3) Nirvana is quiescence.20  Thus, provisional truths are ways of using 

conventional understanding upayically to lead one to ultimate knowledge or the transcendent 

truth of the Three Laws. However, problems arise when conventional wisdom, provisional truths 

derived from knowledge based upon criteria of the Sāha world, are mistaken for Buddha 

Wisdom, ultimate truth as truly reasoned understanding of the transcendent truth of universal 

Buddhahood. It must be emphasized here that provisional truths are not meant to maintain a 
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fixed status over time. They are temporary and, by their own ‘logic,’ remain as such. Otherwise, 

provisional truths, or conventional truths, become fixed attributes of knowledge based on criteria 

which hinder the understanding of the ultimate truth of universal Buddhahood. 

This is precisely what is taking place when the rich father in the Burning House Parable is 

accused of committing a deliberate falsehood. That is, the judgment is derived from a series of 

assumptions and presuppositions, as knowledge based on criteria, without acknowledging the 

father’s expedient means derived from compassion, in which truly reasoned understanding 

operates. When conventional wisdom assumes the position of truly reasoned understanding, a 

fatal mistake occurs since conventional wisdom can never reach ultimate truth on its own.

The Two-Fold Truth as Foundationalism

Foundationalism belongs to conventional wisdom since it posits a notion of truth that can 

be derived from knowledge based upon criteria. But is Mahāyāna Buddhism and the Lotus Sūtra 

positing a notion of foundationalism through the Two-fold truth of the Middle Way?  Is 

Buddhism a foundationalist philosophy? This designation depends upon what one would 

consider as foundationalist. In relation to the foundationalism noted at the beginning of this 

essay, it is not. But is it foundationalist insofar the Two-fold Truth upholds a “belief in a 

permanent universal truth from which norms can be deduced and inferred?”21 I contend that, 

though it seems to involve a foundation, the two-fold truth is non-foundational. That is, the 

universal truth mentioned in the Lotus Sūtra is ultimately: 1) impermanent; 2) non-local (devoid 

of spatio-temporal existence); 3) non-substantial and; 4) is empty (no-thing). In short, it is no-

thing in particular. Thus, it can not be said to be foundational since there is “no-thing” which it 
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could be founded upon. However, this is its foundation! Though norms and beliefs can be 

deduced or inferred from this foundation, it is foundationally non-foundational. While this 

conclusion is seemingly paradoxical, it is not meant to be so. This paradox is only an outcome of 

the ways in which we can speak about foundations in the Buddhist sense of the term. It is an 

upayic expression of what Michael Gilbert calls “Effing the Ineffable.”22 Moreover, it is a 

foundation to get us beyond the need of foundations. Surpassing the need for foundations is a 

crucial feature in Buddhist philosophy and is expressed in Sandra Wawrytko’s analysis of The 

Logic of the Three Gates. 

The Logic of the Three Gates

Wawrytko states, 

The structure of the Lotus Sūtra demonstrates how meaning emerges as our 
mental constructs are gradually deconstructed and we enter a logical succession of 
gateways opening up to a full vista of reality […] The structure of the text reflects 
this progression, with each section building on and reflecting back on previous 
insights until the point of closure, or final breakthrough arrives. This represents 
our breaking through metaphysical and epistemological delusion, as well as 
through the limitations of language.23 

Thus, the very structure of the Lotus Sūtra provides the process of passing through the three 

gates by revealing a path towards deconstructing fixed epistemological structures. These gates 

are: 1) signlessness (ch.1-14); 2) emptiness (ch. 15-27) and; 3) aimlessness (ch.28).24 Likewise, 

they represent the Three Dharma Seals of: 1) wisdom (prajna); 2) compassion (karuna) and; 3) 

practice. The first gate, called signlessness (animitta), entails a process of clearing the ground.25 

Meaning, “One needs to get beneath the dualisms and limitations imposed by perception and 

conception. This allows for true, immediate ‘seeing,’ in contrast to the filtered, interpreted seeing 
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‘as’ experienced by deluded beings.”26 Entering the second gate, emptiness (sunyata), “brings a 

recognition that no independent existence is possible, only relational, interdependent existence. 

Once these distinctions and discriminations have been emptied, attachment also ends, allowing 

compassion to arise.”27 Thus, according to Wawrytko, “we need to empty out our narrow sense of 

identity, along with dualistic conceptual schemes of self and other, superior and inferior, past and 

present, savior and saved.”28 The final and most important gate, aimlesseness (appa nihita), 

allows the “full liberation [that] comes with the realization that there is nothing to ‘get’ and 

nowhere to ‘go.’”29 What this means is the practice of attaining enlightenment “now becomes 

possible in the fullest sense” since the discriminating mind is freed from the ‘getting’ and ‘going’ 

of ordinary and conventional existence.30

The Logic of the Three Gates provides an understanding of Buddhism’s view of 

foundations; namely, the need to get beyond fixed epistemic structures to ‘see’ reality in its 

fullness. This is a theme that will be explored at length later in this essay. For now, however, I 

would like to begin the discussion concerning the intentionality of the rich father.     

Intentionality and Heidegger's Positive Modes of Solicitude

To decide whether or not the rich father is lying or is deceiving his children, there must be 

an investigation of the father's intentions since intentionality is a constitutive element of 

deception and falsehood. As Jacques Derrida states, “In its prevalent form, recognized by 

everyone, the lie is not a fact or state; it is an intentional act, a lying.”31 Derrida observes a very 

important point here. Namely, that the lie is neither a fact nor a state of things; it is not a noun 

but a verb, hence Derrida's use of the term ly-ing. Yet, in the foundational epistemic structure, the 
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lie is treated as a noun. However, this point will be addressed in length later in this essay. For the 

moment, the intention of the father is our primary focus. 

  It is clear that the rich Father has compassion for his sons and compassion is partially 

constituted by truly reasoned understanding. After all, they are human beings with a long life 

ahead of them. But what was the father's intention? On the surface, it seems that the father 

intentionally lied to his sons. However, the father's intentions can not be limited to what he said 

to his children. It is clear that his primary intention was to get his children out of the burning 

house. What is questionable, however, is how he got his children out of the house. It could be 

argued that the father could have gone back into the house and saved their lives. However, this 

position neglects to acknowledge that the father's intentions were manifold. That is, there was 

more than one intention involved in the act. The first, and most implicit intention, was that the 

father did not want to put his own life in danger. The second and most important was for the sons 

to willing escape the house on their own. To further explain the latter intention, Heidegger's 

positive modes of solicitude must be applied as a comparative hermeneutics for a more coherent 

understanding.  

In Being and Time, Heidegger describes two extreme modes of positive solicitude which 

Dasein employs in its care and concern for Others. They are extremes insofar as there are various 

ways between these two modes that Dasein can use in concerned dealings with Others. To 

Heidegger, these extremes are: 1) Leaping-in for Others and; 2) Leaping-ahead of Others. The 

first extreme of leaping-in is where Dasein, “takes over for the Other that which he is to concern 

himself.”32 That is, Dasein “stands-in” for the Other and takes the Other's place in what the Other 
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is to be concerned about or 'care' for him or her self. For example, suppose a father wants to 

teach his daughter how to change a flat tire on her car so she can get to and from work. Instead of 

letting the daughter change the tire herself, the father leaps-in for the daughter and changes the 

tire. In this sense, the daughter did not learn how to change her own tire. She may understand 

what it takes to change a tire, but does not know how to change it herself. Thus, the father leaps-

in for the daughter and relinquishes her of concern and care about how to change a tire. However, 

this is a positive mode of solicitude since the tire has been changed and she can now drive to 

work. 

On the other hand, the second positive mode of solicitude is where Dasein Leaps-ahead 

of the Other. In this case, Dasein, “does not so much leap in for the Other as leap ahead of him in 

his existentiell potentiality-for Being, not in order to take away his 'care' but rather to give it back 

to him authentically as such for the first time. This kind of solicitude pertains essentially to 

authentic care – that is, to the existence of the Other, not to a “what” with which he is concerned; 

it helps the Other to become transparent to himself in his care and to be free for it.”33 This entails 

Dasein, holding the Others existence as a primary caring, allowing the Other to authentically 

derive care and concern on their own accord. In this sense, Dasein's care facilitates the ability for 

the Other to authentically embrace that with which they are concerned. So, continuing with the 

example given above, the father would not change the tire for his daughter. He would, in his 

care, facilitate the daughter’s ability not only authentically to concern herself with the flat tire 

since it is a means to transport herself to work, but to change it on her own. The daughter not 

only learns how to change her own tire, but authentically learns about her own 'care' and concern 
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for the car.  Thus, the father has facilitated the daughters own “existentiell potentiality-for-Being” 

as someone who understands herself as having the potential and ability to care for her car and to 

change her own tires. 

Applying Heidegger's modes of solicitude to the Burning House Parable to explain the 

rich father's intentions, it is clear that the father employed both modes of solicitude. In the first 

instance, the father, as a form of authoritatively leaping-in for them, demands the children leave 

the house, which takes away from the sons their own care and concern. In the second instance, 

the father leaps-ahead of the children by calling upon those things that the children, in their 

ownmost sense, are concerned with. Hence, they are willing of their own accord to finally leave 

the house. Moreover, this positive mode of solicitude is also employed in most of the parables 

within the Lotus Sūtra as a consistent pattern of empowerment. For example, the Parable of the 

Lost Son in the Lotus Sūtra, where the father, instead of telling the Lost Son that he is his father, 

not only allows but facilitates the son to come to the conclusion on his own.

To be accurate, however, it must be noted that Heidegger's use of “concern” and “care” 

are to be understood as something that the Other is immediately aware of. That is, the Other's 

“care” is an awareness of some aspect of the world that he or she is concerned about. For 

instance, the daughters “care” for the flat tire on her car is “the awareness of” the state of the tire. 

This can be problematic in the case of the solicitude of the rich father and the burning house. Can 

the father employ positive solicitude if the sons are unaware of the fire, since solicitude, as 

leaping-ahead, depends upon the son's “awareness of” the fire. It seems that solicitude is only 

applicable if the son's “know” of the fire. Therefore, can it be a leaping-ahead of the sons if they 
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are not aware of (do not care about) the fire? It can, but only through a specific understanding. 

Namely, we must be able to infer that the sons would “care” if they were aware of the fire. In 

fact, it can be safely inferred, ontologically, that the sons do “care” - or, are aware – about their 

lives even if they are not immediately aware of being in danger. So, in this sense, the father is 

performing positive solicitude. 

Perhaps this is the reason why the accusation that the father is lying or is deceptive has 

been formulated; it might seem that the father's solicitude is constructed from a false “concern,” 

on behalf of the sons, for the carts! However, this is not the case since the false “concern” for the 

carts, constructed by the rich father, simply replaced the “false” concern for the game-playing. 

Thus, the father simply traded one false concern for another “false” concern as an expedient 

means to get the sons out of the house, which is, in itself, positive solicitude in the Heideggerian 

sense of the term. This is a point that will be revisited later in regard to what is false and what is 

not.  

While offering an explanation of the father's intention – to save his sons from perishing 

and to facilitate concern for their own escape, no matter how “false” – it helps us to understand 

of why the father decided to say that he had certain gifts for them when he did not. However, the 

question of whether or not the Rich Father committed a falsehood remains unanswered. To 

answer this question, however, requires an examination of what truth is, what it means, and how 

it is used. 

In the epistemé of the Two-fold truth – the very epistemé embraced by the Lotus Sūtra 

resides – truth has two, non-dual, but distinct meanings. Moreover, in relation to the Burning 
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House Parable, it is clear that the Rich Father did not commit a falsehood since the meaning of 

this falsehood is of the conventional sort. That is, the presumed falsehood was committed in an 

already deluded and “false” world. However, this is a point that will be discussed at length later 

in this essay. What is more curious is the accusation that the Rich Father committed a falsehood. 

If something is said to be false – or is understood as a lie – then this posits a notion of truth that 

has been negated or undermined. Thus, in what sense is true and false understood in this 

accusation? Could it be the case that the accusation presupposes True and False within the binary 

Either/Or framework?  Does truth exist at all? Or, a more radical question, what is the value of 

truth and on what is that value founded?  To answer these questions, an examination of truth 

through the philosophies of Friedrich Nietzsche and Jacques Derrida is required. 

Nietzsche and the Production of Truth

In western philosophical discourse, truth has maintained a preferred position. That is, 

truth is something to be sought and is assumed to be that which determines – or measures – the 

validity of an argument, meaning, and reality itself. In this sense, if something is determined to 

be false, then it becomes meaningless since truth is that which cradles meaning and reality. Thus, 

“Truth is the philosopher's value par excellence.”34 However, this view is based on the 

foundational notion that truth is a fixed and stable Logos – as something that exists prior to and 

reflects reality. Within this view, “Truth is ministerial, vicegerent, responsive to what is, from 

which it takes its measure. On this interpretation, the occasional truth in speech or thought 

presupposes the more originally determinate being or self-identical presence of the things whose 

being as they are makes truths true.”35 However, for Nietzsche, “what passes for true has nothing 

18



Muir

to do with adequation to a transcendent order of Being, fixed and closed forever.”36 Thus, “The 

difference between truth and falsehood is not made by the presence or absence of a unique 

attribute.”37 Nietzsche explains further in his note On Truth and Lies in a Nonmoral Sense, 

Analysis of the belief in truth: for all possession of truth is at bottom nothing but a 
belief that one possesses truth. The pathos, the feeling of duty, proceeds from this  
belief, not from the alleged truth. This belief in truth presupposes that the 
individual has an unconditional power of knowledge, as well as the conviction that 
no knowing being will ever have a greater power of knowledge; hence the belief 
in truth presupposes that the duty to speak the truth is binding upon all other 
knowing beings. The relation suspends the pathos of belief, that is to say, the 
human limitation, with the skeptical supposition that we are perhaps all in error.38 

Clearly, it can be inferred that, to Nietzsche, truth is not something that exists prior to, outside of, 

or “on top” of reality. Rather, “Language, logic, Logos, ratio, all measures and instruments 

falsify everything they touch precisely to the extent that they produce (what passes for) the 

truth.”39 Thus, truth is not prior to existence and reality – it is something that is produced. This is 

precisely why Nietzsche criticizes the presupposition that logic and the categories of reason 

contain the criterion for truth. Nietzsche states in The Will to Power, “The aberration of 

philosophy is that, instead of seeing in logic and the categories of reason as a means toward the 

adjustment of the world toward utilitarian ends (basically, toward an expedient falsification), one 

believed one possessed in them the criterion for truth and reality.”40 Hence, it is a mistake to 

assume that logic and the categories of reason possess truth rather than produces “truth.” Barry 

Allen, in his work Truth in Philosophy, discusses this mistake between assuming truth as “in-

itself” rather than something that is produced, stating, “A statement is not made to be true by the 

corresponding presence of anything whatever. Statements are not made to be true at all: instead, 

they are made to circulate, to pass for true.”41 More precisely, and from a Nietzschean view, 
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Allen continues,

The only sense in which truth is 'determined' is when a given statement is 
evaluated for truth and sustains that evaluation. Since this does not always happen 
on every occasion when something true is said, not all truths are 'determined' to be 
true. Even when truth is determined (that is, evaluated, verified), what determines 
it (a technique for producing truth) does not 'make' a statement true buy endowing 
it with the essential true-making attribute. There is no such thing.42 

Therefore, “It is a mistake to think truth 'itself' is a unit or principle of natural unity whose 

character (correspondence, coherence, ascertainability, or whatever) can be expected to enter into 

an explanation of why some statements are true and others are not.”43 This is precisely why 

Nietzsche holds the view that, “the world with which we are concerned is false, i.e., is not a fact 

but a fable and approximation... it is 'in flux,' as something in a state of becoming, as a falsehood 

always changing but never getting nearer to the truth: for – there is no 'truth'”44 Thus, truth is 

obliterated by interpretation – an interpretation of the change and flux of becoming. 

What, then, is a lie? If truth is not a fact or state of things and is not something prior to 

existence, but is a product of an epistemic strategy – as something that “passes for” truth -  does 

the meaning and use of a lie suffer the same critique? According to Derrida, it does, but in a 

different way. The difference is not only the fact that truth is produced, but has limits. That is, 

truth is limited to the epistemological structures and the “negotiations” between laws of thought 

that produce what passes for truth. Derrida states, 

By itself, the expression 'limits of truth' can certainly be understood – and this 
would be an indication – as the fact that the truth is precisely limited, finite, and 
confined within its borders. In sum, the truth is not everything, one would then 
say, for there is more, something else or something better: truth is finite. Or 
worse: truth, it’s finished... As soon as truth is a limit or has limits, its own, and 
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assuming that it knows some limits, as the expression goes, truth would be a 
certain relation to what terminates or determines it.45 

Thus, truth is a contingent factor of epistemological structures that produce it. This means 

that truth is not some providential attribute that precedes knowledge – the view proposed by 

foundationalism – but is born from the very epistemé from which it is constructed and produced. 

In this sense, a lie is contingent on what is ordinarily thought of as truth. What is more, 

the lie is primarily performative and intentional. That is, a lie exists and is performed in light of 

what is ordinarily conceived as truth. A lie, then, is truth's “dancing shadow.” However, if truth 

has limits, then it can be inferred that lies must also have limits, if not more so. More to the 

point, however, is the question of whether a lie can be told given the epistemologically structured 

nature of truth mentioned above. In this context, can one ever prove that someone is lying? 

Jacques Derrida, in his work Without Alibi discusses the manifold aspects of this 

question: 

For structural reasons, it will always be impossible to prove, in the strictest sense, 
that someone has lied even if one can prove he or she did not tell the truth. One 
will never be able to prove anything against a person who says 'What I said is not 
true; I was wrong, to be sure, but I did not mean to deceive; I am in good faith,' or 
alleging the always possible difference between the said, the saying, and the 
meaning-to-say, the effects of language, rhetoric, and context. (WA34)   

What this entails is the notion that if an intention exists “outside” of the performative act 

of lying and is not nestled, concretely, in the linguistic, contextual, or epistemic structures of the 

truth that is being lied about, then it can neither be proven to be a lie nor is it a lie 'in-itself'. To 

be clear, a lie is an intentional act. However, if the intention is not a constitutive part of what is 

being 'lied about' – that is, an intention directed to that which is not true – then it can not be 
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proven to be a lie, nor is it a lie itself. In this regard, Derrida states that, 

one must admit that nothing and no one will ever be able to prove, precisely – 
what is properly called to “prove,” in the strict sense of knowledge, theoretical 
demonstration and determinant judgment – the existence and the necessity of such 
a history as a history of the lie, and of the lie as such. This history cannot become 
an object of knowledge. It calls for knowledge, all possible knowledge, but it 
remains structurally heterogeneous to knowledge.46  

Moreover, Derrida questions whether a lie can be sustained. That is, whether a lie can 

maintain an infinite effect. In either case, the effect of a lie can not be sustained as such since it is 

contingent upon an intention (and an epistemic structure that determines its opposition) that 

becomes 'lost' in the logic of infinite effects. That is, the logic of the symptom of the lie exists 

outside of the intention and neither is sustained nor infinite. Thus, the symptom no longer has 

any relation to the intention of the lie or the lie itself. For example, Derrida states, 

The classical determination of truth as indefinite survival of the 'stable' seems to 
call [...] for a great number of 'deconstructive' questions. By excluding even the 
possibility that a lie might survive indefinitely, it goes against experience itself. 
We know that the lie and its effects (for the concept of a lie does not concern only 
an intention but a desired effect) can survive, it must be able to last to infinity and 
never appear as such; and if one thinks that the effect of the lie, that is, of betrayed 
veracity, remains indestructible as symptom, then even in that case, one must 
recognize that the logic of the symptom can no longer be contained within an 
opposition between good faith and bad faith, the intentional and the 
nonintentional, the voluntary and involuntary, and so forth – in short, the lie.(WA 
68)  

While this may be understood by some as a bizarre and foreign conclusion, it should be 

noted that the bizarreness of the statement is not indicative of the statement itself, but rather of 

the problems within the epistemic structures and strategies employed in understanding what is 

truth and lie. As Derrida states, 
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Ethical, juridical, or political responsibility, if there is any, consists in deciding on 
the strategic orientation to give to this problematic, which remains an interpretive 
and active problematic, in any case a performative one, for which truth, no more 
than reality, is not an object given in advance that it would be a matter of simply 
reflecting adequately.(WA61) 

Thus, it is a problem within the problem of knowledge and determination – and in the context of 

this essay – the problem of mistaking conventional knowledge for ultimate knowledge in the 

Buddhist sense of the two-fold truth. 

Moreover, Derrida’s understanding of truth and falsehood mirrors that of provisional truth 

found in chapter 16 of the Lotus Sūtra. Provisional truth, or provisional lies for that matter, can 

not be said to be ultimately true or false since they are fleeting and immediately discarded. The 

symptom of a provisional lie does not exist since the purpose of such a lie is not meant to sustain 

itself as symptom. Thus, they do not maintain any static or concrete signification. Likewise, they 

do not have epistemic limits since the epistemology of the two-fold truth does not have within it 

a structure that would compose a limit. Therefore, under this view, a provisional lie, much like 

Derrida’s notion of a lie, can not be said to exist since it does not have any attributes that 

maintains it as anything at all in the foundational sense of the term – it is no-thing. This does not 

mean that provisional truths and lies disappear, it merely means that they are not distinct from 

their context – they are connected to other no-things.

Ethical Dimensions of Foundationalism and the Parable of the Burning House

The foundational approach to the accusation of the lie in the Burning house Parable 

ignores the question of what is more important, upholding a categorical imperative of truth by 

any means or saving lives. (Conspicuously, this statement is formulated in terms of an Either/Or 
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logic. However, this is not due to a dilemma in reality, but reflects the dualism inherent in the 

structure of the foundation itself.) To maintain the categorical imperative of unvarring truth-

telling is the dilemma of letting the children perish. 

There are many problems with this view. The first is that truth is understood as something 

that exists prior to existence – not something that is epistemologically produced or something 

that does not exist. The second is, for the rich father to maintain truth-telling as Duty, the death 

of the children might take place if he does not “lie.” Slightly to this point, Derrida states, 

I have pursued the necessary aporetic analysis of a duty as over-duty whose 
hubris and essential excess dictate transgressing not only the action that conforms 
to duty (Pflichtmässig) but also the action undertaken out of the sense of duty (aus 
Pflicht), that is, what Kant defines as the very condition of morality. Duty must be 
such an over-duty, which demands acting without duty, without rule or norm 
(therefore without law) under the risk of seeing the so-called responsible decision 
become again the merely technical application of a concept and therefore of a 
presentable knowledge. In order to be responsible and truly decisive, a decision 
should not limit itself to putting into operation a determinable or determining 
knowledge, the consequence of some pre-established order.47

In this sense, the rich father was over-dutiful. That is, he was dutiful – responsible and decisive – 

without operating within an imposed condition of duty that rests on a rationally derived 

imperative.

The third problem is that the categorical imperative is a product of the discriminating 

intellect derived from conventional understanding. That is, the imperative, in the context of the 

two-fold truth, belongs within the world of conventional wisdom. Thus, the categorical 

imperative is an epistemic construct belonging to the structures and strategies of the 
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discriminating mind – discrimination between what can pass for 'truth' and life itself. And this is 

precisely Nietzsche's feud with Kant. Namely, “There is no pre-established harmony between the 

promotion of truth and the welfare of mankind.” (Nietzsche HH 518)   

More to the point, however, John R.A. Mayer makes the following observation 

concerning the Lotus Sūtra.  

These parables fly in the face of some conventional modern claims, such as 'the 
ends do not justify the means' and that knowing the good for the other when the 
other does not share that knowledge is 'paternalism,' and using deliberate 
deception in order to get the other to do what we think is best for that person is 
'manipulation.' Thus, the parables themselves are not instances of some absolute 
truth, but rather, persuasive devices, themselves to be abandoned once they have 
enabled us to behave compassionately. They, too, are merely skillful means to an 
end. (Mayer 155)

What this entails is that the accusation of lying on the part of the rich father – and the view that 

the father should always tell the truth – is itself categorically misplaced. That is, the accusation is 

contingent upon an epistemé that is imposed upon the epistemology of the Two-fold Truth. 

Following Mayer’s logic in this regard, the accusation presupposes a foundational truth which 

the parable itself does not uphold. This is not to say that the Two-fold Truth does not have a 

position on truth, quite the contrary. It is only to say that the character of that truth is not of the 

same sort as that which is imbedded in the accusation. So, to judge the truth or falsity of the rich 

father from a foundational sense is itself a category mistake – or, a condition in which that 

absolute category has become all-too-hardened.  

Summary 

Analyzing the Buddhist philosophy of the Lotus Sūtra on its own terms, the accusation 
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that the rich father committed a lie or a falsehood is untenable. Not only is it untenable in light of 

the Two-fold Truth, but from within the epistemic structure and strategy on which the accusation 

is founded. Namely, that truth, understood in the conventional sense is just that, conventional or 

provisional. Thus, the rich father does not negate ultimate truth, since that is impossible. Rather, 

the negation is possible only if conventional truth is mistaken for ultimate truth. According to 

Mahāyāna Buddhism, that mistake itself is the cause of humanity's delusion and suffering. In this 

case, the rich father lied only within the context of the conventional or Sahā world, which is not 

the arbiter of truth due to the pervasiveness of delusion. In fact, it is always already deluded. This 

does not mean, however, that all of humanity within the conventional world is participating in 

some grandiose Platonic illusion. That would run contrary to the Buddhist understanding. The 

conventional world is not an illusion, but a delusion. What it does mean is that ultimate truth can 

not be understood if we are restricted to the confines of the conventional world. 

Moreover, the accusation presupposes that truth exists in the foundational sense of the 

term.  Thus, and as a foundational epistemé, it is suspect since within Buddhist philosophy no 

foundation for such a truth is recognized. Not only is truth produced from within this 

epistemological foundationalism, any assertion that there is a substantial and absolute truth that 

exists prior to, outside of, or on top of reality is questionable, to say the least. Therefore, the 

mistake in the accusation arises by assuming that truth is not a product but is a stable, pre-

established, universal, concrete, abstract 'entity.' Ordinary experience informs most of us that 

change and flux are constitutive features of this “hot” universe. Thus, where is there any room 

for stable entities? Any form of a foundational truth is confined to that moment within which it is 
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claimed, asserted, or created, precisely in the way provisional truths and expedient means 

understands it. The difference is that foundationalism, by definition, requires that truth be stable 

and grasped while provisional truth and expedient means lets conventional wisdom go. 

Therefore, any foundationalism that asserts a substantial constancy of truth is itself, according to 

Nietzsche, a lie since it is recalcitrant to the actual state of change and flux such as that found in 

the Buddhist notion of impermanence.  

The intentions of the rich father are overlooked in the accusation. Namely, that his 

intentions were manifold. So, which intention should be employed for the judgment? Following 

Derrida's view, the intention is what determines a lie. At best, the father could be deemed 

dishonest, but not a liar. The difference between dishonesty or deception and lying is 

intentionality. The intention to lie about something that is constitutive of the lie itself is the 

difference in the intentionality. In the case of the rich father, the intention has nothing to do with 

the lie itself – the intention does not compose the lie insofar as the intention is not implicit in the 

lie’s meaning. This is an interpretation, to be sure, however, within a Nietzschean understanding, 

so is life itself.

  The most important point here is that the accusation ignores the many immeasurable 

meanings of the parable, let alone the Lotus Sūtra as a whole. The accusation fixes a specific 

meaning of the parable, which was never the intention of the parable. While the telling of the 

Burning House Parable has within it a concern for whether or not the rich father committed a 

falsehood, demonstrated by Buddha’s questions to Shariputra concerning falsehood, it is 

precisely that concern that it seeks to demonstrate. Since life itself is recalcitrant to any epistemic 
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categorization of truth, expedient means and provisional truths, paralleling a Derridian over-duty, 

are employed over and above any rationally calculated, universal imperative of duty constructed 

from conventional discriminations.  

Situating the Burning House Parable in its rightful epistemé of the Two-fold Truth 

circumvents the accusation since the accusation is contingent upon knowledge based upon 

criteria. This, above all, indicates why the accusation follows the Either/Or logical form. Thus, 

the accusation itself may never get to the 'truth' in the broadest sense of the term – thereby 

reducing the accuser to the limited confines of what one knows as truth in accordance with its 

epistemic structure and strategy, which, in all cases, is the problem inherent in the accusation. 

Namely, the accuser can’t get to the truth from a foundational epistemic position. The accusation 

presupposes a truth – contingent upon the dualistic epistemic structure from which it is derived – 

that 'limits' it. Thus, if truth has a limit, it can never obtain an absolute or universal status. Can 

the accuser, then, proceed to a judgment? No, since it can only refer to the limits of what it 

'knows.' Therefore, the Burning House Parable circumvents the accusation since the accuser can 

not make an actual judgment outside of their own confines – which is where the meaning of the 

Burning House Parable resides – outside of conventional understanding. Thus, we can 

understand why Shariputra does not claim the actions of the rich father comprise a falsehood. 

Moreover, the parable refers, though not explicitly, to a truth beyond the conventional and 

without limit – emptiness – which circumscribes all of existence. 

Conclusion

The aim of this essay was to defend the Burning House Parable against the accusation 
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that the rich father in the parable committed a lie. Moreover, I have offered a critique exposing 

the classically dominant western epistemological structures that generated the accusation. On this 

point, John R.A. Mayer states, “The Threefold Lotus Sūtra is an excellent text from which to 

learn our disputes and debates, which set us against each other, and which call for arguments and 

judgments, are presupposing a kind of either/or logic which would have the truth as similar to a 

meaning, an opinion, a view.”48 

 While the topic may seem quite banal to some, it is important to get beyond the 

accusation of falsehood to adequately grasp the philosophical depth and scope of the Burning 

House Parable. It deserves more than a cursory analysis by discriminating intellect. 
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